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Research topic: The challenges children with additional learning needs (ALN) and their families face accessing education. 

1. Literature review

UNICEF UK highlights the UNCRC article 23 which states that every child with a disability is entitled to special care, and they should be supported to lead a full life, other articles from the UNCRC also state that they are entitled to an education (article 28) and that they should be provided with equal opportunities. 
However, The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2025) recognises the continuous barriers that children with ALN and their families face when trying to access education. Barriers such as experiencing delays producing individual development plans (IDP), children with ALN receiving reduced hours compared to children without ALN as the school is unable to meet their needs, refusal of IDPs and inadequate ALN provision. 
RCSLT (2024) reported that their inquiry into whether disabled children and young people have equal access to childcare and education produced concerning results as it was found that many children and young people are being denied those rights with immeasurable consequences on both them and their families. 
The Welsh Parliament (2024) found that a significant amount of ALN children do not have access to education and childcare, their findings showed that many are subjected to discrimination, have inaccessible facilities, limited resources and that there is a lack of funding and staff. The research also found that parents and families of children with ALN feel that they are continuously fighting for their child’s basic rights which can lead to families experiencing emotional distress and it can also have a negative impact on their child’s attainment and their opportunities which can have a lasting effect into their future. 
Lewis (2023) also found that many parents describe trying to get extra support for ALN children as a fight or battle, some parents claiming their children are being refused IDPs despite them clearly needing additional support and despite ALN reforms being in place there is a concern over funding and workloads issues. 
Reichman, Corman, Noonan (2024) also highlight the implications of having a child with ALN has on the family, such as increased stress, a negative impact on their mental and physical health, many families struggle to find adequate and affordable childcare and they often face difficulties when deciding and accessing appropriate education. Maxwell et al. (2018) stated that their findings showed that a little under a third of home educators had children with ALN as they had been removed from school as their parents felt they had a negative experience and there was a lack of inclusive practice.
According to The Welsh Government (2024) The Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales 2021 (The ALN Code) and regulations was enforced in 2021 to ensure that those between the ages of 0 to 25 can access the required support, the implementation of this is still ongoing but it aims to provide all learners with ALN with IDPs that identify their needs and that those are followed by schools or local authority. 
Murphy, Greenway, Conn (2024) discuss this ongoing period of educational reform, where what was formerly referred to as Special Educational Needs (SEN) is now known as ALN, the reform requires an increase of working with parents and a more person centred approach which involves learners and their families in the process and places greater accountability on schools. 
Government Social Research (2023) carried out an evaluation of the Additional Learning Needs System and although they reiterate that the implementation of the act is still on going, they found there are gaps in data regarding learners, parents and carers and their experience with the process and they recognise that they need to gather more evidence from them such as how they are being engaged and supported in the ALN system. Starkie (2023) also suggested that there is a lack of literature that focuses on experiences of parents/carers of children with ALN when accessing assessments which led to her research into the subject, her findings were that all participants found the process very stressful and difficult, they felt they had been dismissed by professionals and let down by the system. However, Starkie (2023) also suggested that there was a possibility of bias as those who have a negative experience are more likely to want to have their say as opposed to those who are satisfied with theirs, although it could be argued that many parents who were having difficulties with the process at the time of the study did not have the time to participate. 
According to McElwee, Oliver (2024) early intervention can lead to better outcomes for children with ALN and their families, caring for children with ALN can cause numerous stressors for their parents or carers and by identifying challenges and addressing the children and family's needs holistically, it can increase their resilience and ability to overcome challenges and also have a positive impact on the child's overall development. Snap Cymru highlights the Additional Learning Needs Code (2021) and their aims and objectives that aim to support children with ALN and their parents early on and involve them in decision making, the government wants them to have their say about what support they require to improve and implement their policies which will lead to better outcomes for children and their families and to provide inclusive practice for all. 
Jones (2024) also reiterates this in her research findings which showed that those who claimed to have had good experiences was due to them working with professionals that had a good understanding of the child's and family's needs and the barriers they face, allowing them to advocate alongside them for the tailored support they required. The project also showed that by valuing their rights and listening to their individual experiences, allows them to understand what is working well and what needs to be improved on. 

