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Introduction 
Education policy in the United Kingdom has been shaped by debates over equality, inclusion and supporting learners with additional needs. One of the most important steps in the restructuring of education for children with special educational needs was the Education Act 1981. The Act promoted inclusion and involvement from parents. What is more, the approach to teaching was aimed to be based on individual needs. However, regardless of its transformative intentions, the Act became a contested issue within educational dialogue. 


The Education Act 1981 was introduced during important period in the United Kingdom -  the period of social, economic and political changes. During late 1970s and beginning of 1980s the economic recession took place, leading to higher rate of unemployment and major demands on public finances (House of Commons Education Committee, 2006). In 1979  a new Conservative Government was chosen and the debates about efficiency, accountability and the role of the state in welfare services shape the educational policy. In this context reforms of education were meant to balance the social aims with financial difficulties the local authorities and public services faced at that time. 
[bookmark: _Int_LGAfljq4]About the same time attitudes towards special educational needs and disabilities started to change. Before the Act was introduced children with disabilities were either educated in special  schools or were completely excluded from education. The segregation system started to be highly criticised,  not only by parents but also by professionals and some advocacy groups, who believed that such systems led to inequality and limited opportunities for children with disabilities. Warnock (1978) highlighted that more child-centered approach was needed to avoid inconsistencies in provision. Additionally, parents started to have more rights in terms of their children’s education, which also affected the content of the Education Act 1981.  They were expecting to be involved in decision making about their children education. This change also highlights wider societal improvements, such as individual rights and choices within public services.  However, the political and economic situation at the time also made the act more controversial. Although the changes were highly positive and anticipated, the limited funding and resources made it more difficult to put these changes into practice. This gap between goals of the policy and what could actually be achieved with available resources and funds, was an important reason of the debate about the Act and the inconsistence in its implementation.

[image: ]In this scrapbook I will aim to reflect on the Education Act 1981 as a contested issue and highlight its purpose. I will explore who were the supporters and who criticised the Act. Eventually, I will reflect on why the Act still remains important in modern education.
(Chapman, 2015)

Overview of the Education Act 1981
Warnock’s Report (1978) had a significant influence on creating The Education Act 1981. It recommended switching from categorisation of children by their disability to a spectrum of special educational needs. The Act covered primarily the compulsory educational age of children, both in mainstream as well as in special schools. 
The Act presented numerous key reforms. First of all, it introduced a legal definition of special educational needs (SEN). It stated that SEN children are these who have learning difficulties requiring special educational provision. Another crucial change was imposing a legal obligation on Local Educational Authorities to provide access to provision for children with special educational needs. This also resulted in introducing Statements of Special Educational Needs which were the legal documents outlining children’s needs and the support required. What is more, the Act placed importance on the involvement of parents and their rights. It stated that parents must be consulted during the assessment process (House of Commons Education Committee, 2006). Lastly, it emphasised that SEN children should be educated in mainstream schools wherever possible (Education Act, 1981; Warnock, 1978). 
In terms of policy, the Act marked an important shift towards inclusive approach, reflecting growing international debates about social justice and educational equity. 

Theoretical Foundation

The education Act 1981 closely relates to inclusive education theory and social model of disability. The social model claims that disability does not arise from individual impairment but from societal barriers restricting access (Florian, 2014; Norwich, 2013) . Applying this into education means that not learners should fit into existing structures but schools should adapt to learners. From this perspective the Act focuses on needs rather than categories and promotes equal access to mainstream education and removing of barriers (Florian, 2014). However, some argue that although the Act promotes inclusivity it still kept systems that labelled and separated children (Norwich, 2013; Lindsay et al., 2019). This gap between inclusive theory and legal practice is the reason why the Act is contested. 



Support for the Education Act 1981

The Act gets support from various disability rights organisations and parents advocacy groups, because for the first time legal entitlements for educational support were provided. Parents received the right to be included in decision making, they got the right to be consulted, to challenge decisions or even appeal against inadequate provisions. Supporters also argue that the Act raised SEN awareness and provided opportunity to gain access to additional resources for SEN children. Some academics advocate that the Act provided a possibility to move towards equity in education (Lindsay et al., 2019; Florian, 2014). Looking at the historical context and comparing with previous systems where many SEN children were excluded from mainstream education, the Education Act 1981 diversified access and visibility. It is often thought of being an important, cultural shift towards inclusion, even though not perfectly implemented at first(Lindsay et al., 2019). 



