Create strategies to support inclusive classroom practice and a reflection of their effectiveness in the classroom.

At the core of fostering an equitable and enriching educational environment, lies the importance of inclusion for learners with additional learning needs (ALN), with Inclusive education becoming a key objective of education research, practice, and policy globally (Knight and Crick, 2022). Inclusive practice not only upholds the principles of social justice, but also contributes significantly to the cognitive, social, and emotional development of students with diverse learning needs, with the fundamental principles of inclusion proclaiming that all learners are individual in numerous ways, and therefore should be accommodated for, through a holistic approach, according to their differences and uniqueness (Meininger. (2010).; Siddiqui, S., & Adil, 2023). Research consistently emphasises the belonging and acceptance that inclusive education promotes, and the positive influence that this has on academic performance and overall wellbeing (UNESCO, 2017), with inclusive classrooms posited as cultivating a supportive community that embraces diversity, encouraging all learners to actively participate and contribute to the learning process through participation in more diverse and experiential learning activities (OECD, 2020). Furthermore, identifying and addressing the unique challenges and strengths of learners with additional learning needs, within the framework of inclusion, not only ameliorates their academic achievements but also supports them in their preparation to experience meaningful engagement in a diverse society (Forlin, Loreman, & Sharma, 2008). However, it has been argued that focus on a more therapeutic, person-centred approach to education, distracts away from the intellectual challenge and growth that is representative of a knowledge-centred approach (Norwich, 2013, p58). Further criticism of around the implementation of an inclusive curriculum is concerned with the extent of which educators are equipped to assure learning for all (Walton and Rusznyak, 2014). Areas of concern have also been highlighted by teachers who identify disparities in understanding of what inclusion is, and also suggest that physical and financial constraints, training and preparedness, and behavioural issues, all pose barriers to inclusion within the classroom for learners with ALN (Knight et al., 2022).
In recent years, Wales has been experiencing the most influential changes to its education system since 1999, where we saw political devolution from the U.K. Government (Knight and Crick, 2022; Lemke and Zhu. (2018).  Welsh legislation reflects a commitment to inclusive teaching for learners with additional learning needs, with the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 representing a significant development in this regard. This legislation introduces a more person-centred approach and aims to ensure that learners with additional learning needs receive appropriate support to engage effectively in education. The new framework encourages a holistic and inclusive approach, promoting the well-being and educational attainment of all learners in Wales, irrespective of their diverse learning needs.

The following report will discuss inclusivity in a specialist provision of which all learners have complex additional learning needs. It will explore how whilst the whole ethos and design of the provision’s curriculum is centred around being inclusive for all learners, there is always further differentiation that can be done to ensure a more personalised and appropriate inclusive experience is had by all.

Coleg Plas Dwbl (CPD), is an independent specialist college for young people aged 16-25 with additional learning needs. This unique provision offers a practical skills therapeutic education curriculum, which enables a holistic approach to education for young people with learning difficulties, associated behavioural issues, and disabilities (Natspec, 2023), and celebrates diversity through promoting an inclusive environment (Estyn, 2023). The ethos of the college falls in line with the new Curriculum for Wales, which is competency-based and advocates for a developmental, experiential approach to teaching and learning (Knight and Crick, 2022).

At CPD, learners work from a bespoke, person-centred timetable that utilises practical craft and land activities, such as horticulture, farm, craft, iron forge, green woodwork, to support the development of work and life skills in young people with autism and other additional learning needs (https://rmt.org/, 2023).  In addition to this, 1:1 and embedded essential skills ensures that no learner is excluded from the  national curricula literacy and numeracy development, which they may have been excluded from in mainstream settings. Whilst the bespoke timetable is indeed, in itself, an inclusivity tool, there are further ways in which CPD promotes inclusivity for learners.

Whilst I feel as though CPD does align with the values and principles of the new curriculum for Wales, I do feel that we also challenge it somewhat, with our practical skills therapeutic education (PSTE) curriculum. According to guidance from the new curriculum for Wales, 
The purpose of every school and setting’s curriculum is to support our children and young people to be:
· ambitious, capable learners, ready to learn throughout their lives
· enterprising, creative contributors, ready to play a full part in life and work
· ethical, informed citizens of Wales and the world
· healthy, confident individuals, ready to lead fulfilling lives as valued members of society
Welsh Gov, 2023. 

