Critical Reflections of Academic and Professional Practice. 

Section 1 – Personal Learning Plan.

Name: Lauren Thomas														Date:8/10/23
	Objectives
What do I want to be able to do
or do better?
	Success criteria
How will I recognise success?
How will I review and measure my improvement?
	Actions
What methods will I use to achieve my learning objectives?

	Implementation
How will I practise and apply what I learn?
Timescale?

	Keep up to date with relevant research, legislation and policy so that I am equipped with the correct knowledge to teach in my subject area. This will also allow me to expand on information that I provide and enhance my knowledge for my own assignments. 








	· Noticing my ability to provide additional information based on my own research. 
·  An increase in confidence when I am asked a question that I may not have had the answer to previously. 
· Knowing where to look should I be faced with a question that I do not know the answer to. 
· I will reflect on the information I have gathered and use this to decide whether it is useful for future practice. 
	· Identifying reputable sources to acquire accurate information. 
· Critically analysing what I read to ensure that the information is credible, as well as the source.
· Creating a file of reputable sources that I can access easily and add to when needed.
	· I will use the information I acquire in practice and reflect on the benefits and challenges. 
· This first objective will be reached by the end of the academic year (July 2024) as I build my portfolio of research throughout the year. 

	Undertake my own research in my area of interest to enhance my research skills and add to my personal portfolio. 







	· I will continue to assess my development by receiving support from lecturers and colleagues, taking on board critique and using this to improve my skills. 
	· I will set short- and long-term goals to ensure that I am consistent in undertaking my own research. 

	· I will be undertaking primary research for my dissertation. I will use this opportunity to develop my knowledge on how to undertake research for future research opportunities. 
· I aim to complete this by June 2026. 

	Undertake Continued Professional Development to further enhance my knowledge, skills and experience. 

Find a course | Learn Welsh

British Sign Language Course - Accredited | Learn BSL Online (centreofexcellence.com)







	· I will sign up to available courses that will provide me with additional knowledge and skills that will benefit my practice.
· Completing each course will help me to add to my professional portfolio.
	· I will set a target for completion of each course so that I stay on track.
· I will ensure that I make time outside of work, study and family to undertake the courses. 
	· I have signed up for a British Sign Language course and a Welsh language course which I aim to practice during conversations with peers and colleagues. I aim to complete both courses by January 2025. 
· I will utilise the information gained from additional courses to provide additional information during lectures.
· I will also use the information within my Masters assignments where relevant. 






