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ECAD6014: The Learner: Who Am I Teaching?
‘Supporting your discussion with theory, research and practice, critically reflect on how you would support an individual learner whose progress is being affected by specific barriers to learning during one transition period (horizontal or vertical)’



Word Count: 3006


	Targets
	How you have worked on this
	An example can be found on

	[bookmark: cysill]Target 1
	Make synthesis and critical analysis and evaluation a frequent and constant feature of your writing. 
	See assignment and reference list. Recent (within the last 10 years) references and local to Wales and the UK. 

	Target 2
	Avoid using contractions to maintain an academic tone in your writing – do not instead of don’t. 
	‘Cannot’ instead of ‘can’t’ – See page 2 for this example. 

	Target 3
	Consider using subheading to help organise your writing. 
	Not applicable in this assignment as it doesn’t suit the style of the assignment.


Inclusive education requires a multi-agency approach in developing policies and practice to ensure all children have access to an appropriate education, affording them to engage in opportunities to achieve their individual potential (Welsh Government, 2016). The Curriculum for Wales (2022) places great emphasis on identifying individual learner’s strengths, achievements, areas for improvement and potential barriers, to develop a person-centred approach to learning and pupil progression (Welsh Government, 2020). Therefore, despite the circumstances of each child, Welsh policy and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) enforce equal opportunity at each point of childhood (UNCRC, 2022). Yet, it is more important that children are treated as active members of society (Alderson, 2008, p.23)
Penny, a seven-year-old girl in a local school has experienced many difficulties in her early life that are causing barriers to her learning. Penny’s name has been changed for confidentiality to ensure her and her family’s privacy (BERA, 2024). Penny has grown up with her dad and three siblings, and lost her Mum at a young age. Although having a good relationship with her grandparents, Dad, and siblings, Penny shows significant signs of neglect when entering school each morning, suggesting signs of poverty. These Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE’S) have left Penny with attachment and emotional development issues through an important period of transition. Penny is experiencing a vertical transition, moving from a year one classroom, to a year two classroom, with an entirely new teacher and support staff. A vertical transition is defined as significant transitions to a child’s environment such as ‘moving up’ to a new class (National Day Nurseries Association, 2020). Some children may thrive with this change, but it can leave vulnerable children like Penny with a host of emotions, that Penny cannot communicate or manage (Symonds, 2015, p.1). Arguably, this places Penny at a disadvantage, effecting her ability to successful engage in her learning (Symonds, 2015, p.30). However, children can overcome challenges when they have the psychological tools to do so (Symonds, 2015, p. 30). Therefore, equipping Penny with those psychological tools to gain resilience, would be Penny’s best hope to reach her full potential in her education. 
Wales are striving towards a nation where all children can have the best possible start in life (Welsh Government, 2024). Yet agencies must be confident in raising the standards for children like Penny in order to break these barriers and close the attainment gap for the current and future generations (Welsh Government, 2017). Therefore, in order to meet policy, and develop a person-centred approach to Penny’s learning, interventions must be put in place to ensure Penny can overcome these barriers, during this difficult period of transition. In order to do so, the school must adopt a holistic view to Penny, and consider all stakeholders contributing to Penny’s development and life as “it takes a village to raise a child” (Clinton, 1996, p. 12). 
Parental loss is considered as an adversity meaning Penny is likely to suffer with a prolonged state of difficulty (Waite and Ryan, 2020, p.16). This adversity can cause significant adaptation for children, that results in divergence to their environment (Waite and Ryan, 2020, p. 16). The hardship of parental loss can enhance vulnerability depending on a child’s ability to apply coping mechanisms (Waite and Ryan, 2020, p. 17). Since transitioning to a new year group, Penny has struggled to form trusting attachments with her new teacher, and settle into the new environment (Arshad, Wrigley and Pratt, 2012, p.55). These socially and psychological disadvantages are just one of the barriers influencing Penny’s ability to optimally learn (Watson and Ecken, 2019, p. 22). 
