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Additional Learning Needs and Inclusive Practice 

  
  As someone working within education, ensuring student safety and wellbeing is of the paramount and should remain the highest priority. While all students benefit from academic support to ensure they achieve their potential, those with additional learning needs, or ALN, will often require tailored support to overcome unique challenges and access the resources necessary to thrive academically, socially, and emotionally. While ALN may initially only suggest learning difficulties such as dyslexia or conditions that affect behaviour such as ADHD, ALN encompass both physical and mental impairments. The Welsh Government’s Additional Learning Needs Code (2021) defines ALN as an impairment or disability that may hinder learning. While the code does references physical disabilities, as outlined by the Equality Act (2010), it clarifies that not all disabled individuals have an ALN; a student is only considered to have an ALN when their disability restricts their ability to access educational facilities or training available to others without ALN. The The Equality Act (2010) further specifies that a disability involves a mental or physical impairment with substantial or long-term effect on executing daily activities, where ‘substantial’ means that the disability has more than a minor effect on day-to-day tasks and long-term meaning that the impairment lasts for 12 months. Progressive conditions such as HIV, cancer and multiple sclerosis are also considered.

  Each ALN present distinct challenges and must therefore requires careful assessment and consideration. This approach enables educators to treat students who may otherwise feel excluded from educational opportunities with dignity and respect but also promote inclusion within the classroom, meeting professional standards for further education teachers (2023).  While educational institutions will have own inclusive practice standards, this assignment will refer to the Strategic Equality Plan 2024-2028 of University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2024) to understand how to best support the students current and future students with ALN and those included within protected characteristics.

 According to the Equality Challenge Unit (2013), inclusive practice is an approach to teaching that acknowledges and values the diversity of students, ensuring equitable access to their education, active participation and fair assessment opportunities.  This approach encompasses and supports students regardless of disability, age, ethnicity, religion, sex, gender reassignment, sexual orientation or pregnancy as these are protected characteristics under equality legislation. The successful implementation of inclusive practice as outlined by the Equality Challenge Unit (2013) may include making reasonable adjustments for students with disabilities whether physical or intellectual- such as the method of delivering lectures, activities or where the lecture itself takes place. However fostering an inclusive learning should not be contained to just the classroom. Educators should reflect on classroom diversity and assess the effectiveness of particular teaching strategies put in place to accommodate those with additional learning needs. By critically evaluating these strategies and acknowledging personal unconscious biases, educators can enhance their practices and support all students. 

 According to UWTSD’s Strategic Plan 2017-22 and 2022-2024 (2017), the university emphasises inclusivity by removing barriers to participation and supporting all students to achieve their potential. In the subsequent section of this assignment, the challenges encountered by three students with additional learning needs will be examined as well as what would be considered the correct course of action, prioritising safeguarding and the wellbeing of the students. Where appropriate, students may also be signposted to the relevant services within the university, where they are able to receive more specialised support. In responding to such occurrences, educators themselves become more educated in additional learning needs and how to best support those with them, as well as perhaps recognise, where they may require more aid themselves in supporting students in more challenging situations. By doing so they would 
 also be able to ensure they are best working within both university and nationwide policies, as well as professional standards (2023).

 For each of the following scenarios, I will be one of the lecturers of a BA undergraduate program in illustration as it is the field I aim to work within in the future. As it is relevant to one of the scenarios I have chosen to discuss, it should be noted the classroom is on the second floor of the building. 

Rhys/Angharad

  Angharad, previously known as Rhys, is a student in the second year of their studies who has confided in me that they have been struggling to concentrate on their work of late and has struggled with both the work and social aspects of university life, often feeling as an outsider. As a result, their grades have been negatively affected. They have also shared they believe they may be transgender and have been experimenting with clothing, makeup and their chosen name. This isn’t something they have shared with their family and are worried what their peers and other lecturers may say.

 As their lecturer I would first confirm their chosen name and pronouns, ideally in a private setting-   either in person or by email to best respect their confidence and privacy. The use of correct pronouns is of particular importance as they might prefer gender neutral terms such as ‘they’ and ’them’ rather than female pronouns, especially in the presence of peers who they may not feel comfortable with sharing their gender identity with. For the purpose of this assignment, I will continue to use gender neutral terms. This approach not only respects their identity, but also their confidentiality. By demonstrating a commitment to Angharad’s learning, safety and wellbeing as well as valuing and embracing diversity I am able to advocate for their inclusion and meet professional standards (2023). Under the Equality Act (2010), gender reassignment is one of the nine protected characteristics, safeguarding those undergoing gender reassignment are protected against discrimination by law. It is important to note that the act protects those proposing to, are undergoing, or have undergone processes to reassign their sex. However, in cases of non-binary gender identities the Equality Act (2010) is unclear whether they are protected under gender reassignment, suggesting a need for updates to better support gender-diverse individuals.

