Based on evidence from current research and policy as well as on data gathered from a group questionnaire, critically discuss an inclusive approach to supporting the needs of a particular group of pupils.  Focus on one specific learning difficulty, disability or additional need for your discussion.

In Wales, inclusion has been defined as ‘An ongoing process concerned with ensuring equality of educational opportunity by accounting for and addressing the diversity present in schools’ (Department for Education, Lifelong Learning and Skills, 2006, p. 18) and remains an important component in education today.  Donaldson (2015) has asserted that a key principle of his new curriculum is that it should be inclusive for all children, while giving them a voice as stated in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).  Prior to the UNCRC the principles laid down in the Salamanca Statement by the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) asked governments to provide inclusive education in mainstream schools for all children (Spooner, 2011) and the UNCRC built on this.  When Wales ratified the UNCRC in 2004 they made a commitment to place children’s rights at the ‘Core of a child’s experience of education’ (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2019) and has been a leader in promoting children’s rights ever since.  Wales was the first nation in the United Kingdom (UK) to create the post of children’s commissioner (BBC News, 2014) and have continued to lead the way by becoming the first UK nation to embed the UNCRC in their domestic law (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2019) by passing the legislation of the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014 and the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015, all of which promote children’s rights and inclusivity through many areas, including education.

With the introduction of a new curriculum and an overhaul of its special educational needs (SEN) code Wales is going through a period of transformation.  SEN is changing to additional learning needs (ALN) with additional amendments to legislation occurring as the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act 2014, specifically the section relating to ALN children who are looked after (Additional Learning Needs Transformation Team, 2018a), has been included in the consultation document for the new ALN Code.  In the 2018 Act (Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018), the Welsh Government has defined ALN as a ‘Learning difficulty or disability…..which calls for additional learning provision’ and clarified this as children having ‘Significantly greater difficulty in learning than the majority of others of the same age’ (Additional Needs Transformation Team, 2018b, p. 55).  For schools, inclusivity is often mistaken for integration and while integration offers limited changes in schools to accommodate ALN children and places the onus of fitting in on the child, inclusion offers a greater set of changes and places the onus of change on the school rather than the child, which results in a richer learning environment for all children (Frederickson and Cline, 2003).  In Wales, education is inclusive regardless of age, ability or SEN (OECD, 2014) and the UNCRC is used to create a ‘Strong foundation of values’ (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2017, p. 4) that allows schools to support children to understand their rights and have their voices heard.

For children with ALN, their individual needs can present a barrier to learning which may be reinforced by unsuitable learning environments, poor teaching or lack of access to the curriculum alongside the children’s own mental and emotional needs (Department for Education and Skills, 2004) which leads to them underachieving.  Additionally, many children are already underachieving educationally due to a disadvantaged background and when ALN is included, the children have even more barriers in front of them (Estyn, 2011).  To overcome these barriers, schools are encouraged to use whole school approaches to support these disadvantaged children (Estyn, 2011).  

When deciding an area to focus on for our questionnaire, each member chose one or two areas to research further into and this research was fed back in a group meeting (Group file appendix 2).  The topics researched were of professional or personal interest to each member, but after discussion LAC was decided upon as it was felt it would be an interesting area to investigate further, with lots of documentation available.  StatsWales (2019b) claims that 68% of LAC are at risk of abuse or neglect and the stress and trauma caused by their situation can interrupt their ‘continuum of learning’ (Supporting Achievement and Safeguarding Team, 2016b) while impacting their well-being, which in turn has an impact on their attainment and achievement in school.  Further research was undertaken to find out what was already in place in schools, local authorities and regional consortia to inform the questions we would generate for our questionnaire (Group file appendix 16).  