Coleg Plas Dwbl adheres to these principles, however the way that we deliver it is unique and challenges the paradigm of the classroom based curriculum. It has been argued, that rather than try and force the complex needs and compacities of the neurodiverse young person into the institutional requirements of formal education, that instead we should shape education to align with the developmental realty of the individual (Gordon and Cox, 2024, p.98). This is something that I feel CPD does well.

Limitations that Coleg Plas Dwbl faces in terms of offering a fully inclusive environment, is in it’s accessibility for learners with physical impairments that may cause them to use a wheelchair or walking frame. Due to being situated on a working biodynamic farm, where emphasis is placed on the beneficial properties of walking in nature between sessions, the terrain can be difficult to navigate, particularly during wet weather. Whilst the learners we currently have are able to access all sessions and benefit from the outdoor learner that we offer, I do feel that more could be done to promote accessibility for future potential learners who may not be as physically able.

With regards to CPD, and whether it connects with current legislation and policy, in the Welsh Government’s Inclusion and Pupil Support guidance document (2016), essential principles of an inclusive education service are listed. Of these principles, I feel the only one that our provision does not currently meet, is the principle of supporting learners not in mainstream education to have links to their peers in mainstream schools. A high majority of our learners are also residential with us, and come from various counties across Wales and England. During weekends they are supported to attend activities with their peers from college, and during the holidays they (mostly) return home to their families. The learners who are day students travel from Pembrokeshire and Ceredigion and do have some links to their peers in mainstream. Over that past 12 months, myself and members of the senior management team have met several times with the senior team at our county’s mainstream college to discuss how we may work collaboratively in the future. Possibilities around our students accessing courses at each other’s sites have been explored, as we look to partner with them going forward. This may go some way to support learners to have links to their peers in mainstream college, and will also provide opportunities for learners to develop joined-up experiences and share learning across their learning journey (Welsh Government, 2022). 

CPD offers a total communication environment. Speech and language therapy (SaLT), plays an important role in the support of people with ALN as they navigate various communicative challenges throughout their lifespan, with speech and language therapists noted as playing a pivotal role in not only providing support at an individual level, but as also promoting an increase in awareness of communication differences more widely (Cummins, Pellicano, and Crane, 2020). Speech and language resources play a crucial role in supporting students with ALN, offering a range of benefits that contribute to their overall academic and social development. This includes the use of signs/symbols, sign language and bilingualism. 

During our recent Estyn inspection, whilst the overall inspection was classed as ‘good’, our implementation of total communication strategies was at an early stage, and it was noted that this may impede upon the progress of those learners with more complex communication needs (Estyn, 2023). Communication difficulties are recognised as being one of the most prevalent characteristics of children and young people with autism spectrum disorders (ASD), with lack of communication being evidenced as having a significant impact on the individual’s life (Lubas, Mitchell, and De Leo, 2014). 

The strategy that I will discuss is centred around supporting learners with complex communication needs to play a more active role in the student council meetings. The strategy will address session differentiation through the use of visual resources to support communication and facilitate student voice, and will also attempt to further support the sensory needs of the student, which in turn may support learner engagement. 

Whilst devising the resources, l collaborated with our on-site OT and SaLT. Collaborative problem solving and co-operative teaching have been highlighted as key factors in the agency publication Inclusive Education and Classroom Practice in Secondary Education (cited in Five Key Messages for Inclusive Education, 2014), for inclusive practice.  Research suggests that collaborative teaching practices contribute to improved student engagement, critical thinking skills, and overall academic achievement (Johnson, Johnson, & Smith, 2014). 

To reflect upon the impact of this intervention, I have chosen to adopt the Gibbs’ Reflective Model, which offers a well-structured framework in the facilitation of reflective writing, and  is recognised as being a reflective model that provides clear guidelines for reflective writing whilst minimising difficulties in the analysis and evaluation of their teaching and offering a space for teachers/educators to contemplate their action plans  (Hashim, 2023).