  Regarding other lecturers, I would first seek Angharad’s permission to discuss their transition, chosen name and pronouns to continue respecting their confidentiality. While I expect my colleagues to react professionally, should any issues arise, I would refer them to University of Wales Trinity Saint David Student’s Health & Wellbeing Strategy (2020), which outlines the university’s commitment to student wellbeing, inclusivity and the support of those with ALN, including mental health concerns. Given Angharad’s potential discomfort in discussing their wellbeing, social anxieties and proposed transition with their peers, and the reactions their peers, I would be cautious in suggesting they speak to them themselves. Nonetheless, I would respect their autonomy, allowing them to make the decide whether they would like me to address the class for them on their behalf. In doing so, I demonstrate a commitment to their wellbeing, working within professional standards (2023).

  Regarding Angharad’s social anxieties and feelings of isolation, I may not feel fully equipped to address these concerns directly. However, I would signpost them to the Student Support and Wellbeing page of UWTSD’s website, where they can access the university’s support services request form and links to external wellbeing services. I would also direct Angharad to the change of name forms, should they wish to use them in the future. It is important for students to access these services voluntarily to best respect their autonomy. 
  
  As noted in ‘Student Mental Health and Wellbeing in Higher Education : A Practical Guide, LGBTQ+ people under 26 are at higher risk of suicide or self-harm as compared to their heterosexual and cisgender peers, so I would be particularly mindful of their mental health during this transition, especially due to their anxieties surrounding social isolation (2019, pg. 58). Pascale and DeVita (2024, pg.138-139) note that transgender students are also more likely to indicate issues with their mental health compared to gay, lesbian and bisexual students as well as heterosexual students. Acknowledging these concerns, I would also suggest that Angharad visits one of the societies within the university, such as the LGBTQ+ society, as well as the mental health services. As a queer person myself I understand the importance of finding community and feel as though Angharad may benefit from socialising with other students who may have had similar life experiences. Additionally, I would continue incorporating LGBTQ+ artists within my teaching to promote diversity and inclusion, aligning with professional standards (2023)- a practice I currently include in my teaching.

Dafydd

 Dafydd has applied to study my programme during the next academic year. He has cerebral palsy uses crutches to aid in his mobility. Additionally, he is also partially sighted though he is not registered as blind. While he can use a computer for note taking, he finds it challenging due to his typing speed and limited use of his left arm. However, he has always been independent in managing his education, and while he is moving from home to attend the programme, he would like to maintain that independence. 
  
  To best support Dafydd, I recommend that he fills out the Support Needs Enquiry Form available on UWTSD’s Disability Support section. This form will allow him to formally request additional support before the academic year begins. The form itself has an ‘immersive reader’ tool, which will allow him to enlarge the text size if needed. This page will also allow him to access the Disabled Student’s Allowance form, so that he is also able to access the additional financial support he would be entitled to. The accessibility of these forms demonstrates UWTSD’s commitment to accommodating students with additional learning needs. 

 I would also contact Dafydd via email to inquire about accommodations and adjustments he has received in his previous education, particularly concerning his mobility and how it may impact his ability to engage in lectures, such as assistance taking notes. Ensuring any accommodations needed were arranged before the first day of term would alleviate any extra stress that arranging such adjustments could cause. Brewer, Urwin and Witham (2023) note that the impact of a disability on a student’s academic performance is often exacerbated by the additional stress that academic bureaucracy that comes with having to arrange additional support or accommodations. This is particularly relevant for Dafydd, who is also managing the logistics of relocating closer to the university. By proactively addressing these considerations, I aim to support Dafydd in maintaining his independence, ensuring a smooth transition into university life. 