During the process of deciding how to conduct our research, we decided not to use interviews as it would have involved travelling to the different chosen schools, possibly several times, and trying to interview around respondents work commitments.  This was deemed impractical and a questionnaire was decided upon instead as it provided a level of anonymity for the respondents and was less time intensive for the researchers.  Although there were uncertainties about using the questionnaire, such as the risk of a low response rate and respondents being untruthful or influenced by others, it was decided that the advantages outweighed the disadvantages as we could maintain anonymity, analyse answers in a more scientific way and collect information in a low cost way (University of Leicester, n.d.). When it came to the creation of our questionnaire, we chose to use an online format so that it could be emailed out to schools and responses would be returned online.  We had the choice of Google Forms or Microsoft Forms and although they were very similar in format, we chose to use Microsoft Forms as many schools use Hwb, the Welsh Government website for teaching and learning in Wales (Hwb, 2019), which is supported by Microsoft Office.  We accessed Forms through the university secure server and this allowed the data to be stored in a secure way that protected the ‘Integrity and confidentiality’ (European Commission, n.d.) of all responses as specified by the General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR) while also meeting the requirements of a secure network, password protected data and lack of need for portable storage (BERA, 2018). 

When considering the type of questions to include in our questionnaire, we were aware of the need to use both qualitative, or open-ended, and quantitative, or closed, questions while remembering a ‘Questionnaire will always be an intrusion into the life of the respondent’ (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011, p. 377) and that respondents would be giving up their own time to answer so length would need to be considered.  When generating our quantitative questions, we did not want to resort to using just yes or no questions so chose to include attitudinal scales using the Likert scale in the form of statements that best fit the respondent’s opinion on the question (Kumar, 2011).  When we began writing our questions, trying to find the right wording was challenging, the questions were often very long winded, there were opportunities to combine questions that we missed initially and there was no flow to their order.  Additionally, the questions often repeated themselves and there was an overuse of qualitative questions which would be better adapted to quantitative questions.  Our first draft of the questionnaire (Group file appendix 36) contained a variety of questions on behaviour, support and policy which, after consulting with our lecturers (Group file appendix 38), we decided was too broad.  There ensued a lot of discussion surrounding whether to focus the questions on the support offered to LAC or the behaviour that they presented (Group file appendix 40) and the decision was made to focus on the support offered, with consideration to how this may impact on behaviour alongside attainment.  We used the advice from our lecturers and this new focus on support to rewrite the questions, trying to create a greater balance between the question formats (Group file appendix 44).  We went through several drafts to refine our questions before settling on a final version (Group file appendix 53) and used the verbal feedback from our pilot study to aid in this.  

During the process of writing our questionnaire, we made sure to follow the ethical code of conduct laid down by the university by completing an ethical approval form (Group file appendix 54) and abiding by BERA (2018) guidelines on informed consent, anonymity and confidentiality.  Furthermore, we tried to ensure our questions were not leading and did not contain any bias while we conducted ourselves in a professional manner both through our questionnaire and in all correspondence with the respondents by following the ‘Principles of conduct’ (Kumar, 2011, p. 218).  Alongside our questionnaire we also wrote a covering letter to include in our email to schools explaining our research and the guidelines we followed.  This again went through several revisions with advice from lecturers (Group file appendix 49) before a final draft was agreed on (Group file appendix 48).

StatsWales (2019a) shows that Swansea has the third highest amount of LAC in Wales, with 505 in 2018, followed by Neath Port Talbot (NPT) and Bridgend with 360.  Due to these high figures and proximity to our area, we decided to target schools in these local authorities (LA), particularly those we had a connection with through our practical teaching experience (PTE) or job experience.  The questionnaire was sent to 12 schools in the chosen LAs and the distribution of responses can be seen in Chart 1.  The largest amount of responses was 50% from NPT with Bridgend following with 33%.  Additionally, two thirds of respondents were teachers, with one third also being members of the senior leadership team (Chart 2).  It was disappointing to not receive any responses from teaching assistants (TA) as they are responsible for delivering many of the interventions that take place in schools (Chart 3) and it would have been interesting to compare their views to those of teachers.