Insecure relationships can provoke several different responses such as being emotionally demanding, avoidant, resistant, or disorganised (Turner et al, 2019). However, one common factor in all responses to parental loss is the distrust in caregivers (Turner et al, 2019). Neuroscience suggests that Penny seeks new relationships as a worry which causes anxiety (Lyons-Ruth and Yarger, 2022 p. 11). This is known a Fight, Flight or Freeze response, whereby the amygdala communicates with adrenal gland creating the adrenaline hormone, producing anxiety (Lyons-Ruth and Yarger, 2022, p.11). This suggests potential scientific evidence as to why Penny can seem avoidant towards her teacher, when entering the classroom in the morning. 
In support of this, Bowlby would argue that there are severe consequences to a child’s social and emotional development when there is a separation from the primary caregiver, often the role of the mother (Doherty and Hughes, 2014, p. 348). However, it is important to recognise that Scarr (1984) found that psychological damage from attachment issues was due to a deficit in human contact and stimulation, rather than maternal deprivation (Scarr, 1984, p. 208). As Penny suffered the loss of her mother in her early life, Bowlby’s suggests a potential explanation as to why she appears to be struggling with her emotional development during this transition. This is because attachment behaviour is activated when children are stressed, fearful and seek proximity of an adult of whom they know well (McAuley and Rose, 2010, p. 25).  Interestingly, Bowlby’s theory would support neuroscientific evidence, in the sense that they both suggest that Penny’s avoidant response in the classroom is a result of feeling she cannot trust her new teacher to meet her needs. This could be a potential explanation as to why she is emotionally distant when accompanied with her new teacher, in the new environment (Bates, 2019, p. 189). 
Similar to Bowlby, Bronfenbrenner (1979) would argue that the microsystem, the immediate environment and team around the child, have direct impact on child development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.11). As well as the chronosystem suggesting that vertical and horizontal transitions can have significant impact also (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, p.210). Yet, Bowlby and Bronfenbrenner’s theories would differ in the sense that Bronfenbrenner views the child holistically and considers all stakeholders and the impact on their development, in support of the Curriculum for Wales (Welsh Government, 2023). Although, it is important to recognise that Bronfenbrenner’s theory does lack empirical evidence with regards to the ecological systems inflicting such vast effects (Soyer, 2019). Whereas, Bowlby’s places sole emphasis on the role of the mother as the primary caregiver; despite the fact that there is significant evidence that supports the importance of other key attachment figures, such as the role of the father, grandparents or siblings (Rutter, 1972, p. 38). In addition to this, Smidt (2013) argues that many find it rather concerning that people place such emphasis on interaction between the child and the caregiver (Smidt, 2013, p. 135). This is because Smidt would suggest that even though these relationships are significant, that there are impacting factors such as trauma or ill health, that cause the distance in these relationships, that should be prioritised in overcoming, rather than the lack of bonding taken place (Smidt, 2013, p. 135). 
Therefore, this raises questions to whether Penny is not directly suffering from the loss of her mother, but perhaps the loss of fulfilment with other key stakeholders in her life. Ainsworth (1989) argues that an affectional bond is defined as a relatively enduring relationship where there is maintained contact and care, and that separation from this causes a permanent loss and a need to grieve (Ainsworth, 1989, p. 711). However, due to the nature of Penny’s living situations, and neglect within the home, perhaps she feels her needs are not being met, and therefore fails to gain an affectional bond at home (Bates, 2019, p.189). As a result of her needs being met, she struggles forming relationships with all potential stakeholders, such as her new teacher, resulting in emotional distress such as distrust and anxiety (Lyons-Ruth and Yarger, 2022, p.11). 
A need can be defined as basic physical health and autonomy, and if deprived of them, will cause serious harm (Blakemore and Griggs, 2007, p. 29). Thus, suggesting that Penny enters school each morning without her basic needs being met. Penny will enter school feeling hungry, having gone without breakfast. She will often enter school with an obvious lack of hygiene and care, with what appears to be an unkempt appearance. However, some would argue that inclusive practice requires practitioners to consider that needs are not separate from learning, and that rejecting those needs will not benefit their learning and progression (Florian, Black- Hawkins and Rouse, 2017, p. 26). 