I will refer to the learners involved in this strategy as learner A and learner B. 

Description of the experience. 
Student council meetings are held once a month and provide an opportunity for student voice within the college. The student council meetings are incorporated into the weekly wellbeing assembly, that takes place on a Friday afternoon. The wellbeing assemblies were introduced as a way of getting the whole college together to share achievements and best practice for the week. The learners with more complex needs are supported by staff to share an item or piece of work that they have made or worked on that week. Generally, the support staff of learners who are non-verbal will discuss their work on their behalf, using pictures from the week to demonstrate the work and learning that has taken place. Upon reflection of our Estyn report and feedback, it was recognised that more work needed to be done to ensure the inclusivity of those with more complex communication needs.
As facilitator of the student council meetings, I initially met with the support staff (Link Workers) who support our more complex learners to discuss strategies that may address the underrepresentation of them within council sessions, and their limited opportunities to influences what and how they participate in learning activities (Estyn, 2023). 

 We began by devising a social story for each student which detailed the session they would be in before the student council meeting, the room that they would attend the meeting in, who would be there and where they would sit. It also included a now and next board to detail what would happen after the meeting. Social stories were developed to support the development of social skills for people with autism, (Bozkurt, and Vuran, 2014) and involve a brief, individualised story explaining how to navigate a social situation in which the individual may find challenging, and provides information about the situation around what the individual may do, where they may go, and what others may also be doing (Delano and Stone, 2008). Statistically, studies support the benefits of social stories for social interaction for young people with autism (Karkhanch et al., 2010; Svoen, Dobson, and Bjørge, 2021). However, it has been argued that whilst within the general education setting social stories are associated with improved outcomes, that they are more effective for addressing inappropriate behaviours, with their effectiveness on social skills being questionable (Kokina and Kern, (2010).  Following on from advice from our speech and language therapist, I felt that in this instance, social stories had the potential to be an effective tool to support the inclusion of learners A and B.

The discussion in the student council meeting was due to be around a college trip that had been requested in the meeting previously. Staff had suggested that we coincide this with a litter pick, therefore also contributing to the community and wellbeing of our local area. The areas for consideration were the Preseli hills and the local beaches. The link workers began to create pictorial visuals, suited to their learner, which may allow their learner to have a voice in the initial discussion as to where we would go. Research supports the use of visual strategies as an effective tool to support learners to access education (Marita and Hord, 2017). The use of visual representation has consistently been shown to improve learner’s confidence and subsequence engagement in learning activities, and is posited as being an effective intervention for learners with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) (Magiati and Howling, 2003: Spencer, Petersen, and Gillam, 2008; Ostryn, Wolfe, and Rusch, 2008). Historically, learners have mostly be keen to visit beaches in the locality, and so the link workers set about creating visual resources detailing the different beaches that may be an option to visit, as well as the hills. The options were further broken down to represent beaches that were more sandy, stony, more exposed and therefore more likely to be windy, and one with a harbour; and therefore, may have boats. The link workers also created visuals as to the type of things we may all bring to the beach, and also objects that would not be suitable for the beach, so that the learners may further demonstrate their understanding of the trip and what it entailed. For example, link workers created pictures of a litter pick, gloves, hats etc., but also provided pictures of equipment that learners may use within their sessions at the college, but would not be suitable for the beach. 

The structure of the student council session was also differentiated. Usually, learners and staff will sit around in a circle, with the learners being able to choose where they sit. However, this time they were encouraged to sit around tables in mixed ability groups. It has been argued that the differences in interpretation of activities, and dominance of higher-achieving learners may cause difficulties to occur in mixed-ability groups (Jung and Schutte, 2008). However, research suggests that mixed ability groups, as opposed to ability grouping, can lead to interactional differentiation (Poole, 2008), with more current research highlighting that learners feel their learning experiences are enhanced  when given  the  opportunity  to  work  alongside  others  with  more diverse  abilities (Wilkinson and Penney, 2022). 