Chart 1
 
Chart 2


Chart 3

The Welsh Government has identified a clear link between well-being and attainment in LAC, especially when LAC have experienced stress and trauma at home (Supporting Achievement and Safeguarding Team, 2016b).  This trauma is referred to as adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and can lead to social and emotional problems as well as poor school performance (Public Health Wales, 2018).  Simkiss (2019, p. 26) claims that LAC are more likely to have ‘Very high levels of childhood adversity’ which would have a greater impact on their well-being.   Additionally, Williams (2018) has observed that there is a link between deprivation and children who experience ACEs, and this deprivation can impact a child’s well-being and mental health.  Schools have recognised ACEs, with two thirds providing training for their staff (Chart 4) alongside every school offering child protection training.  There is a lot of variation in the training received between schools, possibly because of the demographic of their catchment.












Chart 4

The Children, Young People and Education Committee (2018, p. 32) agree that ‘Attainment in school cannot be achieved without well-being’ but want children to be seen as more than just attainers, they want their emotional health and confidence to be considered as well.  This consideration of health and confidence features prominently in Donaldson’s (2015) four purposes, encouraging children to develop their emotional and mental well-being, while also being focussed on in the Health and Well-being area of learning and experience (AoLE).  The Samaritans (2018) support the inclusion of mental health in the new curriculum and see it as a ‘Culture of change within mental health reform’ with the effect of reducing mental health problems and increasing academic attainment.  Considering the importance placed on mental health, it was reassuring to see that all the respondent’s schools provided an Emotional Literacy Support Assistant (ELSA) and two thirds provided nurture groups as interventions (Chart 5).  Additionally, one of the ‘other’ responses was Thrive, another intervention targeting the mental health of children (Table 1).

Chart 5

	Respondent
	Other interventions provided

	1
	Positive play
Thrive

	2
	Speech and Language

	4
	Thrive
Buster Bunny


Table 1

ELSA is a TA led intervention programme that supports children to develop their emotional and social skills through an individually tailored programme (Hills, 2016).  The creator of ELSA, Sheila Burton, claims it supports the emotional needs of children because they will learn more effectively and be happier in school if these needs are dealt with (ELSA Network, 2017).  With 100% of respondent’s schools providing ELSA support to children (Chart 5), it remains a key strategy to improve these skills. 

The nurture interventions provided by two thirds of the schools are a support programme for children with ALN who experience barriers to learning through social, emotional and behavioural difficulties (SEBD) and are promoted by the Nurture Group Network (n.d.) as an important intervention that is particularly successful for LAC.  The Welsh Government agrees that nurture groups improve children’s behaviour and social skills as well as building their confidence which leads to an improvement in attainment (DCELLS, 2010).  Both nurture and ACEs recognise that early experiences have an impact later in childhood and that staff awareness of these enables them to respond appropriately to children’s needs and support them in overcoming these traumas.  Education Scotland (2018) claim that nurture groups support children who have missed early nurturing experiences and are based on attachment theory.  Geddes (2018) states that at its most extreme, disorganised attachment behaviour is classified as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and that many LAC may present this behaviour due to the high level of trauma they may have experienced at a young age.  Additionally, attachment behaviour can be placed on a continuum from mild to severe, depending on the experiences in early childhood and for many children with SEBD or ACEs, who have experienced insecure attachment relationships, this has a negative impact on their attainment and their relationships with school staff (Bergin and Bergin, 2009).  The Thrive approach is also rooted in attachment theory and addresses children’s emotional health in order to impact their behaviour and in turn their learning (Thrive, n.d) by interpreting the behaviour and using a ‘Trauma sensitive approach’ (Teachwire, 2019) to meet their needs.