Maslow proposes the ideology of human motivation that emphasises the importance of basic needs being met, in order for the higher needs to be fulfilled to meet self-actualisation, and be in the best position to learn (Maslow, 1943, p. 9). The physiological needs refer to children feeling safe, and having access to food and water (Maslow, 1943, p. 9). Further up the hierarchy requires individuals to feel belongingness and love which links to children being able to feel a sense of ‘cynefin’ when in school, despite their circumstances at home (Welsh Government, 2022a). However, when applying Penny to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, she wouldn’t be able to achieve the physiological needs as she shows signs of neglect with regards to hunger when entering school. Therefore, if Maslow’s theory is accurate, it would suggest that Penny would be unable to achieve self- actualisation and full potential in her learning, due to her more basic needs not being met let alone the needs that satisfy her emotional needs (Bartlett and Burton, 2012, p. 206). 
Despite the fact that Wahba and Bridwell (1976) argue that Maslow’s theory has little support from a scientific perspective due to a lack of research within the supporting literature review (Wahba and Bridwell, 1976); Erikson (1997) would agree with Maslow (1943) in the sense that one can experience trust issues and forming relationships, when needs were not continuously met during infancy (Maree, 2021, p.1110). Furthermore, Erikson suggests that individuals are likely to experience problems within the stages of their development, but this can impact on their personality development (Erikson and Erikson, 1997, p.12). Interesting, as Penny shows signs of neglect, suggesting her basic needs are not being met, Erikson would perhaps argue this is a potential reason as to why she is having issues with trusting her new teacher during this challenging transition (Erikson, 1997, p.12). Therefore, these barriers are likely to be having a substantial effect to Penny and her ability to reach her full potential with regards to her learning, even more so during the transition of change in school. 
As educators, it is vital that a whole school approach is utilised in monitoring the reasons behind poor or questionable behaviour, such as trauma, mental health or attachment issues. Estyn (2023) have identified utilising a whole school approach and trauma informed practice as being beneficial for self-regulation, engagement, behaviour and inclusion (Estyn, 2023). Estyn argue that the school is a calmer environment when pupils are ready to learn and able to achieve their potential (Estyn, 2023). Therefore, applying key theorists to Penny’s holistic development, it is vital that early intervention is put in place to address her issues with neglect, as well as her relationships struggles and to support her emotional and mental wellbeing. This will ensure Penny is in a better position in terms of not only her development, but so she is ready to learn and progress (Estyn, 2023).
Previously, schools in the United Kingdom were criticised for not prioritising personal, social and health education in changing attitudes and behaviour and therefore the outcomes of all children’s needs (Collins and Foley, 2008, p. 102). Therefore, schools and authorities across Wales are under increasing pressures to intervene with positive strategies to promote the health and well-being of pupils; as outlined by the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales) Act (Commissioner for Wales, 2015). There is a great amount of emphasis placed on the role of the school staff in identifying and responding to social, emotional and the mental health needs of all pupils, regardless of their circumstances (McEwen, 2019, p. 290). 
Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) is a programme used within schools across Wales that require staff training to deliver emotional literacy support from the use of resources within schools (Wong et al, 2020, p. 314). Staff input is powered by the Educational Psychologists associated within the local authority, showing the significance of the multiple agencies required to support the holistic development of each child (Shotton and Burton, 2019, p. 3). Emotional literacy, is just as vital to progression in learning as it would be for a child with learning difficulties (Shotton and Burton, 2019, p. 10). Therefore, a suitable strategy in developing Penny’s emotional awareness, self-esteem, social, communication and relationship skills, could be argued to be ELSA (Shotton and Burton, 2019, p. 10). 
ELSA is a programme that meets individual but specific needs of the children. It focuses on experimental and child facilitated learning rather than being didactically taught (Shotton and Burton, 2019, p. 10). An ELSA trained adult will meet students weekly using a host of resources encouraging pupil talk, and show children they have someone who will listen (Shotton and Burton, 2019, p. 10). Evidence from a recent study identified three common and successful ELSA outcomes; therapeutic relationships, dealing with feelings and building resilience (Hills, 2016, p. 54). In addition to this, ELSA is stated to provide evidence-based research in support of the Welsh Government’s framework for embedding a whole school approach to emotional wellbeing, in meeting individualised needs for all learners (Welsh Government, 2021). 