  Given Dafydd’s disability, it is crucial to ensure he has easy access to the classroom once the academic year begins. I would inform Dafydd that while there a small set of stairs leading up to the front door, there is also a small ramp. The door also has a button to open it automatically. However, the foyer area is tiled, and the surface is often quite slippery in wet weather which may present challenges due to Dafydd’s limited mobility. In response, I would assure Dafydd there are staff available at the front desk to assist him, or I could arrange to meet him each morning should he need. The classroom is on the second floor of the building, which can be accessed by a staircase or a lift- the only lift available in the building. Should the lift not be in operation, the class would be able to be moved to a studio on ground floor- which is technically the first floor due to the elevation of the building. This approach aligns with the social model of disability, as the barrier in the way of Dafydd being able to access his education is not his physical impairment, but the lack of an easily accessible environment (Oliver, 1990). By ensuring Dafydd’s access, I would be upholding his rights under the Equality Act (2010), and by not excluding him from his peers I would be valuing and promoting equality of opportunity and inclusion, meeting professional standards (2023).
 
   To accommodate Dafydd’s visual impairment, I would adjust class delivery strategies. Printed materials would be provided larger font, and also digitally where they text can be magnified. Any presentations would also feature larger text. These simple modifications reduce barriers to accessing reading materials, meeting professional standards by demonstrating a commitment to the wellbeing of my learners as well as promoting inclusivity (2023). Importantly, these accommodations are not only inclusive of those with visual impairments, but they are also easily implemented without impacting the learning experience of Dafydd’s peers. According to University of Wales Trinity Saint David Student Health & Wellbeing Strategy (2020-2024), fostering an inclusive learning environment is a key objective.  Therefore these adjustments would also align with the university’s standards for inclusive practice. 

Megan

  Megan is a student who has applied to study my course in the next academic year. She has declared mental health support, although she does not have an official diagnosis. During her interview she outlines that she does struggle with speaking up during class, experiences anxiety and often finds it difficult talking to new people. She has also explained that during school she often found concentrating during class difficult and wasn’t not able to retain her concentration on new information being presented during class and worries this may impact her learning during the programme. Her previous tutors have commented she may have dyslexia. 

  To best support Megan, I would encourage her to speak to her GP about her mental health, directing her to a qualified professional. While a formal diagnosis is not necessary to validate her experiences, it may help in addressing any challenges and allow the relevant wellbeing services within the university to provide targeted and specific support.  However, I would treat students with and without formal diagnoses equitably, ensuring their wellbeing regardless of medical recognition. Doing so would allow me to follow both professional standards by demonstrating a commitment to the wellbeing of students (2023) and by treating students equitably. 

  I would also suggest to Megan that she should be tested for dyslexia and possibly ADHD and forward her the previously mentioned Support Needs Form so she is also able to access further support and accommodations. This may be extensions on deadlines including written components, access to software with tools such as text-to-speech and spell-check for organising ideas and proofreading.

  When discussing managing her anxiety, I would be careful of my choice of words as to avoid stigmatising anxiety and related issues. For example, using phrases such as ‘living with’ or ‘experiences’ anxiety rather than ‘suffering from’ or ‘victim of’ could imply that Megan’s anxiety
is something that there is no help for and paints her situation in a solely negative light. Using phrases such as ‘a person with mental health issues’, ‘a person experiencing issues with mental health’ are also the sort of terms that are preferably used as they centre the student rather than defining them solely by their issues with mental health.  Slykerman and Mitchell (2021) note that the transition to university life can be particularly challenging due to the changes in routine, environment and support systems that may have been in place previously, which in the long term can affect academic performance. However, they also note that from a study carried out, the majority of students experiencing anxiety in their first year of university often begin to feel their level of anxiety lower through the academic year after acclimating to the change of lifestyle and engaging with their course. While it may not be of immediate relief, I would remind Megan that a lot of students will be feeling their level same way as her, not in a way that may diminish or invalidate her feelings but to reassure her that she would become more comfortable in time. However, I would also signpost her to student support so she is able to access the relevant services within the university should she feel her anxiety is impacting her engagement with the programme, or if I am able to see it for myself.  As Megan has also expressed difficulty speaking up during class, I would adapt my method of assessing prior or gained knowledge. This could include gradual exposure to group discussions by breaking the class into smaller groups or starting with low-pressure opportunities to speak such as icebreaker activities or asking for quick opinions rather than long discussions. By acknowledging Megan’s contributions with positive reinforcement, I would hope that over time she would gain more confidence in speaking- however I would also make an effort to speak with Megan on a one-to-one basis in order for her express how contributing has impacted her confidence. 
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