What has become clear is the importance schools are placing on children’s mental health, as is demonstrated by the most common interventions.  The impact of all the interventions can be seen in Chart 6 and while academic attainment is only improved sometimes, the emotional impact and relationships with peers and staff are often or always improved in two thirds of schools, while half of schools show an improvement in behaviour often or always.  This would indicate that interventions targeting children’s mental health, such as ELSA and nurture, are proving effective and are beginning to impact on behaviour, although the suggested improvement to attainment does not appear to be consistent with only one third of schools seeing an improvement often or always.  This result can only be speculated upon but could be due to the interventions not having run long enough to show an impact on attainment yet, the severity of SEBD in the children is high so the time needed to impact emotionally before educationally is longer than anticipated or that they are not being delivered correctly or frequently enough.  While all staff are trained in various programmes to support LAC (Chart 4), 100% of TAs deliver the interventions (Chart 3).  This may leave teachers unaware of ways to support these interventions in the classroom or they may find it challenging to manage the needs of all individuals in the class which may contribute to the low effect on attainment.  


Chart 6

The responses showed that 67% of LAC had an ALN (Table 2) which varied in the amount of support needed (Table 3) and covered a range of ALN but had a higher number of emotional and behaviour issues.  This is in line with StatsWales (2019b) who state that in 2017-18, 61% of the 3,755 LAC had an ALN.  I have worked in several schools in both NPT and Bridgend as a teaching assistant and the number of LAC in each was varied but I experienced a higher range of LAC in Bridgend than in NPT and a high percentage of these had ALN.  For many, it was difficult to assess their ALN needs as their SEBD masked the signs when they entered the school.  It was not until interventions and in class programmes began to impact their SEBD that assessment of ALN could take place and when interventions were implemented in nursery, actual assessment of ALN might not take place until Reception or later depending on the severity of the SEBD.  Although an assessment of ALN may not have taken place immediately, strategies were used in the whole school for all children through Blank level questioning, Elklan, Welcomm, differentiation in tasks and additional support where appropriate.  By using these approaches, all children regardless of need, were supported and an ethos of inclusion ran through the school embodying the premise that schools should work to remove barriers to learning for all children but especially those with needs that hinder them from participating or learning (Pupil Well-being Branch, 2016).  During my time working in schools, ACEs was not well known but the LAC I supported are most likely to have received ACEs support if it had existed.  The schools I worked in in NPT were in less deprived areas than the Bridgend schools and there was a significant difference in the number of LAC, although they still had children with ALN.  This difference in the deprivation of the local areas and the number of LAC attending would support the view that in areas with high deprivation, parents may have less resilience due to lack of work, money or mental health issues, so the level of involvement from social services is high (Rosato, 2019).

	Do the LAC have any ALN?

	Yes
	67%

	No
	33%


Table 2

	If LAC have any additional ALN, what are they?

	2
	At moment, we have LAC who are more able, we also have pupils who receive language support, we have our own SALT, we also have LAC in our obs units.  Behaviour is also a need

	4
	Currently MLD, previously SEBD

	5
	General learning difficulties, emotional support and gross motor skills

	6
	Sometimes they may need support for basic skills or need help with social and emotional difficulties


Table 3

When researching the support available for LAC in schools, we discovered the Pupil Development Grant (PDG) which was created to ‘Tackle the impact of deprivation and disadvantage on educational outcomes’ (Dauncey, 2018a). The PDG has two elements, one for LAC and one for free school meals (FSM), although the LAC element is not as well known for schools as the FSM element, with only 15% of schools being aware of it (Reckless, 2018).  The LAC element is intended to support LAC to improve attainment and deliver targeted interventions to support children to reach their full potential (Supporting Achievement and Safeguarding Team, 2016a) but Estyn (2016) observes that schools are not using it effectively, placing the blame on the regional consortia.  Prior to 2015, schools were responsible for the allocation of their PDG and many used it to the benefit of LAC, however, this responsibility was then handed to the regional consortia in 2015 who Estyn (2016) views as inexperienced and lacking understanding in the needs of LAC, leaving schools unaware of how to access the money to continue to support these children.  Dauncey (2018b) notes that the LAC element has not been emphasised by the consortia and they lack strategy which is why the Welsh Government have been recommended to pursue this further to ensure a strategic approach is in place.

