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Slide 1
My name is Holly Edwards, and I will be examining the challenges faced by learners in Welsh educational settings. I will consider not only systemic barriers to learning, such as insufficient government funding and a lack of professional support, but also personal and community challenges within a specific school in south-west Wales. Some of these challenges stem from the cost-of-living crisis, the specific learning needs of children, and mental health and emotional issues affecting families within the community. I will refer to this school as School A and draw on my own experience working as a Learning Support Assistant (LSA) within the school’s Learning Resource Centre (LRC) to link these experiences to the wider challenges faced across Welsh educational settings.
Slide 2
Every child in Wales has the right to access an inclusive education that enables them to develop and reach their full potential, as outlined by the four main purposes of the Welsh curriculum. The curriculum aims to produce ambitious, capable learners; enterprising, creative contributors; ethical, informed citizens; and healthy, confident individuals. These purposes focus on the individual and who they become, rather than just what they learn. This person-centred approach takes theories of humanist psychologist Carl Rogers, who believed that “The only person who is educated is the one who has learned how to learn and change.”
(Rogers, 1969)
The Curriculum for Wales provides the main framework through which Welsh schools develop their individual curriculums and sets out the legislation schools are required to uphold. This framework is informed by the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), which states in Article 28 (right to education): “Every child has the right to an education. Primary education must be free, and different forms of secondary education must be available to every child” (UNICEF, 2019). School A’s policies are directly influenced by this, as stated on their website: “Our vision and values have been developed using the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) as our guide, to create a safe and inspiring place to learn, where children are respected, their talents are nurtured, and they are able to thrive.”

Slide 3
Despite the Welsh Government’s focus on an inclusive and person-centred approach to education, there remain significant barriers to learning in Wales. The results of the 2022 PISA assessments show just how far Wales has fallen behind the other UK nations in reading, mathematics and science. Some of these barriers can be linked to funding shortages, an increased demand for Additional Learning Needs (ALN) provision, and socio-economic issues affecting individual communities. These challenges often overlap and can limit the effectiveness of the curriculum’s main aims.

Slide 4
One major barrier facing Welsh schools is underfunding. Funding that fails to grow with rising costs creates significant barriers to learning and directly impacts a person-centred learning environment. Not only have increasing general costs pushed many schools into deficit, but the growing demand for Additional Learning Needs (ALN) provision, alongside rising mental health needs among pupils and their families, has forced schools to make severe cuts in order to balance their budgets.
Slide 5
The implications of these financial pressures on schools result in cuts to specialist support, such as training, teachers, LSAs, therapists, and interventions. Reductions in resources are particularly evident for ALN pupils, who may require adaptive equipment, and the shortage of general teachers and LSAs means there is less time available for planning and delivering the individual interventions learners need to access the curriculum.
Within School A, working in the LRC, a lack of budget has directly impacted staffing, with vacancies not being filled which causes shortages within the unit. This affects daily routines, including toileting, staff breaks, and the consistent delivery of interventions. It has also limited the resources available, often resulting in “making do” with equipment that requires updating or adaptation to better meet pupils’ needs.
Funding at a wider, national level in Wales also directly affects schools, as access to external agencies—such as speech and language therapists, occupational therapists, and behaviour support—has become more limited, with longer waiting times and stricter criteria for accessing these services. This often leads support staff to feel that their responsibilities are increasing, without always being provided with the training and tools necessary to carry out their roles effectively.
As mentioned in the Welsh Government research into the deployment of primary school support staff in Wales:
“Another study found that such has been the change in the expectations of the role of support staff, that they now undertake a myriad of roles including support for learners, behaviour interventions, addressing the social and emotional problems of pupils, parental engagement, inclusion work and support for the curriculum. They also believe themselves to be increasingly subject to stronger accountability measures as more emphasis is placed on the impact they have on pupils’ standards.” (Welsh government, 2024)

Slide 6

As of 2024, 45% of schools in Wales had seen an increase in the number of parents and carers requiring support with food, school uniforms, and mental health needs. This rise can be attributed to the cost-of-living crisis, which has left many families unable to earn enough to meet the basic needs of themselves and their children. Combined with school budget cuts, this means that more children are not having their basic needs met, making learning even more challenging.
The Welsh Government has introduced key initiatives to try and tackle the impact of the cost-of-living crisis in deprived areas, as set out in the Child Poverty Strategy for Wales 2024. Some of these initiatives include expanding the Flying Start programme to help more families access childcare, the Playworks Holiday Project to ensure children have access to food and activities during school holidays, and the Pupil Development Grant for low-income learners. (CharlotteT,2024)

Slide 7
According to Maslow (1943), “human needs arrange themselves in hierarchies of pre-potency. That is to say, the appearance of one need usually rests on the prior satisfaction of another, more pre-potent need.” When considering socioeconomic issues such as poverty, inadequate housing, unstable home environments, and a lack of community support, these fundamental needs must be met for a child to achieve their full potential.
School A provides all pupils with access to a free breakfast club each morning, ensuring that those who do not have enough food at home have this need met. Children were also previously able to receive a free snack provided by the school each day, consisting of fruit, biscuits, and breadsticks; however, due to budget constraints, this provision was discontinued in November 2025.

Slide 8
According to the January 2024 census, (Welsh government,2024) there were 52,152 pupils with ALN or SEN in maintained schools, 11.2% of all pupils. Although this figure has decreased since 2023 following the ALN reform in Wales, it continues to place high demand on schools that are already facing tight budgets and increasing socio-economic pressures in their communities.
Within School A, a number of ALN pupils in mainstream classes are unable to access the curriculum due to their learning and behaviour needs. With a tightening budget, classroom LSAs are often required to manage these pupils without the appropriate training or resources. As waiting times for targeted support increase, schools must use the staff they have available, which reduces support for the remaining pupils in the class. When behaviours become unmanageable in the mainstream setting, specialist staff are frequently called in from the LRC to provide support. This, in turn, reduces staff availability for the LRC provision, creating additional challenges.
Slide 9
There are multiple barriers within Welsh educational settings that prevent learners from achieving their full potential. These include budget constraints, socio-economic challenges, and increased demand for ALN support. Low-income families, limited community support, and mental health issues all contribute to the difficulties schools face in engaging their learners. The rising need for ALN provision, combined with decreased budgets, limited resources, and staff shortages, further increases the pressures on schools.
The evolving role of the Learning Support Assistant (LSA) highlights the importance of support staff within schools and the need to provide them with appropriate training and resources to work effectively in these changing circumstances. With increased recognition and targeted support, Welsh education can adapt and find ways to overcome these challenges, but this requires sustained support from the government to make it possible.
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These are the references I used to develop this presentation. 
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