It is fair to mention that these are significant strengths of the ELSA intervention alone, but even more so when applying Penny’s barriers to her learning. Children’s responses to a questionnaire within an ELSA themed study stated that they feel safer, that they don’t feel that their feelings are bottled up, and that they don’t get interrupted when speaking (Wong et al, 2020, p. 320). It could be particularly positive for Penny, is that if she feels she can trust the ELSA trained adult, like some children have mentioned within this study, as it means she would be able to start to learn to build positive relationships, supporting her ability to trust others (Wong et al, 2020, p.320). 
However, caution must be considered with these studies as there are implications with social desirability. Social desirability is a term used to describe participants, in this case the children, giving answers they feel the researchers would want them to give, so they can be seen in the best way (Krause, Blackwell and Claridge, 2020, p. 29). For example, some children may have responded with answers promoting the idea of them now having positive wellbeing since beginning the ELSA support sessions, because they wanted to affirm their relationship with the ELSA trained adult; thus, depending on the strength of the relationship between the child and ELSA (Krause, Blackwell and Claridge, 2020, p. 29). Therefore, despite the fact that evidence suggests ELSA would be suitable for children like Penny, it is necessary to consider the research implications such as the findings being deemed as socially desirable, as they may not be as effective as one may argue. This is further supported by other research measuring the success of ELSA, in that the results may be socially desirable (Silver, Emmanuel and Jones, 2023, p. 315).  Yet, it is also suggested that the purpose of the research was known to the ELSA trained adults, which suggests they may have unintentionally hindered the results when comparing the findings of the questionnaires (Silver, Emmanuel and Jones, 2023, p. 315).  As a result, providing further evidence to proceed with caution when applying ELSA within schools as it may not seem as successful as research suggests. 
Despite the argued issues with social desirability, the common themes within these research projects have highlighted three key areas of development for Penny. In that her two biggest barriers during this transition are her emotional issues with trust for her new teacher, and that she experiences neglect at home. Therefore, she lacks an emotional support network, leaving her feeling overwhelmed when entering school. However, with the support of ELSA, Penny may be able to overcome some of these barriers to her learning so she can reach her full potential (Symonds, 2015, p. 30). As a result, Penny will be able to feel and be ready to learn, without the barrier of her social and emotional needs (Symonds, 2015, p. 30). In addition to this, Estyn explored the use of good practice in another Welsh school that utilised ELSA principles to create their own wellbeing support for children who are going through a difficult time, including transitions within education (Estyn, 2019). Therefore, suggesting further evidence that ELSA can be used to support Penny during this particularly difficult transition, of which only enhance the effects of her needs. 
To conclude, evidence suggest that Penny’s social, emotional and psychological wellbeing is being compromised as a result of the ACE’s and neglect she faces at home, placing Penny at a disadvantage (Symonds, 2015, p.30). Thus, providing crucial reasoning behind an intervention such as ELSA to support Penny during this transition, so she is in the best position to reach her full potential and progress in her learning (Watson and Ecken, 2019, p. 22). Furthermore, exploring Penny’s needs and barriers to her learning, has provided evidence to demonstrate the remarkable role of the other stakeholders contributing to the development of children. The Welsh Government have made it a priority to ensure each child has the best possible start in life (Welsh Government, 2024). As well as Estyn introducing the Stakeholder Strategy that requires individuals, providers and organisations to listen, involve and inform each other to support the development of each and every child (Estyn, 2024). Without the continuous support from other stakeholders, children like Penny would not have access to ELSA support, and the additional supporting environment of school, that may be the only place she feels safe. Therefore, utilising person-centred learning with the contribution of multiple agencies, every child should have their aspirations encouraged, their individual learning needs supported in order to progress within the curriculum, and within an increasingly complex society (Welsh Government, 2022b). 
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