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How do Neurodevelopmental Team wait times and school placement limitations affect the educational outcomes of children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and how do parents perceive these challenges?
Abstract
[bookmark: _Int_x3jb3qmt][bookmark: _Int_CEArAYNm]The primary aim of this research project is to explore the limitations of a child with additional learning needs, such as autism, receiving a specialist school placement, and whether this can have a lasting impact on the child and their families. This research project will also focus on whether the waiting time for contributions, such as assessments and interventions from the Neurodevelopmental Team affect the educational outcomes of children with additional learning needs.
What is autism?
[bookmark: _Int_HI4gNysp][bookmark: _Int_jSKYR9ds][bookmark: _Int_MekDqhhg][bookmark: _Int_HMtZXfDK][bookmark: _Int_lzgqeXgT]According to Liu (2019) autism, or autism spectrum disorder, is a brain-based disorder. The disorder affects everyone differently and people with autism usually struggle with social communication and interactions, repetitive behaviours, and restrictive interests, otherwise known as ‘special interests’ or ‘special topics’. According to Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2025) autism spectrum disorder does not discriminate and is reported to occur in all racial, ethnic, and social economic groups. Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) (2025) also suggest that the number of children being diagnosed with autism is on the rise, stating that the combined prevalence per one thousand children has increased. Between the years two thousand and two thousand and twenty-two, the prevalence has increased by around twenty six percent, resulting in around one in thirty-one children currently being diagnosed with the disorder. 
Why is this so important?
[bookmark: _Int_qgwC1Zcb][bookmark: _Int_8yxwcEkS]According to Rowland (2020) the number of children being diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder has increased by four hundred and twenty percent. The substantial increase could suggest that the amount of autism diagnosis may have reached an epidemic proportion, and this could lead to questions relating to whether all autism diagnoses are completely accurate. Potential misdiagnoses could be a result of the difficulty of differentiating between children with autism and other children with other health conditions or developmental delays or the possibility that when the child grows older a new diagnostic picture may develop (Mcdonnell, Bradley and Kanne 2018) these could be contributing factors to either a misdiagnosis or a late diagnosis. 
Early intervention
[bookmark: _Int_79eTns9Y][bookmark: _Int_DeC0B8l3][bookmark: _Int_qnACMtLW][bookmark: _Int_E5797xRE][bookmark: _Int_hmMkDMh9][bookmark: _Int_SJjzoRhy]According to Elder, Kreider, Brasher and Ansell (2017) early intervention is crucial because this can contribute to cognitive and language development, adaptability, improvement of living conditions and social behaviour of children with additional learning needs. This could also benefit parents and reduce their anxiety of their child’s future. Aguiar and Pondé (2020) suggests that parents who suspect their child has autism have a big fight ahead of them, because getting a diagnosis is not easy, this could suggest that the amount of children who need spaces in specialist placements are not receiving them due the struggle of receiving early intervention and achieving a diagnosis. In a video posted by the Children’s Commissioner, parents discuss their struggles of their children not getting the right support they need. Describing the process as awful and offering condolence to any other person going through the fight, a parent in the video expresses just how draining the full process can be, saying that ‘it took over my life.’ The video states that parents had to compile pages of evidence suggesting that their child would not cope in a mainstream school, but despite this, the child still received a mainstream school placement. The parent then discusses the effect this has on their child, stating that their child would wake up during the night saying ‘no school, no school’ suggesting that the child had become severely anxious about attending the school unit because their needs were not being met. The parent also argues that the approach should be person centred, however this was not the case, arguing that parents are not listened to (Children’s Commissioner Wales, 2025) This could lead to questions relating to whether the ALN legislation of Wales is being followed. 