The Education through Regional Working (ERW) consortium, who oversee NPT and Swansea, state that they disperse their LAC PDG funding to the relevant LA who then distribute it to the schools in their area (ERW, 2019).  Meanwhile, the Swansea LA explain that they use the LAC PDG to provide resources and support to schools (Swansea Virtual School, n.d.).  However, this does not mean that all of the allocated money is given to the schools in Swansea, the Safeguarding Policy Development and Delivery Committee (2018) state that they use the LAC PDG to employ LAC project workers and an administrator within the LA which means less funding is being passed onto the schools and as a respondent from Swansea shared (Table 4), this impacts on the children they support.   

	Respondent
	Any additional information regarding LAC in education

	1
	Sadly, due to funding, LAC education team have lost employees which means that much needed support for LAC children is no longer available


Table 4

All our respondent’s selected programmes that were used in their school (Chart 7), although it was unclear if they were aware of whether they were funded from the FSM element or the LAC element.  Responses showed that 83% of schools used the PDG to fund interventions, while additional staff was also a factor.  However, as seen in Chart 8, academic attainment was only impacted occasionally in 50% of schools while behaviour was inconsistent with one third of schools saying it was either occasionally or very frequently impacted.  This large variation again raises the issue of why the expected impact in attainment is not being observed.  While the LAC PDG funds interventions in most of the schools and additional staff in two thirds, its effectiveness is not at the expected level.  Whether this is because the funding from consortia is not enough or the schools are not using the funding appropriately to meet the children’s needs is unknown.  It was unclear if the interventions listed in Chart 4 are the same as the ones funded by the LAC PDG, but if so then this may explain why attainment is not being impacted as they are focussed on SEBD and as already discussed, while impacting emotionally, have had only occasional impact on attainment (Chart 5).  Hub4Leaders (n.d.) states that data shows LAC do not perform as well as non-LAC in schools.  StatsWales (2019b) agrees, showing that 61% of LAC achieved the Foundation Phase (FP) indicator compared to 83% of non-LAC, while 67% of LAC achieved the Key Stage 2 (KS2) core subject indicatory compared to 90% of non LAC, and while there has been a steady increase in LAC attainment, there is still a considerable gap which the PDG is trying to address.  



Chart 7


Chart 8

The Welsh Government directs any support funded by the LAC PDG should positively impact on behaviour, attendance, well-being or attainment otherwise it is an ineligible use of the funding (Welsh Government, 2015).  In 2018-19, ERW received LAC PDG funding for 957 children, equalling £1,100,550, while Central South Consortium (CSC) who oversee the Bridgend schools from our research, received LAC PDG funding for 1,457 children, equalling £1,675,550 (Welsh Government, 2017).  These two regional consortia contain the highest levels of LAC compared to the other consortia in Wales.  We found that 50% of respondents had supported more than 10 LAC during their professional career (Chart 9), with one respondent from Bridgend not being able to give a number due to the high amount of LAC in their school (Table 5) and this appears to support the funding data..  However, it is not clear from the responses, how long each of the respondent’s had been teaching and this could influence their response as a teacher of 20 years is more likely to have experience of LAC than a teacher of 2 years and this must be taken into consideration when looking at the data.  