1908632	ECCP7001	5423

2

Section 2 – Concept Map.
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Section 3 – Concept Map Analysis.
The Concept Map focuses on Child Poverty in Wales. Within the map, there is a focus on societal, economic, educational and health factors that are impacted by child poverty. The following analysis will focus specifically on children’s health and how this is impacted by poverty. This analysis will provide a critical exploration of the short- and long-term effects of poverty on children’s health, a consideration of the specific factors that negatively impact heath, as well as strategies that are currently available in Wales which aim to alleviate the challenges faced for both children and their families. 
 According to Welsh Government (2022) 31% of children in Wales were living in poverty between 2018 and 2020. The cost-of-living crisis and the coronavirus pandemic has exacerbated disparities as families have been faced with significant financial strain (Welsh Government, 2022; Senedd Research, 2023). The impact of child poverty affects health, academic attainment and prospects for future employment which evidences the challenges for children who live in poverty long-term (Senedd Research, 2023). Whilst statistics show that children living in deprivation are 28% less likely to receive an A-C grade in GCSE exams, more significantly, the child mortality rate is 70% higher for those living in deprivation (Senedd Research, 2023). 
Child Poverty Action Group (2023) state that there is not one single cause for child poverty, but rather an accumulation of factors such as families with low pay, lack of employment and the rising costs of living. Filipenco (2022) furthers this point by stating that due to these factors, the economy is put into a standstill. This is due to the lack of resources available to support families living in poverty and to get them into better paying work and out of socio-economic deprivation. Senedd Research (2021) inform that the Covid-19 pandemic led to 125,000 more families in Wales claiming Universal Credit, as poorer families were more likely to experience a loss of income. 
According to Royal College of Paediatrics and Child’s Health (RCPCH) (2022) the health implications for children living in poverty continue into adulthood. It is stated that health inequalities due to poverty lead to financial strain on the National Health System, which due to the current cost of living crisis will continue to worsen as more families are pushed into poverty. Due to healthy foods being significantly higher in price, many families turn to less nutritious foods which can lead to obesity in children (RCPCH, 2022). Obesity in childhood increases the risk for ailments in adulthood such as diabetes and cardiovascular diseases (World Health Organisation, no date). As a result, Ali (2023) discusses research that has found that childhood obesity can reduce a person’s life expectancy by five to twenty years. However, on the other hand, families may only be able to afford enough food for one meal a day which can lead to malnutrition (World Health Organisation, no date). Rahman et al. (2021) states that malnutrition in children leads to cognitive decline and lower academic attainment. As a result, this leads to a decline in economic productivity which in turn leads to poverty. Rahman et al. (2021) stresses that this is a “vicious cycle” of poverty that is becoming more challenging to break. 
Families living in poverty are often faced with the inability to afford heating and hot water (Beat the Cold, no date). This often leads to mould and damp which can lead to life-altering illnesses such as asthma. In addition, children living in homes with no heating are more likely to be admitted to hospital with related illnesses, putting further strain on the National Health Service (NHS) (Beat the Cold, no date). Article 24 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child states that all children have a right to good health and access to healthcare provisions (UNICEF, no date).  Currently, people in Wales are able to receive free prescriptions (Welsh Government, 2023a). However, removing families from unsafe living conditions would have a more positive effect than allowing them to live in such conditions that lead to potentially life-long ailments (UK Parliament, 2023). 
Families living in poverty are less likely to be able to afford basic hygiene products which can also lead to a decline in both health and wellbeing (RCPCH, 2022). Children’s Hope Chest (2022) state that hygiene poverty is when a family is unable to afford hygiene products such as soap, shampoo and feminine products. In some cases, families are forced to reuse diapers for babies and young children. In addition, Children’s Hope Chest (2022) state that there are higher levels of poor dental hygiene due to being unable to afford toothbrushes and toothpaste, as well as many children falling ill with usually preventable diseases due to poor sanitation. Globally, 800 children die each day due to poor hygiene practices and sanitation (Children’s Hope Chest, 2022). 
Children’s mental health and wellbeing is another factor that can be detrimentally affected by poverty (Children’s Society, 2024). Statistics show that children living around debt are more than five times more likely to have poor mental health, in comparison with children from more affluent families (Children’s Society, 2024). In addition, Action for Children (2023) inform that these children are less likely to be able to afford travel costs to reach available mental health support, leaving them to suffer alone with no help. 
Children’s Society (2024) inform that more than a quarter of children living in poverty had been victims of bullying in school. There are various reasons for this, such as wearing poor fitting clothing or being unable to afford school trips. Bullying is an additional factor that can negatively impact children’s mental health, and in some cases, can lead to self-harm and depression (Anti-Bullying Alliance, 2024). Furthermore, Anti-Bullying Alliance (2024) inform those victims of childhood bullying face long-term impacts such as experiencing mental health issues and be more likely to be a victim of domestic abuse. 
UCL (2020) inform that children who are born into poverty are three times more likely to suffer from Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE’s) which have an equally detrimental affect on them throughout their lives. Crouch et al. (2020) discuss research from the 2016 National Survey of Children’s Health (NSCH) which found that economic hardship is the most prevalent form of ACE among children and young people, although poverty is not considered to be an ACE. 