[bookmark: _Int_l0hhp4Gl][bookmark: _Int_Du2Bo8di][bookmark: _Int_MnDlZhvZ][bookmark: _Int_OCsLxioq][bookmark: _Int_puJiglt1][bookmark: _Int_QTkiRlL9][bookmark: _Int_TqN18SpN][bookmark: _Int_QtNwyEYf][bookmark: _Int_EaO4PIcd][bookmark: _Int_BbFCaSbf][bookmark: _Int_BxEQDSl0]The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 introduced an individual development plan (IDP). According to Carmarthenshire City Council (2019) an IDP is a document that all children and young people with identified needs will have. An IDP is a document that contains a one-page profile, summary of needs, and agreed outcomes and support. Individual development plans are reviewed every twelve months and will provide a record of development for the child and the details of the child’s individual needs and how best to support them, suggesting that these are vital documents when applying for a specialist school placement, and should always be looked at and taken into consideration (Snap Cymru, 2024) According to Swansea Council (2023) transitioning for children with additional learning needs requires careful planning, suggesting that if early intervention does not occur and children are placed in a school setting that does not meet their needs and therefore must move to a specialist school later on, this could have a negative affect on them. Referring to the video posted by the Children’s Commissioner Wales (2025) a mother describes how her child had experienced trauma from being in the wrong school placement and how the family feels that they face the decision between the child’s education and mental health. This suggests that being placed in the wrong school placement can have a detrimental effect on the child and can place a strain on their family. The mother states that ‘your child has to be broken before they will offer you help’ arguing that the system is broken and needs needs to change. The mother also states that the IDP was vague, and could have applied to anyone, suggesting that it was not individual to the child, and as a result could not have outlined their personal struggles and what they need to reach their full potential. This could lead to people questioning whether this could have been avoided, if the individual development plan was in detail and followed, could the child have been supported in the best way, and could they have received that specialist school placement? This research project will also examine the additional learning needs act of two thousand and eighteen and whether parents believe the act meets the aim of making it easier for families to get the right support, because current research does not highlight many positive experiences of children and families getting the right support however there are multiple reports of families struggling and almost reaching breaking point due to the lack of support from the neurodevelopmental team.  





Research Methodology 
[bookmark: _Int_het6I1j1]To gather the most fruitful and valuable information that reaches the most suitable and effective answers to the questions mentioned in the literature review, the proposed research method for this project will be a form of triangulation. The chosen method of research will be a mixture of both qualitative and quantitative research. Split into three sections, including interviews with parents of children diagnosed with additional learning needs that highlights their experiences of fighting for the right diagnosis and school placement for their child, questionnaires based on how the parents of these children perceive how the challenges caused by delayed contributions from the Neurodevelopmental team affected the educational outcomes for their child and a statistical analysis of the rise of children being diagnosed with additional learning needs, specifically autism, and any potential reasons that may impact any delays in receiving a diagnosis and subsequently any delays in receiving a placement in a specialist school. This research project will also be local, looking specifically at additional learning needs and school placements in Wales. 
[bookmark: _Int_YKaPeQ7W][bookmark: _Int_3KSHpYQw][bookmark: _Int_MhiYGh15][bookmark: _Int_SHefrHqR][bookmark: _Int_uzKEHUAV]The Open University (no date) defines triangulation as a type of research that studies the chosen topic from more than one standpoint. Triangulation does not require three different three sources of data, but more than one source is needed when completing research, this is because triangulation methods of research aim to combine different research approaches, methods, and sources of data to provide the researcher with a more holistic view of their chosen topic. According to Noble and Heale (2019) triangulation is a favourable research method as it ensures that any bias that arises from the use of a single method or a single observation style are overcome and increases the credibility and reliability of the research findings. However, Heesen, Bright and Zucker (2016) argue against this, suggesting that methods of triangulation are more likely to fail to produce the correct answer to the chosen research topic and it is arguably more beneficial to stick to one type of research. Nonetheless, focusing on both qualitative and quantitative data, and aiming to achieve insightful answers to the topic question, triangulation would be the most suitable method of research for this research project. A triangulation method for this research topic would provide an in-depth investigation into the additional learning needs act of two thousand and eighteen, the impact of inadequately funded policies, and under resourced and under prepared practitioners and the impact these contributors have on children facing a diagnosis, and families facing the fight. 