2. Methodological considerations
This study will use semi structured questionnaires for 100 participants to complete online, and 5 of those participants will be asked to take part in face-to-face interviews for the research methods. The study will also involve obtaining data that is both quantitative for the purpose of gathering statistics and qualitative to allow participants to input their own personal experiences. According to Roberts- Holmes (2018) mixed method research uses both qualitative and quantitative methods and provide the researcher with a greater and more complete view of the topic as opposed to only using one approach. For example, Robert-Holmes (2018) suggests that questionnaires and interviews work well together and would help us to understand the complex lives of children and their families.  
Chapman, McNeil (2005) define triangulation as combining numerous methods and comparing them to prove the reliability of a research tool and the data it has collected, it often involves the use of qualitative and quantitative data, and it allows the researcher to gain a better picture by looking at it from different angles. Roberts- Holmes (2018) also states that by using mixed methods it can strengthen the accuracy and validity of the findings and as this study will be using a mixed method approach, when compared, if the findings are shown to be the same then it will show that the research has been triangulated. Caduff, Sharma, Prawesh (2019) suggest that a mixed method approach could reduce the risk of gathering incomplete data and that by asking open ended questions could trigger the memory to recall a particular experience or story. 
According to Cohen, Manion, Morrison (2017) when using a survey, sampling is a key feature, and it must be decided early on when research planning, they state it is important to identify the target – who, the amount and what characteristics they must have to participate, the target for this study will be parents of children with ALN that are of school age. Onwuegbuzie, Collins (2017) suggests that sampling could be considered to be one of the most important components of a research project as if the sampling is not appropriate, any interpretation from the data may not be considered credible, they also suggest that a mixed method approach can make the decision regarding sampling more difficult. 
The data for this study will be obtained from parents due to the age of the children in question and the study will use purposive sampling as it is only relevant to families that have children with ALN, as stated by Bullard (2024) purposive sampling involves choosing participants with characteristics that are relevant or critical to the type of study. 
As stated by Frederick, Leong, Austin (2006) questionnaires are most frequently used for studies that require a person's own perceptions, their current situations and experiences and interviews have many of the same aspects of questionnaires, but unlike questionnaires, they allow the researcher to expand on the questions they have answered and delve into it on a deeper level. Eckerdal, Hagstorm (2017) also suggest that questionnaires offer a starting point to gain an overview, and the researcher can use this to consider what has not been answered or what needs to be expanded on. 
Nolan, Macfarlane, Cartmel (2013) highlight that interviews are often used in research to gather qualitive data, as it helps the interviewer understand the complex experiences and needs of the participant,  they also stress the importance of building a good rapport between interviewer and participant when gathering qualitative data and if the researcher is able to build a good rapport with the participant, it will provide them with better results. 
According to Pozzo, Borgobello, Piereila (2019) there are many benefits of using questionnaires as a research method, they are low cost for the researcher, can reach a large amount of people in a short time, they can use both open and closed questions, and they are easy to obtain. They also mention that another benefit of questionnaires is that they can be done online which can ease the pressure on the person who is completing the questionnaire as they could remain anonymous which allows them to feel more comfortable being critical or honest whilst discussing sensitive issues. Batram (2019) reiterates this by saying that by allowing participants to complete the questionnaire anonymously or by not being in the presence of the researcher, they are more likely to give more honest response and it allows them time to properly consider their answers so to ensure they give as much information as possible. 
Dunwoodie, Macaulay, Newman (2022) claim that interviews are a valuable research method as they allow participants to fully express their feelings, give a deeper insight into their experience and if conducted carefully and correctly, can provide them with a more in depth and possibly holistic view that the questionnaire alone would not succeed in doing.  
Adams, Cox (2018) provide the example of questionnaires and interviews being used as a mixed method approach as researchers can use the interview to follow up on certain points and they can prepare questions beforehand but also deviate from the set questions when needed to gather the appropriate information. However, they also highlight potential drawbacks such as interviews being time consuming, they require careful planning, preparation and care must be taken whilst conducting the interview and by deviating from the set questions, although it can make the participant feel more at ease, it could also be more difficult to analyse at the later stage. 
Ranganathan, Caduff (2023) discuss semi structured questionnaires and how they allow participants more freedom to give unrestricted responses to the questions they are asked, they may feel that they are able to express themselves and ensure that they are fully understood. However, the issue with open questions is that they are more time consuming for the participant and more difficult for the researcher to analyse the data as responses will be more varied.
Cohen, Manion, Morrison (2018) discuss potential challenges to surveys/ questionnaires, one being a low response rate, leading to insufficient data being collected, as mentioned in part one, people who are going through a challenging time may not have time to complete or take part in research or it is often found that only those with negative experiences that are willing to take part which could create bias in the research findings (Starkie, 2023). 
Institute for Work & Health (2015) highlight one other research method, the longitudinal study, this involves researchers carrying out many observations from the same participants over a longer period, this method could be considered useful to gain a deeper understanding. However, as suggested by Miller, Whicker, (1990) longitudinal studies are often expensive and more time consuming than other methods. 
Riazi (2016) describes the Halo Effect as a cognitive bias that affects a person's judgement or performance, in terms of research one example could be how a person feels about the researcher affecting their input, if they do not find the interviewer likeable they may not be forthcoming with information and in turn, the outcome of the research could be flawed. Similarly to what has been previously suggested, it is important that there is a good rapport between the researcher and participant to allow them to gather as much reliable data as possible. (Nolan, Macfarlane, Cartmel., 2023) 
According to McCambridge, Witton, Elbourne (2014) The Hawthorne effect is a widely used term in research studies where the participant is aware that they are being observed and this affecting how they behave leading to inaccurate findings. Therefore, this could affect certain research methods but as the questionnaires in this study will be distributed online, they can give the option to remain anonymous so in that case, they would not be affected by the Hawthorne effect. (Pozzo. Borgobello, Piereilia, 2019, Batram, 2019) However, the interviews would not be able to remain anonymous so they could potentially be affected but as Paris, Sutkin (2016) suggest that research that shows The Hawthorne effect to have a negative impact on those being observed is sparse and claims that regular contact with participants can improve the quality of the findings which could also be interpreted as building good rapport with participants. 


