Critical analysis of strategies used to promote inclusivity within degree programmes in Wales  

	This essay will explore the inclusive strategies used within degree programmes in Wales.  There are a range of current inclusivity issues related to the degree programme curriculum, this essay will focus on exploring: child care, maternity leave, disabled student allowance, class sizes, resources, personal tutor support, counselling services and study skills support.  The way in which these factors could impact students will be discussed, while also linking to the economic, sociological, philosophical and professional factors.  How these factors have influenced the development and implementation of degree programme curriculum will be explored.  Education has been recognised as important for raising living standards, individual well-being and in turn the wider economy (Peters, 2003).  Countries that have good infrastructure, access to education and resources have increased productivity and creativity.  In Wales both infrastructure and resources are available, education starts from three years old with good primary and secondary provision (Welsh Government, 2016).  Further education colleges and universities provide for continuing education. These are supported by good physical and mental health services (NHS, 2019).  These opportunities offer a range of inclusive strategies, support systems and financial support.  To define the term inclusive strategies, these are put in place within higher education institutions to reduce students feeling excluded and unsupported; to embed equality, diversity and inclusion across the institution (AdvanceHE, 2018). Inclusive strategies help to ensure students feel equally valued and supported within the learning environment (Centre of Teaching Innovation, 2019).                  
	Within full time degree programmes in Wales one strategy for inclusivity is that there can be help available for child care.  There are many parents who do not have any help with child care from other family members, which can make furthering their education difficult, due to having to pay child care costs (BBC Sound, 2019).  By having an inclusive strategy to help with child care it can, therefore, make furthering their education and skill set an option for some parents (NUS, 2009).  The Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) provides guidance for degree programme curriculums that are designed around subject fields, which aim to develop critical thinking, academic writing, subject knowledge and research skills (Wales Higher Education System, 2019).  By furthering the opportunity for parents to access higher education in their chosen field with child care support would increase their employability (University UK, No Date).

However, to apply for help with child care costs the applicant has to be eligible for Student Finance, which depends on household income (Student Finance Wales, 2019).  The financial help for child care that could be available would be up to 85%, this would be a total of £169.31 for one child, or £290.27 for two or more children (GOV.UK, 2019).  However, there are a range of other factors that can affect eligibility. Students cannot be claiming for: a postgraduate loan, universal credit, tax credit, tax-free child care or have help with childcare costs through the NHS (GOV.UK, 2019).  These limitations can mean that some applicants do not go onto become students because of the financial implications, especially regarding benefits, are too great.  This is not fully inclusive practice, applicants would face financial hardship who are not eligible for the Child Care Grant while trying to improve their education and employability (The Guardian, 2012).  The child or children have to be 17 or under if they have special educational needs or 15 and under otherwise; they must also be financially dependent on the applicant.  Lastly, the childcare provider that the child or children are taken to must be on the General Childcare Register or the Ofsted Early Years Register, so a high quality of childcare is provided (GOV.UK, 2019 and BBC Sound, 2019).  Universities sometimes do not have the timetables to provide students in advance this can also limit the availability of child care due to short notice (UCAS, 2019).  This could result in informal arrangements needing to be arranged which are not supported, this is not inclusive as the child care is still financially impacting the parents.
Research shows that there is a lack of childcare facilities to accommodate for parents who are both working or studying full time (BBC Sound, 2019).  It seems that there is an implicit expectation that at least one parent will always be available for childcare, limiting the options for work and study; this is not inclusive as equal opportunities are reduced.  There are also gaps within child care for children who are ages 12-14 years old (BBC Sound, 2019). These children still need supervision and care but not at the same level as primary school children, this can still impact parents being able to return to study.  The National Assembly for Wales (2016) has recorded a reduction in Youth Service provision, which may have an impact here and mean that more parents delay accessing Higher Education and full-time work.    The Childcare Grant cannot be used to pay for ‘hours’ like the 30 free hours of child care that can be applied for through the Welsh Government (2019).  These factors mean that only a small proportion of parents are eligible for the Child Care Grant, limiting the inclusivity of degree programmes.  There should be help available for all students for child care even if they are not eligible for Student Finance.  Having the Child Care Grant open for all students would be a more inclusive strategy to help parents further their education without financial hardship (NUS, 2009).
Degree programmes in Wales do offer the Child Care Grant that has been discussed above, however, if a student is due to have a baby during their time at university there are no implemented policies for maternity within degree programmes.  This could lead to students not feeling supported during their study and lead to dropping out of the programme (Equality Challenge Unit, 2010).  This is not inclusive practice, employed parents are entitled to maternity leave under the Equality Act (2010) to recover after the birth and care for the new born.  It is not inclusive practice to expect a new mother to attend lectures and meet deadlines when they have not recovered after the birth.  Equality Challenge Unit (2010) recommends that HEIs should develop policies and implement them to ensure students to receive support.  If degree programmes offered the opportunity for maternity leave to allow parents to continue their study, with differentiated deadlines or to start back the following academic year without being discriminated against for having a baby during their study this would be a more inclusive practice.        