[bookmark: _Int_QslKqShQ][bookmark: _Int_6DBhPhHE][bookmark: _Int_mrud7eSz][bookmark: _Int_lAfeqhAJ][bookmark: _Int_EMhtoi2D][bookmark: _Int_TwW4bQOx][bookmark: _Int_tBS0Bhlj][bookmark: _Int_plURk9q5]The first method of research conducted will be quantitative, the researcher will analyse statistics from the Welsh Government that highlights the number of children being diagnosed with autism per year. The researcher will note the rise in children being diagnosed since the new Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018. Focussing on this research, the researcher will then choose a focus group of practitioners to interview. The interviews will be voluntary and structured because this will allow the the researcher to explore the practitioners' experiences of working with children with additional learning needs in depth. This will allow the researcher to hear the interviewee’s opinions on the training they have had before working with these children and hear their opinions on the additional learning needs act and the fights families face for the best school placements for their children. The researcher will use these interviews to determine whether the lack of training and lack of funding has contributed to the risk in diagnoses since two thousand and eighteen. According to McGill (no date) a structured interview is a process that will see practitioners answer predetermined questions. The questions will be the same for every practitioner to ensure the research findings are comparable and valuable. The researcher will pick a focus group of six practitioners from various areas in Wales to interview. The researcher will use participants from across various areas of Wales to see if the area affects the answers the practitioners give, for instance, do practitioners in certain areas receive more training than participants from other areas? According to the Welsh Government (2020) focus groups often work well when there is six to eight people taking part and discuss their views openly and honestly. However, the Hawthorne effect should be considered here too. The Hawthorne effect is when individuals change their behaviour because they know they are being observed. Even though the interviews will completely voluntary, they will still be inherently observational, and participants may feel pressured to answer questions in a way in which they believe that the researcher may want them to, instead of answering in a way that they believe is the most truthful. Hockey and Forsey (2012) emphasise this, arguing that participants of interviews may feel subtle pressure to conform to the researcher's presumed agenda and participants may shape their answers to meet what they believe to be the researcher’s desired outcome. Lareau (2021) compliments the perspectives of Hockey and Forsey, raising similar concerns of the potential pressure participants may feel. Lareau (2021) even offers strategies to combat this, ensuring that interviews remain ethical and participatory, Lareau (2021) suggests that researchers should be mindful, listen closely and talk as little as possible. Researchers must keep the project in mind but be open to any natural directions that the conversation may take, allowing participants to express themselves freely and honestly. 
[bookmark: _Int_5iaNCrVg][bookmark: _Int_aeeAFPj8][bookmark: _Int_vGmmlhty][bookmark: _Int_Bb4W9nf3]The next method of research will also be quantitative. This section will focus on the parents' thoughts and feelings about how they perceive the challenges caused by delayed contributions from the Neurodevelopmental team affected the educational outcomes for their child. Whilst conducting research with parents of children, the researcher must ensure research integrity. The Hawthorne effect should also be taken into consideration here, as parents may feel pressured to contribute and provide answers that they believe to be useful but may not believe to be necessarily truthful. Consent should be on going, with clear communication always (Sun et al, 2023) The researcher must also ensure that they safeguard data and present it in a way that ensures anonymity is achieved, preventing identification of any parent involved in the research (British Dental Journal, 2013) The researcher will recognise that this a sensitive topic and could potentially evoke emotional answers from parents. The researcher must ensure that they are empathetic, and they provide these parents with a comfortable experience of answering these questions (Hakami, 2022) Aiming for a variety of answers and data, the researcher should hope to receive around one hundred responses to their questionnaire. However, according to Yaddanapudi (2019) researchers must consider that can sometimes be limited by low response rates and that to achieve the highest number of responses possible, the questionnaire should be appealing and appropriate, encouraging participants to take part and provide the researcher with meaningful answers. To promote their questionnaire as much as possible, the researcher should share it to social media to reach a large target audience. According to The University of Maine (no date) fifty nine percent of the global population are social media users, therefore, sharing the questionnaire to platforms like Facebook and Instagram could prove to be beneficial.