As facilitator, I stood in the middle and shared with the group the activity for that day. As I described each step, the link workers were able to support my speech with their visuals. As always, the more able learners were very vocal as to their choices of location. They were then asked to display the visuals presented to them by the link workers on the table, so that all learners in their group were able to see them. The learners with more complex communication needs were then supported to look at each visual and make a choice. As well as using visuals, the link workers also used basic sign language, and/or Welsh, depending upon the specific need of their learner. Once all learners had voted on the type of beach they would like to visit, the group were then supported to work through the check list of what we would all need to bring. In doing this activity, we were able to assess the understanding of all learners with regards to the learning activity that was currently taking place. 

Feelings.
Whilst preparing the resources for the student council meeting with the link workers, I felt fortunate to be part of a team of such caring professionals. It was apparent that the link workers are completely in tune with the needs of the learners they support and it was reassuring to be reminded of the whole college approach to ensuring all our learners receive the same opportunities for learning and development.
As I was preparing for the learners to arrive, I felt momentarily apprehensive as I queried whether the resources we had prepared would be enough to support learners A and B to engage in the session. However, this apprehension was minimal, as the confidence of the link workers in the strategy was reassuring. I also wondered how the learners as a whole would respond to the new layout of the room, as previously they would all be able to come in and sit wherever they wanted, whereas now they would be guided to sit in mixed ability groups.

During the discussion regarding where to go for the trip, it felt very positive to see the interactions of A and B with the resources provided. The experience felt structured and cohesive, and it felt to me as though the experience as a whole, was a lot more constructive and calmer than student council meetings previously held. As I looked around the room, it was evident that this positivity was shared by my colleagues.

Evaluation.
The results of this new strategy were as follows:
Both students A and B were able to contribute to the choice of location. Student A was able to do this through the use of pictures and 2–3-word sentences, and student B was able to do this using pictures and words presented to him in Welsh. Furthermore, as well as being able to contribute to the group discussion, both A and B stayed at the meeting for longer than they had ever previously done; student B signalled to leave shortly after the activity of choosing items for the trip, whilst student A stayed in the meeting until the end, something which he has never been able, or wanted to do, previously. 
Following from the results of this, link workers have been supported to create more visual resources for their learners, including bespoke ‘now and next’ boards,  that may be carried with them throughout the day. Furthermore, due to the initial success of implementing a social story for learner A, this process was repeated to support the learner during a recent hospital appointment. A social story was created detailing the journey to the hospital, who would be with the learner, what may happen when they arrive at the hospital, and so on. Feedback from mum was extremely positive, as unlike previous hospital trips where learner A had become heightened and dysregulated, this time learner A was able to stay on baseline throughout the appointment without any displays of anxiety.

During the student council the following month, we discussed the trip and learners were asked for feedback about the trip. In anticipation for this, the link workers had provided learners A and B with a mobile ‘zones of regulation’ board whilst they were at the beach, and asked them to point to the symbols which best represented how they felt. Both A and B had chosen happy, B had also chosen excited. The link workers had taken pictures of the learners at the beach, to include pictures of them pointing to their chosen emotions. During the feedback, the link workers were able to show the pictures to the rest of the group, and when learner A’s link worker showed his photos and began discussing how the trip was for him, he also signed “happy.”

Analysis.
Overall, the experience was a positive one. The fact that A and B appeared positively engaged in the activity was the outcome we had hoped for, but in addition to this, it was the actions and attitudes of the wider cohort that was also very positive. Studies show that learners with communication difficulties are at risk of social difficulties (Lindsay et al., 2005). Research consistently shows that peer interaction for individuals with ASD can be challenging (Bauminger-Zviely and Shefer, 2021), and that being able to effectively communicate with peers through the sharing of ideas, interests and information  can support the development of friendships (Dotson et al., 2010), something which had previously been lacking during the student council for learners A and B. For individuals with ASD, studies highlight that learner-focused interventions support the improvement of social skills and social understanding, whilst also promoting positive interactions (Boyle, 2020). The positive role modelling and support that A and B experienced from their peers was extremely noteworthy and appeared to positively contribute to the overall learning experience. Furthermore, peer-mediated interventions are also demonstrated as improving academic, as well as social, outcomes for learners with ASD in an inclusive environment (Hochman et al., 2015). A and B’s peers also appeared to enjoy and benefit from the visual resources presented to them. Furthermore, supporting the learners to work in small groups for the activity appeared to lower the noise level, which in turn may also have been a contributing factor to A and B staying in the dining room longer. Studies show that sensory abnormalities are pervasive, persistent and multimodal for children and young people with ASD (Leekam at al., 2007), with individuals with ASD showing elevated sensory modulation symptoms regardless of age and severity of spectrum (Ben-Sasson, 2009). Therefore, it is possible that the acoustics of a room could impact upon the experience of learners A and B. 