Whilst the evidence in this analysis proves that poverty has a significant impact on children’s health, there are policies, legislation and strategies available that aim to alleviate the persistent challenges presented to children and families living in socio-economic deprivation. 
Welsh Government (2023) aim to provide free school meals to all primary aged children by 2024. Currently, all children who attend a local authority school are able to receive a free breakfast (Welsh Government, 2023a). This is to alleviate the pressures on poorer families who are unable to afford school meals, therefore ensuring that children receive at least one hot meal a day. In addition, the meals provided are required to include a variety of healthy choices to ensure that children are receiving nutritious, balanced meals (Welsh Government, 2023b). 
However, Public Law Project (2023) inform that universal free school meals will only be available during term time, and the previously available vouchers to help families afford food in school holidays will be removed. Section one of the Equality Act 2010 states that public authorities are required to have 
“due regard to the desirability of exercising them in a way that is designed to reduce the inequalities of outcome which result from socio-economic disadvantage”.
This means that the decision to no longer provide vouchers for food in school holidays could be considered unlawful as there is a lack of consideration for families living in poverty (Public Law Project, 2023). In addition, it could be considered that the Rights of Children and Young Persons (Wales) Measure 2011 which holds Welsh Government accountable to the requirements of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child is not being adhered to. 
An additional challenge to the universal free school meals is addressed by Bone and Hilliard (2022) who state that 49% of parents and carers chose packed lunches over school meals as their children did not enjoy the food offered in school. However, it was also stated that children would be more likely to accept free school meals if there were options for them to choose from, rather than one set meal each day. As a result, there are plans to work with Welsh local authorities to provide interventions that may encourage more children to take up free school meals (Bone and Hilliard, 2022). 
In addition, the Cost-of-Living Support Scheme from Welsh Government (2022b) was introduced to provide additional funds to eligible households to help families to cope with rising living costs. As previously mentioned, many families face fuel poverty meaning they are unable to adequately heat their homes. The additional payments provided aim to help alleviate the financial pressures of the rising cost of living. 
The Child Poverty Strategy plans to provide several strategies to alleviate the pressure of child poverty on children’s health and wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2023a). There are currently free period products in schools, with the aim to provide this in additional settings for those who are unable to afford them. In addition, new parents are now being offered essential items for newborn babies such as nappies and wipes. Welsh Government (2023a) also claim to be working with local authorities to ensure that families living in deprivation are able to access healthy, inexpensive foods as typically healthy food is dearer than unhealthy alternatives. 
In conclusion, child poverty has clear detrimental effects on children’s health both in childhood and into adulthood. Research proves that socio-economic deprivation can impact children’s physical and mental health which can lead to significant issues later in life such as diabetes, cardiovascular diseases and mental health conditions. There are strategies available that aim to alleviate the challenges faced by children, however the number of children still living in poverty in Wales is significant, with the potential to rise due to the rising cost of living. Local authorities are working towards a more positive future for children and families living in poverty by providing free school meals, free period products and additional funding for poorer families. 
Section 4 - Case study.
The following case study will provide a critical analysis of children with English as an additional language (EAL). This is to include the benefits that children with EAL are presented with, challenges such as diagnosing an ALN when a child has EAL and strategies that are currently available to support children with these circumstances. Additionally, there will be a consideration for potential strategies that could alleviate the barriers that children with EAL are subjected to, with a consideration for family support. 
EAL describes a diverse group of learners who are exposed to a language other than English in their home and with family (Department for Education, 2019, cited in The Bell Foundation, 2024a). Bialystok (2011) states that the ability to speak more than one language has a positive impact on metacognition, higher levels of academic achievement as well as reducing the chance of developing cognitive impairments such as Alzheimer’s disease, in comparison with monolingual peers. This is supported by Djumbabaeva (2021) who discusses the benefits of the bilingual brain which increases concentration levels and improves the ability to complete tasks. However, Antoniou (2019) considers the deliberation as to whether bilingualism does have cognitive benefits by stating that the debate has reached an impasse as conflicting research has materialised. This is due to some researchers failing to find a benefit to bilingualism. 
Whiteside, Gooch and Norbury (2016) state that children with EAL typically attain lower academic results in comparison with those who speak only one language. However, within their study, it was discovered that children with EAL face less behavioural challenges within the classroom and were more likely to achieve their targets by year two (Whiteside, Gooch and Norbury, 2016). In contrast, Whiteside and Norbury (2017) conducted a similar study which found conflicting results. This study discovered that children with EAL reached low academic attainment by year two as a result of the language barrier. The significant difference within these studies evidences a clear imbalance with regards to children with EAL and the support they receive in different settings. 