[bookmark: _Int_GeZa1teI][bookmark: _Int_McHAfke3][bookmark: _Int_P3hm4PQj][bookmark: _Int_ZLDcHSdb][bookmark: _Int_VGrMcLpt][bookmark: _Int_DUB0abVi][bookmark: _Int_VqgdviTy][bookmark: _Int_yaotoxBF][bookmark: _Int_JdL0VnRG][bookmark: _Int_u1SCYk7d]Finally, section three will include quantitative research. Here, the researcher will complete a statistical analysis of the rise of children being diagnosed with additional learning needs, specifically autism, and any potential reasons that may affect any delays in receiving a diagnosis and subsequently any delays in receiving a placement in a specialist school. As this research project focuses on Wales alone, the researcher should look at the statistics presented by the Welsh Government. The researcher may compare the percentages of children diagnosed with the disorder over time but should also zoom in on the rise of children being diagnosed since the latest additional learning needs act came into place. According to Vandever (2020) statistical analyses are necessary for any research project hoping to investigate quantitative data. The researcher may also consider the rise of children being diagnosed since the coronavirus pandemic. Analysing results from these three different timelines may provide the researcher with an understanding if the number of children is constantly rising due to certain reasons such as people being more aware of autism, more communication problems in society due to mobile phones being barriers, or underfunded policies and underprepared practitioners. The researcher will also analyse how many children move from mainstream to specialist school within a year. The researcher may find that the interviews from section one of the research could overlap here. Potentially, the number of practitioners who feel underprepared and under trained may contribute to delays in children with autism being referred to panel as they may not have the confidence to start a graduated response for the child. According to BCP Council (2025) a graduated response helps early years settings and schools identify and support children with suspected additional learning needs, suggesting just how crucial the graduated responses are, so if a childcare practitioner does not feel prepared in writing a graduated response for a child, they may subsequently be hindering the child from achieving the correct diagnosis and later affect the decision made regarding the best school placement for that child.From the literature review, the researcher will know the importance of early intervention and will also take this into account when researching the number of children being diagnosed. 
Ethical considerations 
[bookmark: _Int_PBqTdxRM][bookmark: _Int_WSEBnnU5][bookmark: _Int_AFMhy1KH]Before any research is conducted, the researcher will take any ethical considerations into account. One of the ethical considerations involved in this research project may include safeguarding and anonymity. This topic is very personal and could be quite emotional for some participants. Therefore, the researcher must receive consent from all those taking part in this research project. According to The University of Oxford (2021) informed consent is a fundamental part of any research project’s ethics. Informed consent is where participants can voluntarily take part in the research project after receiving full information about the topic. After a participants receive the information about what the research project includes, they can then decide to give their full consent to take part in the research. Researchers should not push for a response from potential participants straight away, and should be patient, allowing the participant to think about their decision first without feeling pressured to join in. According to BERA Ethical Guidelines for Educational Research (2024) researchers must remain sensitive and open to the idea of participants right to withdraw from the research if they wish to do so. The researcher must also make their incentives known before conducting any research, and why their participation is desired. The researcher will also consider that the children cannot consent to their parents talking about them. Article twelve of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child or UNCRC states that children have the right to be listened to and taken seriously (Children’s and Young People’s Commissioner of Scotland, 2006) this means that parents should ask the children whether they are comfortable with information being shared about them before agreeing to participate. However, this could be quite difficult for this research project due to the children being spoken about being between of nursery age. Children under the age of sixteen cannot consent to be used in research, therefore it is vital that the researcher obtains consent from parent or guardian of that child before discussing topics about their child. Informed consent must be more than just a signed form, it requires continuous dialogue, especially in participatory research, where goals and roles can change over the duration of the research project (Cordeiro et al, 2022) 
[bookmark: _Int_OkVLz6zU]Researchers should also consider anonymity and confidentiality, especially when conducting interviews with practitioners. The practitioners that are being interviewed may be nervous to share information due to the fear of repercussions for expressing criticisms about policies or practice (Beauchamp and Thomas, 2020) Therefore, ethical reflexivity is vital and requires researchers to constantly examine the influence and position they hold (Korstjens and Moser, 2018) According to Reid, Brown, Smith, Cope and Jamieson (2018) ethical reflexivity is the process in which a researcher will question their motivations, assumptions and interests. These interviews should be a comfortable experience for the practitioners involved and the researcher should not discourage open disclosure or hinder the authenticity of qualitative data. According to University of Wales Trinity St. David (2022) when a participant trusts the researcher with confidential or personal information, the researcher must treat them with dignity and respect, the researcher should never share this information without informing the participant first, the participant should never be surprised by the sharing of the information they provide. 