Criticism of the Educational Act 1981

Although the Act was initially praised, its implementation and unexpected consequences were widely criticised (House of Commons Education Committee, 2006; Norwich, 2013). The first, most important issue was the process of statementing. The process of getting a statement of SEN was very long and stressful for the families, often instead of providing support, provoked conflicts between parents and local authorities (House of Commons Education Committee, 2006).  Critics agree that this process went against inclusive principles, requiring children to be labelled in order to get support. Theoretically, it conflicts with inclusive education which aims to reduce categorising children. Teachers and school leaders have also expressed some concerns. In practice, mainstream schools were put under a lot of pressure due to insufficient funding, training and lack of additional staff. Because of that some practitioners agreed that the Education Act’s 1981 promotion of inclusion was rather ideological than practical. The gap between reality and expectations is one of the reasons the Act is being contested. 
Mary Warnock, after whose report the Act was created, later became a critic herself. She argued that beliefs that mainstream education was always the best choice, in some cases led to disadvantages for children with complex needs (Warnock 2005, in Lindsay et.al 2019). This opinion influences academic debates, showing that disagreement to the Act does not come from anti-inclusive perspectives but from concerns about its effectiveness and appropriateness. 

[bookmark: _Int_VS57oDz9]Nowadays, the Education Act 1981 still remains important because it continues to shape policy, practice and debate in education. It set out principles such as legal rights, parental involvement and inclusion, which form the basis of current ALN legislation. As a contested issue the Education Act 1981 reveals continuing conflicts in education system, such as: rights versus resources, policy versus
realities or inclusion versus provision (Lindsay et al., 2019; Norwich, 2013). Understanding these conflicts is important for teachers, policymakers and researchers, the Act has showed how well-intentioned reform can have complicated results highlighting the need of critical policy evaluation. [image: ]
(Derby Telegraph, 2019)

Conclusion
In this scrapbook I have investigated the Educational Act 1981 as a contested issue in education in the United Kingdom. The Act was presented as important policy reform that appleid to compulsory education founded on inclusive and right-based theory. Supporters recognised the positives such as equality, parental involvement, promotion of mainstream inclusion. On the other hand, critics highlighted difficulties with implementation or unexpected consequences that undermined its aims. 
The discussion about the Education Act 1981 shows that educational policies are influenced by contrasting values and interpretations. Although the Education Act 1981 was a significant step towards recognising the rights of children with special educational needs, it remains contested due to challenges with implementing the policy into practice. For this reason it continues to be important in current debates on inclusion, equity and education reform in the United Kingdom. 



       
Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 

Introduction
The Additional Learning Needs and Education (Wales) Act 2018 highlighted an important reform of special educational provision in Wales, replacing the earlier Special Educational Needs (SEN) framework.The Bill was introduced to the National Assembly for Wales on 12 December 2016, passed on 12 December 2017, and received Royal Assent on 24 January 2018, however, the full implementation was phased over the years.                                                                                                     (Ayres Design, 2023)[image: ]
The most important change that was introduced in the Act was shifting from using the term Special Educational Needs (SEN) to Additional Learning Needs (ALN), as well as introducing of Individual Development Plans (IDPs), which are the plans made for individual learners needs. Also the statutory duties to learners were extended form age 0-25. The collaboration between education, health and social services was prioritised and accompanied by ALN Code for schools and practitioners to be guided. Although the Act itself was widely applauded, it has become a contested issue  due to the arising tensions between theory and practice, implementation, resources. 
Before the Act was introduced the concerns about Special Educational Needs system in Wales were arising.  Many children with additional learning needs were not getting the required support, and collaboration between services was not on the right level. There were also gaps in planning for older students, moving to further education, training or work (All Wales Forum, 2015). Discussions about more inclusive and learner-centered education took place. All of these concerns helped to shape the Act.  In this scrapbook I will reflect on the ALN Act 2018 highlighting its purpose and investigate argument from both its supporters and critics.


Overview of Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal Act 2018

The Act was created to recognise the constraints of the earlier SEN framework, which had been in place for over three decades, despite its inconsistency and lack of multi-agency collaboration (All Wales Forum, 2015).  The Act was meant to provide the compulsory support for all learners with additional needs from early years to post 16 education. 
The key elements of the Act include:
· A broader definition of ALN that covers variety of disabilities and learning difficulties  across educational context (Welsh Government, 2018)
· Individual Development Plans (IDPs) - the plans tailored to individual learners needs and the support required
· Statutory duties for agencies to ensure positive collaboration between local authorities and health boards
· A statutory ALN Code  published by welsh Government which provides guidance for implementing the framework into practice.
These changes were made to ensure the consistency and positive outcomes for all the learners with additional learning needs. 