3. Ethical considerations

UWTSD (2022) state that the principles of any research are dependent on it being scientifically accurate and it adhering to ethical guidelines, the researcher must also ensure that they ‘do no harm’ whilst undertaking the research and that both the researcher and participants are protected during every step of the process. 
Voluntary informed consent 
BERA (2024) highlight that before researchers conduct their study, it is important that the participants in their research have given their ‘voluntary informed consent’ and that it is equally important that researchers consider the possibility that they may want to withdraw that consent at any point during the study and if so, that request must be respected. It is considered that involuntary informed consent to mean that the participant has a complete understanding, including why they have been chosen to take part, what that entails and how their data will be stored. Participants must also voluntarily agree to their participation, and it must be ensured that they also understand that they can withdraw from the study at any point and without explanation (BERA, 2024, p.13). 
Right to withdraw
Wiles (2013) also reiterates the participants right to withdraw and adds that it is imperative that the researcher ensures that consent is maintained throughout the whole of the process and although the consent forms/ information sheet will state the participants right to withdraw, the researcher needs to be mindful that some may find it difficult to verbally express their wish to withdraw. Therefore, the researcher must be vigilante in noticing other non-verbal cues that imply they no longer wish to continue, or they are uncomfortable with a certain topic or question. 
Confidentiality and Anonymity.
Wiles (2013) also states that confidentiality and anonymity are key aspects that need to be considering in an ethical research project, and it must be ensured that participants are fully aware of how those aspects will be managed during the research project. Wiles (2013) defines confidentiality in terms of research as meaning that the information disclosed will not be repeated without the participants permission. UWTSD (2022) refers to anonymity in research, where the identity of the participant is concealed in all research documentation and state that both anonymity and privacy should be respected during the study. However, some qualitative research methods anonymity cannot be assured, and this should be made clear to the participant, for example, in interviews the information disclosed could be identifiable (Wiles, 2013, p.50-51). There are also other circumstances where the researcher may be obliged to break that agreement such as if there has been a disclosure of abuse or if the researcher feels that the child in question could be a victim of abuse or neglect, for example, in this study the parent may disclose that their child has been subject to neglect at their early years setting or a parent could unintentionally disclose that they themselves have subjected their child to that. (Wiles, 2013, p.43) 

Risk Mitigation
Ethical research aims to be conducted in a manner that puts the participant at ease and that ensures the researcher is not asking too much of them. The researchers also have a responsibility to consider their duty of care and assess any risks and consider any harm that their research may cause. (BERA, 2024, p.20).
The safety and well-being of participants is an important aspect and although some risks may be minimal, they must still be handled correctly and with care, especially when dealing with sensitive topics such as the participants personal experiences. (Wiles, 2013, p.7.) The researcher must ensure that they are also considering their own safety and well-being, it is both their responsibility and the responsibility of their employer, institution or sponsor. (BERA, 2024, p33.)

Participant: potential risks

Distress or upset 
Bos (2020) discusses intrusive research and defines it as involving discussing matters that may bring up unpleasant memories that may be upsetting to discuss such as in the case of this study, as previously mentioned parents feel that they must fight for their children’s basic rights (Lewis, 2023) and as the continuous fight can cause emotional distress, discussing the experience could also bring up unpleasant memories (The Welsh Parliament, 2024). Therefore, it is important that the researcher ensures that the participant is fully aware that they have the right to withdraw at any time and that they also remain vigilante to signs that they are uncomfortable or distressed during the process. (Wiles,2013). Also, as suggest by Habib, Pathik, Maryam (2014) no unnecessary questions should be asked, only questions that aim to solve the issue and that will lead to better outcomes. 