Degree programmes in Wales offer Disabled Students Allowances (DSA) as an inclusive strategy (UWTSD: Services for Disabled Students, 2019).  This inclusive strategy provides grants to help the student pay for any extra costs that are as a result of their disability and for learning support (Student Finance Wales, 2019).  This would be available to students who have a disability, specific learning difficulty, mental health condition, long-term health condition or Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) (Student Finance Wales, 2019).  To be eligible for DSA the student applying must meet the definition of a disability under the Equality Act (2010).  They must also qualify for: Student Finance; be studying on Initial Teacher Education, Open University, Undergraduate, Postgraduate or First Higher Education course (Student Finance Wales, 2019).  It is important to note that not all students are eligible for Student Finance, overseas students for example, do not receive any funding and so their access to support if they are disabled is limited and relies on provision from the university itself. The student applying would also have to provide evidence that their disability impacts their ability to study.  The amount that the applicant could receive from DSA does not depend on the household income.  This is a positive note, as every other section within Student Finance takes the household income into consideration.  DSA enables access to: specialist equipment up to £5,657 over the whole course, general allowance up to £1,894 each year, non-medical helper up to £22,472 each year and disability related travel covering reasonable spending on extra travel costs (Student Finance Wales, 2019).  The amount for these sections could vary between years, the above figures are for the academic years of 2018/2019 and 2019/2020 (Student Finance Wales, 2019).  The system demonstrates that there is support available but it depends on the student’s ability to access the funds. 
The application process can be complicated for students applying for DSA as there are more forms to fill out.  There are a range of guidance documents available online to help with this process (Student Finance Wales, 2019).  There are contact numbers to speak to a member of staff at Student Finance who should be able to provide further advice.  Providing extra support during the application process for students are inclusive factors, this can depend on the level of signposting that a university provides.  Once the application has been processed and the applicant qualifies for DSA a Needs Assessment would need to be arranged, which is another process for the applicant to go through (Student Finance Wales, 2019).  Overall, there are a range of sections that need to be addressed when an applicant is applying for DSA that can be complicated.  The process is time consuming and involves contact with different professionals, which can be daunting for students, creating another potential barrier. To ensure inclusive practice is followed the application process could be made simpler for the applicants.  However, there is support for applicants to access if they need further guidance with their application.
Another inclusive strategy on some degree programmes in Wales are smaller class sizes.  This is a form of inclusive practice as the teaching can be more personalized to the students, as the lecturer can use preferred learning styles when there are smaller class sizes (Barnett, Schulman and Shore, 2004).  The American Federation of Teachers (2003) believes that smaller class sizes are more motivating and create a relaxed setting that can improve attainment, as students have a more personalized learning experience (Biddle and Berliner, 2008).  McKeachie (1986) believes this provides the students with the opportunity to get to know their peers because the discussion teaching method is more likely to be implemented within the degree curriculum (Cuseo, 2007).  Studies have shown that students prefer smaller class sizes due to the increased peer support that is developed and makes learning a more positive experience (Persky and Pollack, 2010). 
However, this is not the case with every degree programme that is run in Wales, some do have much bigger class sizes.  Reducing class sizes is not always practical for economic or social factors (Persky and Pollack, 2010).  One of the differences between degree programmes and school-based teaching is that there are no teaching assistants, this can increase the teacher to pupil ratio.  Higher student to lecturer ratio can negatively impact the students learning (University and College Union, 2010).  This could be due to it becoming harder for the lecturer to personalize the teaching to the student there will be a greater mix of abilities and preferred learning styles (Method Modern Public Schools, 2019).  
A key feature for inclusivity at degree level are the resources available to all students (Inclusive Library Services, 2019).  The campus libraries need to provide access to books, journals, computers, printers and study areas (Inclusive Teaching and Learning in Higher Education as a Route to Excellence, 2017).  This allows all students to have free internet access that is there regardless of the student’s financial status (UWTSD, 2019).  Many libraries offer 24-hour access so that the differing study patterns are accommodated, some however, do have opening hours which can always be found on the university website; such as UWTSD (2019). Having the option to take out physical items from the library is an inclusive strategy, as this is a free service for the students to use to have the opportunity to further their studying at home.  The Library at UWTSD (2019) now allows students to borrow items without a due back date, this was an inclusive strategy put in place to stop students getting late fines.  The students only have to bring back items if another student requests to borrow the same item if there is not another copy, this is inclusive as it reduces charges made to students.  There are also many resources available for the students online, for example, Moodle at UWTSD (2019), this is an inclusive strategy as it is available for all students.  This strategy saves on printing costs and borrowing physical items to bring home.  Online resources are inclusive for any students who could not attend the lecture, as the lecture slides and notes can be uploaded for students to catch up and to refer back to (Futurelab, 2008).  