[bookmark: _Int_1bwfIKNq]As recommended by the University of Wales Trinity St. David’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice (2022) the research conducted for this project will be fair and transparent, collected for specific and legitimate purposes only and will not be further processed in an incompatible manner. This research project will follow The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) is the toughest privacy and security law worldwide. The General Data Protection Regulation distributes harsh fines to anyone who violates the privacy and security standards, with penalties reaching up to tens of millions of euros. GDPR is incredibly serious and aims to protect individual’s right to protection of their personal data (Wolford, 2025) Following GDPR guidelines, the University of York (no date) defines personal data as any data relating to an identified natural person. Personal data can include name, date of birth, address, etc. 
Summary
[bookmark: _Int_Hys2qd9e][bookmark: _Int_l9PyV25l][bookmark: _Int_krv8GJ81][bookmark: _Int_L28lSxnc][bookmark: _Int_dkvv02VD][bookmark: _Int_7ZJaFL4N][bookmark: _Int_JHNRKgGi][bookmark: _Int_HVmB08aN][bookmark: _Int_72wM8T6G]The researcher will be conducting research to answer the question ‘How do Neurodevelopmental Team wait times and school placement limitations affect the educational outcomes of children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and how do parents perceive these challenges?’ This is an important topic because it involves questions regarding whether children’s rights are being met, particularly focusing on article three - the best interest of the child. If a child does not receive the correct diagnosis and school placement, they could face trauma and anxiety, suggesting that their rights are not being met. The number of children being diagnosed is continuously rising, and the researcher will delve into reasons why, what factors contribute to this? The researcher will be using a mixture of both qualitative and quantitative research methods. They will conduct interviews, prepare a questionnaire to distribute into social media and analyse a statistical analysis of the number of children in Wales being diagnosed with autism every year. The researcher will look at a wide range of dates and they will notice the rise of children receiving autism diagnoses. The researcher will also examine the importance of early intervention in depth, analysing the cruciallity of this and the effects it can have on the support children receive. The research topic will also consider the parents feelings and experiences, the amount of evidence they must compile before even getting to panel and the support they receive while fighting for the right school placement. Before conducting any research, the researcher will follow the General Data Protection Regulations guidelines to ensure research is fair, transparent and will protect the participants right to protect their personal data. The researcher will thoroughly explain what is expected of the participant and why they have been asked to take part in this research project. The researcher will also explain that the participants have the right to withdraw at any point, should they wish to do so. All participants will be treated in a fair and respectful manner, there will be no discrimination of anyone, regardless of age, gender, ethnicity etc. The researcher will ensure that data is stored in a safe and secure place and will not be distributed to any third parties without consent from all participants, participants should never be shocked or surprised due to the sharing of their personal data. The researcher will aim to answer the questions mentioned in the literature review to help the, gain a holistic view and understanding of the research topic. 
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