Theoretical Foundation

The ALN Act 2018 corresponds with inclusive education theory that states that education systems should be flexible to meet the learners needs instead of expecting them to fit into existing structures. This view is based on social model of disability  which believes that disability comes from the barriers that people come across not their own inabilities. 
Inclusive education theory highlights the importance of right, access and participation which aligns with international frameworks such as UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006). From this point of view  the shift from SEN to ALN reflects the recognition of learners’ individual needs (Norwich, 2013). However, despite the good intentions of the Act if the resources are not adequate , the outcome will not be as intended. 

Support for the Additional Learning and Education Tribunal Act 2018
The Act was supported for different directions, such as government policymakers, academic researchers or advocacy groups. The Welsh Government used the Act to modernise the SEN system and highlighted the importance of the ALN Code in reducing discrepancies in practice and increasing the transparency of the system. The increased age of learners being supported up to the age of 25 was perceived as important transition into further education, training or employment.
Conn, Hicks and Vittle Thomas (2024) highlighted that this legislation:
· Strengthens  inclusion by standardising the statutory framework
· Introduces IDPs 
· Promotes multi-agency planning focusing on the gaps in the SEN system
These authors argued that the Act focuses on important ideas of SEN framework however, it supports inclusive provision in a wider way focusing on clarity, transparency and what is more collaboration (Conn, Hicks & Vittle Thomas, 2024). They suggest that the Act also reflects on international expectations for right-based frameworks.
[bookmark: _Int_G6Nt7cQf]Parental groups and various disability rights organisations  welcomed the emphasises on IDPs, believing that they support family and learner’s participation in planning. Groups such as the All Wales Forum of Parents and Carers argue that with the ALN Act children’s voices will be important in planning and inconsistencies in support will be eliminated (All Wales Forum, [image: ]2015). This support is formed on theory and practice, encouraging learner-centred approaches, accountability, and real inclusion rather than just following rules.
(Wikimedia Commons, 2006)


Critique on  the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal Act 2018

The ALN Act 2018 has a significant support but it also experiences notable criticism which relates to implementation, resources workload and equity. 
A key criticism focuses on resources required to implement the Act effectively. Local authorities and schools reported tensions related to the staff training, preparing the IDPs and reviewing then, multi-agency meetings coordination. Many critics argue that the theory will not always reflect in practice if the workforce and funding are not sufficient. This shows a common gap between intentions of the policy and practice, where new legal duties add pressure without sufficient resources or training (Norwich, 2013). 
Professionals have concerns that the paperwork overload, such as IDPs documentation, reviews, collection of evidence is time consuming and withdraw the teachers from actual teaching time and direct engagement with learners. Although it is personalised to individual learners needs, it can lead to increased administrative demands and inconsistencies in how support is provided. Its effectiveness depends on resources, training and implementation and it may vary between different settings.
Another critique highlights that research on SEN and inclusion shows that reforms can have an uneven outcome  depending on the local resources, expertise and professional cultures. Critics highlight that without mechanisms for monitoring and support, the Act could reproduce regional disparities rather than eliminate them.
Some also point out that the expanded definition of ALN may broaden eligibility in ways that would  require carefulness to maintain focus and quality of support for learners with complex needs.

Why the ALN Act 2018 remains important
The ALN Act 2018 remains important because it reflects current aims for inclusive and rightful education, bringing Wales in line with international commitments such as the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. Its focus on learner involvement, personalised support, and cooperation between agencies indicates a shift away from categorising learners and towards meeting individual needs and outcomes.
As a contested issue, the Additional Learning Needs and Educaction Tribunal Act 2018 highlights key themes in education policy: the balance between ambitious laws and real-world capacity, the difficulties of putting inclusive ideals into practice, and how different stakeholders influence debates about whether policies succeed or fail.
Understanding these debates is essential for policymakers, educators, families and researchers. The ALN Act provides a case study highlighting ongoing work required to realise inclusion in meaningful ways.[image: ]
(Ayres Design, 2023) 

Conclusion
In this scrapbook I have examined the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal Act 2018 as a contested issue in education policy in Wales. This Act demonstrates a meaningful reform shifting from the old Special Education Needs system to introduction of new unified framework, Individual Learning Plans, multi-agency collaboration and extended age coverage. Theoretical foundations in inclusive education and the social model of disability support these reforms as progressive moves toward equity and learner-centred practice.
A certain group for supporters such as government, advocacy organisations and researchers have praised the Act for promoting clarity, collaboration and giving learners and families a stronger voice in planning. In opposition, critics have highlighted challenges in implementation, resource pressures, increased workload and potential variability in outcomes. These debates reflect on wider contrast between policy ideals and practice realities.
Eventually, the ALN Act 2018 remains an important and contested development in Welsh education, illustrating how inclusive policy continues to be shaped by competing values and practical constraints.
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