The Bell Foundation (2024a) stress the importance of recognising that children with EAL often come from ethnic minority backgrounds. According to Welsh Government (2015) nearly 10% of children in Wales come from ethnic minority groups. Additionally, a further challenge presented could be that those children and their families have sought refuge in the United Kingdom (The Bell Foundation, 2024a). Crenshaw (1989, cited in Phoenix, 2018) states that intersectionality draws attention to the number of social categories that a person is positioned within. Therefore, there is not one isolated social identity. Social disparities become significantly more challenging depending on the social categories a person falls into (Phoenix, 2018). A child with EAL, with the consideration for the likelihood that they are also from a minority ethnic background, propels them into a complex array of social challenges. 
Spence (2019) discusses the implications of EAL when there is a potential ALN. Establishing a potential ALN is possibly masked by EAL as there is no way to determine whether minimal progress is due to an ALN or whether the child is taking more time to develop English language skills (Spence, 2019). The Bell Foundation (2024b) state that a child with EAL and ALN would require support for both factors separately, as EAL is not considered to be an ALN. However, consideration for the educational needs that a child with EAL may possess can lead to a need for ALN support (The Bell Foundation, 2024b). 
Shaheen (2014) argues that an ecological perspective is needed in supporting children with EAL. This ecological perspective has identified inconsistencies in the systems that surround children, with reference to Bronfennbrenner’s ecological system’s theory which ideally would reflect the support available to children (Shaheen, 2014). The study conducted by Shaheen (2014) discovered that differing perspectives within the systems led to discrepancies which had a direct impact on the children. Therefore, multi-agencies that can view the child with the same viewpoint are more likely to provide a suitable support system for them. 
Oxley and de Cat (2019) discuss a study which specifically focused on available interventions for children with EAL. The study found that targeted oral language practice and shared reading interventions had a profound outcome for children with EAL. However, the same study discovered that there is a lack of intervention within school settings, therefore hindering the progress of children with EAL. Additionally, Farndale, Harris and de Courcy (2016) discuss a study which combined Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, the more knowledgeable other (MKO) and the zone of proximal development (ZPD) with a consideration for emotions when undertaking language research. This study discovered that there were difficulties in balancing the children’s first language skills with learning the additional language. The role of the MKO was considerable challenging due to children’s reluctance to learn, with signs of anxiety becoming apparent (Farndale, Harris and de Courcy. 2016). Therefore, it can be concluded that the current strategies used are not providing children with adequate language and emotional support. 
Estyn (2019) express the importance of adequate support for children with EAL in settings as this not only provides them with the capability to develop their English language skills, but also allows them to integrate into the setting. In addition, Estyn (2019) discuss the importance of the role of the teacher in promoting inclusion within the setting, encouraging children to take part in all aspects of the classroom. It is also stated that teachers should communicate with the family prior to the child attending the setting to ensure a personalised support plan is created. The purpose of the school is to provide many well-planned strategies to promote inclusion and immersion in the setting (Estyn, 2019). HM Government (No Date) state that children with EAL often go through a period of silence, sometimes lasting months. However, when they begin to speak English, often they are more proficient than expected as this silent period has allowed them to be immersed in the language rich environment of the setting. 
Furthermore, Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years (PACEY) (No Date) advise that communication with families allows practitioners to learn how to correctly pronounce the child’s name whilst also learning key words that can make their transition into the setting less distressing. As previously mentioned by Oxley and de Cat (2019) shared reading interventions have been recognised as a positive strategy in promoting English language acquisition. PACEY (no date) support this by advising that providing books and toys that relate to the child’s home country, culture and language can help the child feel a sense of belonging and importance. This can also educate the other children, promoting inclusion. 
According to Welsh Government (2015) there are around 7% of children in Welsh schools who require EAL support. Welsh Government (2015) state that they measure a child’s language acquisition using a five-stage approach which then allows the setting to provide the correct level of support to each individual child, recognising that each child will have differing needs. Demie and Lewis (2017) that an understanding of pedagogy that supports children with EAL alongside the promotion of diversity and inclusion provides the best long-term outlook for children with EAL. Furthermore, it is beneficial to celebrate children’s cultural heritage within the classroom to provide an equitable curriculum that supports their progress (Demie and Lewis, 2017). 
In conclusion, children with EAL are provided with cognitive benefits that impact their academic performance as well as promoting metacognitive function. However, there are also significant challenges that can have detrimental effects on them should they not be supported. Integrating into a setting can cause anxiety and distress due to the language barrier. Additionally, EAL presents an additional layer to their social category as the evidence has presented. Local authorities and practitioners can provide significant support by promoting inclusion within settings. Furthermore, communication with families allows them to learn about the child’s culture and heritage, therefore providing a sense of belonging in the setting whilst educating their peers on the importance of diversity. 