UWTSD (2019) has personal tutor support available for students, this is an inclusive strategy implemented within their degree programme curriculum.  This allows all students the opportunity to make one to one appointment bookings with their personal tutor, to ensure they feel supported within their study (UWTSD, 2019).  These appointments could be to discuss their assignments and progress, along with more personal issues if they are struggling.  Their personal tutor can provide them with advice and guidance on the topics discussed (Personal Tutor Handbook, 2019).  This could include sign posting to other services available through the university and where to access further information (Personal Tutor Handbook, 2019).
Counselling services are an inclusive strategy provided by universities in Wales.  The importance of mental health is now promoted within schools, colleges, universities, work and in general to reduce the stigma behind mental health conditions (NHS: Every Mind Matters, 2019).  O’Keeffe (2013) states that mental health can affect the attainment of students and cause some students to drop out of the course, if there are not adequate support systems in place.  By providing mental health support to students it can improve their well-being and reduce stress levels; Sloboda (1990) believes stress can affect academic attainment (Dwyer, Cummings, 2001).  Counselling services are available to students for free at universities in Wales.  This inclusive practice ensures that all students can be included, University of South Wales (2019), for example, have a range of resources easily accessible for students on their well-being page.  There is normally a waiting list to start counselling services, they may also be restricted to certain days and times (Buchan, 2018).  This could reduce the number of students who are able to access the counselling service.  There are usually around six sessions available per academic year for the students (UWTSD: Counselling Service Leaflet, 2015). This is a short space of time, due to the waiting lists of other students to ensure every student can have access to counselling sessions.  If the universities had further funding for counsellors and counselling services this could reduce waiting lists and provide longer counselling services for students who need the support.  This would further develop inclusive practice within degree programmes.
UWTSD (2019) as an example, provide study skills support which is available for all students to attend, this is inclusive practice implemented within their degree programmes.  These study skill sessions are free, run on different days and times across different campuses (UWTSD: Study Skill Support, 2019).  Through having different days, times and locations this provides students with the flexibility to access this support which should fit in around their lecture timetable.  This extra free support could help to improve student’s standard of work, research and grammar skills, this is good inclusive practice (Skills You Need, 2019).
[bookmark: _GoBack]To conclude universities within Wales have implemented a range of inclusive factors within their degree programmes as can be seen from evaluating child care, maternity leave, disabled student allowance, class sizes, resources, personal tutor support, counselling services and study skills support.  Some strategies are fully inclusive, however, there is room for improvement within some of these inclusive strategies.  The Child Care Grant should be available for all students to ensure they do not have difficulty paying for registered child care; so, they can further their study and improve their employability (NUS, 2009).  Maternity leave should be implemented within degree programmes as inclusive practice, as it is available within employment under the Equality Act (2010).  This would ensure parents have equal rights while studying, as recommended by Equality Challenge Unit (2010).  DSA provides help and support for students during their study which is inclusive practice (Student Finance Wales, 2019).  However, it is a complicated process with different sections and various staff involved.  If there were staff members available for one to ones with applicants this could make the process less stressful and daunting.  Ensuring smaller class sizes within degree programmes could improve attainment and motivation levels for students (American Federation of Teachers, 2003).  This could help the lecturers to use good teaching practice to suit the students preferred learning styles (Barnett, Schulman and Shore, 2004).  This could result in more lecturers needed for the courses with higher demand, more teaching spaces to be available for use which may not be cost effective (Persky and Pollack, 2010).  Resources are overall an inclusive strategy implemented for students; as they are accessible for all, free and provide good study spaces (Inclusive Library Services, 2019).  Personal tutor support is good inclusive practice which offers free support for all students during their study and is implemented within the degree curriculum (Personal Tutor Handbook, 2019).  Counselling services supporting Welsh degree programmes are inclusive practice.  The counselling services are free and accessible for all students that promote good mental health; which can help support students during their time at university (O’Keeffe, 2013).  Having more counselling staff available would reduce waiting lists (Buchan, 2018), offer more availability and could offer the opportunity for longer support if students required it.  However, this may not be possible for the university to fund financially.  Study skill support that was examined at UWTSD (2019) is a way in which students can improve their research, presentation and grammar skills.  Having these sessions free and available at different times and campuses is inclusive practice within degree programmes (UWTSD: Study Skill Support, 2019).  Overall, these inclusive strategies do have positive impacts.  Drawbacks that could improve these inclusive strategies tend to be linked to financial funds.          
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