Anonymity and confidentiality
As previously discussed, due to the sensitive topic regarding their children, parents may be concerned about how the information they have shared will be stored and shared. Therefore, it is important that privacy, confidentiality and how the information will be stored and shared must be made clear at the beginning of the study to ensure that the participants are made fully aware informed. (BERA, 2024, p.13) (Wiles, 2023). However, as it has also been mentioned, as this study would involve obtaining qualitative data, the interviewer cannot guarantee anonymity. (Wiles, 2013, p.50-51) and although the researcher cannot guarantee this, they can however assure the participants that the information will remain confidential as if they cannot be assured, they may refrain from disclosing information that could be important to the research study. (Beins, 2018). However, it is also highlighted by Wiles (2023, p.41-54) that in some cases the participant may prefer to not remain anonymous and wish to be identified, which could be the case in research topic in question. 

Researcher: potential risks
Insufficient data
The Central University Research Ethics Committee (CUREC) (2020) highlight the importance of the consideration of the sample size as if the amount is too little it could pose the risk of producing insufficient data which could lead to the inability to sufficiently answer the research question and having too large a sample size could also be detrimental to the study as acquiring too much data is not only wasting the participants time but also could be too time consuming for the researcher to analyse. Therefore, as previously mentioned one of the most important elements of a research project is the sample type and size as it determines whether the data from the research will be credible. (Onwuegbuzie, Collins, 2017). 
Disclosures
As highlighted by Schooling (2017) it is estimated that it is 3 time more likely that a disabled child will be subjected to abuse, compared to non-disabled children, taking this and the research topic into consideration, as previously suggested (Wiles, 2013, p.43), it could be disclosed or the researcher could come to the realisation that the child being discussed is suffering from a form of abuse or they may even disclose that they themselves are victims of abuse. As outlined by BERA (2024, p.24) it must be stated on the consent forms and information sheet that confidentiality may need to be breached if there is a safeguarding concern, the researcher must then seek advice from the relevant person such as their supervisor and any decision to breach of confidentiality will considered carefully and deliberated accordingly. 
 
University: potential risks 

Reputational risk
UWTSD (2022, p.4) state in their Code of Practice for Research Ethics and Integrity that they are committed to ensuring that both staff and students comply to high ethical standards when conducting any research that is linked to the university and when any actions fall short of those standards it is known as research misconduct. 
One example given by UWTSD as of a form of research misconduct is failing to meet the ethical obligations such as fabricating or falsifying research results and if the research is funded or supported by the university it could affect their reputation as it could damage how they are perceived by the research community, funders or the public. (University of Essex, 2025). Therefore, it is important that both the researcher and the university always adhere to the ethical standars set out by UWTSD. 

Litigation through loss of data
UWTSD (2022) is legally obliged to processes data in accordance with the Data Protection Act 2018 and General Data Protection Regulation 2018. The GDPR 2018 sets out requirements in which organisations such as universities must follow when handling personal data, the regulations places greater accountability on organisations and those who process personal data and provides more rights to those whose data is being handled. Failure to comply with those requirements could result in legal action or financial penalties as stipulated in GDPR 2018. 
This risk can be mitigated by ensuring that ethical guidelines set out by UWTSD and the regulations set out by the Data Protection Act 2018 and GDPR 2018 are always abided. 


How to collect and store data
This study will follow UWTSD (2022, p.13) guidelines that state that processing the data that has been obtained from the research must be in accordance with the Data Protection Act 2018 and General Data Protection Regulation 2018 (GDPR) and the data must be processed ensuring that it is lawful, transparent and fair, collected for a specified purpose, relevant and limited to only what is necessary, accurate and ensuring that confidentiality and integrity are maintained. 
Data Protection in the UK is governed by the Data Protection Act 2018 and the GDPR 2018, the Data Protection Act 2018 outlines a person's right regarding their personal data, this allows them to be able to access it and be informed about how it is being used, as previously mentioned this will be established before the study begins. (BERA, 2024, p.13) (Wiles, 2023). GDPR 2018 provides people with more control regarding their data, and as previously mentioned it allows financial penalties to be imposed on those who do not comply with the regulations, forcing those who process and control data to put measures in place to ensure that data is protected. 
This study will also follow the guidelines for storing data as shown in the UWTSD Research Data Management Policy (2022) that states that researchers must also comply with the laws regarding confidentiality as it involves obtaining information about people. The policy outlines six data protection principles that are in line with the Data Protection Act 2018 and GDPR 2017 principles that were previously mentioned. As outlined in principle six, to ensure data is stored securely, electronic data should be password protected and saved to secure network, the user must also ensure it is not left on display for any unauthorised persons to view it. 
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