Chart 9

	Respondent
	Number of children supported during professional career

	1
	15-20

	2
	High % of pupils in school are LAC.  The school also has the most referrals to early help than any other school in LA

	6
	28


Table 5

The purpose of our research was to gain a better understanding of the way LAC are supported in schools, how funding is used to provide programmes to improve children’s attainment and the level of impact these programmes have as well as how being a LAC is a barrier to learning.  However, although some of our queries have been answered, in hindsight, the lack of follow through in some of our questions has left us wishing we were able to rewrite the questionnaire and delve deeper into areas that were only touched upon.  Furthermore, when the questionnaires were sent out to schools, we estimated that between the 12 schools there was the opportunity to reach up to 500 staff members and while we did not expect to receive responses from all of them, we hoped for at least 20.  Unfortunately, we only received 6 responses and when schools were contacted to remind them of the deadline to respond, many informed us that they had not seen the original email due to the large amount of communication they received daily which was extremely disappointing. As the emails were sent to the school admin email address, they got lost in the system and if we were to carry out further research, we would make sure to use a named contact within the school instead as they would be more likely to access the email due to personal school emails receiving less mail than the main school. In this respect, an interview, despite the negatives mentioned previously, would have been more beneficial as it would have allowed follow up questions to be asked when points of interest occurred instead of leaving us to speculate.  The low number of responses does mean that the data is limited, and the analysis may not be truly reflective of what is happening in many schools.  This may be why the data shows a limited improvement to attainment compared to StatsWales (2019b) who show an 8% increase in children achieving the core subject indicator in KS2 in the past four years.  

Although the anticipated impact on attainment could not be observed through the data collected, the impact of interventions on LACs emotional health was clear and not something that we had expected to find.  It is likely that if this continues, then attainment will be impacted because if unhappy or anxious children will perform poorly, then conversely, happy and emotionally stable children will perform better (Supporting Achievement and Safeguarding Team, 2016b),  What remains clear though is that this is not an issue that will be resolved quickly, but it is hopeful that the new curriculum and ALN code alongside a commitment from the Welsh Government to continue funding the PDG until 2020 (Dauncey, 2018a), will provide opportunities to continue providing support and guidance for all children, especially those with ALN.
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Programmes funded by the LAC PDG

Interventions	After school clubs	Breakfast clubs	Additional staff	Resources	Other	5	1	3	4	0	1	Programmes


Number of schools



Areas affected by LAC PDG programmes

Never	Behaviour	Academic attainment	Attendance	0	0	0	Rarely	Behaviour	Academic attainment	Attendance	1	1	1	Occasionally	Behaviour	Academic attainment	Attendance	2	3	3	Frequently	Behaviour	Academic attainment	Attendance	1	1	0	Very frequently	Behaviour	Academic attainment	Attendance	2	1	2	Areas


Number of schools




Number of LAC children supported during respondent's professional career

0	1-5	6-10	More than 10	0	2	1	3	Number of LAC children 


Number of schools



Percentage of responses from each local authority


Swansea	Bridgend	Port Talbot	2	1	3	

Job roles of respondents

Teacher	LSO / TA	Intervention Support	SLT	SENCO	Headteacher	Other	4	0	0	2	1	0	1	Job role


Number of schools



LAC intervention providers

LSA/LSO/TA	Teacher	Specialist intervention trained adult	Other	6	2	3	2	Intervention provider


Number of schools



Training received to support LAC

Vulnerable learners	Impact of experiences on behaviour and attitude to learning	Child protection	ACEs	Other	1	3	6	4	2	Training received


Number of schools



Interventions provided for LAC

Lexia	Toe by Toe	Catch up numeracy	Nurture	ELSA	Other	1	2	2	4	6	3	Interventions


Number of schools



Areas affected by LAC interventions

Never	Academic attainment	Behaviour	Emotional	Relationship with peers	Relationship with staff	0	0	0	0	0	Sometimes	Academic attainment	Behaviour	Emotional	Relationship with peers	Relationship with staff	4	3	2	2	2	Often 	Academic attainment	Behaviour	Emotional	Relationship with peers	Relationship with staff	1	2	3	3	3	Always	Academic attainment	Behaviour	Emotional	Relationship with peers	Relationship with staff	1	1	1	1	1	Areas


Number of schools