The Uk Equality Act,2010, states that education providers should make reasonable adjustments to remove barriers to learning, ensuring that no learners are put at a disadvantage (Hewett, 2017).     Upon reflection of the student council meeting, one aspect that maybe did not work so well, was that there were two learners who appeared uncomfortable with their group dynamic, with their link worker noting that they appeared to prefer to let the more confident and vocal members of their group take the lead when choosing from the visual resources. Therefore, in this instance, whilst the differentiation of seating and the introduction of small group work using visual communication strategies may have positively impacted upon learners A and B  through promoting choice and personal autonomy (Hewett et al., 2017), it may have negatively impacted upon the experience of learners with different communication needs. 

Whilst the strategy used here supports the use of social stories as a beneficial tool, it is worth noting that most of the research documented in literature, has been performed on younger school- age groups (Bozkurt, and Vuran, 2014) .Furthermore, we cannot say for definite that it was the use of bespoke personalised communication strategies that enabled the students to engage and participate for longer than usual. However, use of these strategies since, across sessions, would support the theory that they are beneficial.

When considering the overall contribution from staff during this learning activity, I feel the staff support could not have been better. During the activity, learners A and B both required active support initially, however this was reduced to allow peer support. With regards to the wider peer group, the staff supporting the two learners who appeared not so comfortable with the format, were still able to support their learners to stay within the session and to participate in the activity, albeit not so actively as they have done previously.

Conclusion.
To conclude, when reflecting upon the activity and the student council as a whole, I feel it was a positive experience. The meeting went well, and I felt confident that we had made a decision on the college trip that reflected the choices of the majority of learners. I am aware that it is possible that some choices within groups may have been influenced by the more able learners in the group, however, feedback from staff suggest that overall, it was fairly balanced. Going forward, I am aware that when considering placements within a setting there are some learners of whom it is not beneficial to seat within mixed groups, and provision needs to be made to support this. 

With regards to the strategy implemented, whilst it appears to be a fairly simple yet effective resource to create, I am mindful of the time constraints that we as staff face on a daily basis. Studies indicate that whilst facilitators of education favour an inclusive model of education, there is substantial evidence highlighting the difficulties faced in the implementation of inclusive practice (Shevlin, Winter and Flynn, 2013), time constraints for planning and effective collaboration being significant contributors to this (Blecker and Boakes’s, 2010). Therefore, whilst the recognition of suitable resources and interventions for learners with ALN will always be beneficial, the added pressures that it puts on already over-stretched staff needs careful consideration.

Action plan.
Going forward, as a college we have, and will continue to, work closely with link workers, OT and SaLT to differentiate sessions to further meet the communication needs of our learners. 
Our speech and language therapist is also offering sessions on how to create social stories and other visual resources.

In addition to this, all staff are now undertaking a basic sign language course at the college, with many staff also learning basic Welsh.

To further support learner autonomy and learner voice, we are also implementing a process where representatives of the student council are invited to senior management meetings to present their views and wishes related to their education, gleaned through differentiated student council meetings.

Using the Gibbs Reflective Theory to analyse my strategy for inclusive practice, was highly positive and beneficial. The cyclical nature of this model, encompassing stages of description, feelings, evaluation, analysis, conclusion and action planning, provided a structured framework for systematically examining my approach to inclusive education, and allowed for adjustments to be made.

I do feel that CPD as a whole is embracing a holistic and person-centred approach to inclusive education through it’s PSTE curriculum. However, in acknowledging this, I cannot deny our current limitations. Therefore, whilst we still may have work to do, I feel confident that as a collective, our college will continue to work collaboratively to enhance the quality of inclusivity for the young people we work with. 
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