Section 5 - Critical Reflection. 
This critical reflection will focus on my time spent in an Additional Learning Needs (ALN) unit. I have chosen this topic as ALN has always been my passion. However, I had never worked in a unit specifically for children with ALN and it was a significant learning experience for me. I will be focusing on the challenges of communicating with non-verbal children as it became apparent that this was a challenge within the setting. For this critical reflection, Kolb’s reflective cycle will be used. This reflective cycle allows an individual to analyse their experiences and reach conclusions that will have a positive influence on future experiences (University of Hull, 2023). 
Welsh Government (2018) describe ALN as a broader term compared with Special Educational Needs (SEN). ALN refers to a person who is facing challenges to learn in comparison to their peers. This provides a more holistic view of ALN as many children and young people face challenges due to reasons other than learning difficulties (Welsh Government, 2018). Within the ALN unit, most children had Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD). Some of the children were non-verbal, which presented me with my first challenge. I have been learning British Sign Language (BSL) as I advocate for children and young people who are unable to communicate verbally. However, the staff within the unit were not familiar with BSL and I learned that the children also were not exposed to this or other versions of BSL such as Makaton in the setting or at home. Therefore, my currently limited skills in BSL were not of use when working in the ALN unit.
 Febriantini, Fitriati and Oktaviani (2021) state that having the ability to communicate with non-verbal children with ASD can enhance their communication skills and promote social interactions. Furthermore, Fuller and Kaiser (2020) discuss a meta-analysis that found that early intervention on social communication outcomes for children with ASD were significant and had a positive impact on the children long-term. 
Additionally, a study conducted by Morris et al. (2023) provided an outlook on the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on children with ASD and how this has provided additional challenges to their communication skills. The results of this study showed that children with ASD were significantly impacted and their ability to communicate, co-operate and self-regulate were detrimentally affected. Some of the children within the ALN unit did not have a diagnosed ALN, however they had been significantly impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic and therefore were faced with ongoing difficulties in a mainstream setting. These ranged from academic attainment to communication skills. 
Considering these challenges, I reflected on how I could promote non-verbal communication within the setting. I enquired about what strategies the staff currently used to communicate with the children. I was informed that they have Picture Exchange Communication cards (PECS) which according to National Autistic Society (no date a) provide an adaptable communication tool to provide opportunities to communicate and interact with others. However, during my time in the setting, I did not see the PECS cards being used. This could be due to a lack of training for the staff leading to uncertainty in how to use them effectively. Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years (2023) discuss the prominence of Continued Professional Development (CPD) and how this allows a person to provide high quality care within their profession and enhance the service provided to each unique child and their family. However, Webster (2019) states that there is concern that CPD is no longer considered of importance, and this can have a direct impact on children. Webster (2019) discusses a study which found that there was a lack of growth and development within the year-long study as practitioners were not provided with additional training to enhance their knowledge and skills. The outcome of this was considered detrimental to both practitioners and children. It was stated that settings and institutes need to facilitate consistent CPD to alleviate the challenges that are currently being faced. 
According to NASUWT (2018), results from a survey completed by 1,615 teachers and school leaders revealed that support for children with ALN has significantly decreased over the past five years. Additionally, it was reported that practitioners have difficulties in accessing high-quality training in ALN due to a lack of funding and time. Therefore, children who already face challenges due to ALN are not receiving adequate and specialised support which can have a detrimental impact on them long-term (NASUWT, 2018). 
Due to the lack of ability to communicate with these children, further challenges began to present themselves. If a child became upset or frustrated, there was no way to determine what the cause may be or how to rectify it. NHS (2022) state that children with ASD often become frustrated due to over-stimulation or a potential sensory concern. This can lead to heightened emotions or repetitive movements known as “stimming” (National Autistic Society, no date b). Whilst stimming can be a positive and enjoyable coping mechanism, it can also lead to injury (National Autistic Society, no date b). Whilst in the soft play area of the setting, a young boy became distressed and began to bang his head against the door. When a member of staff carefully tried to restrain him, he began to hit himself in the head. The member of staff informed me that this is a regular occurrence, and due to the child being non-verbal, it was not evident why this happens, and they had been unable to determine the cause in the past. This encouraged me to reflect further on what could be done to help support these children as it became increasingly clear that the staff were not adequately trained or supported to provide the best care possible to the children. 
In addition, I realised that intersectionality was apparent in several of the children. Giano et al. (2023) states that intersectionality is a factor in Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). CILIP (no date) discuss Loden and Rosener’s Diversity Wheel which is a visual aid to show primary privileges and secondary diversity. It is stated that privilege is a societal advantage which leads to opportunity and power. However, inequality prevents people who fall into the intersectionality category from achieving those opportunities in comparison to those who do not (Bauer et al., 2021). Giano et al. (2023) furthers this claim by stating that those who face oppression due to intersectionality are faced with long-term implications. 
Some of the children who were verbal had English as an Additional Language (EAL). Harris (2019) states that children with EAL face challenges in communication and building relationships with their peers. This can lead to the ‘silent period’ which can negatively impact these children without the correct support. Harris (2019) adds that non-verbal communication is an ideal way to alleviate these challenges. However, as previously stated, the setting did not use non-verbal communication meaning that the children had no way to communicate with practitioners or their peers. 
These children were also from ethnic minority groups which adds another aspect to their intersectionality. As noted by Benet-Martinez and Hong (2014, p. 161) categorising social groups aims to provide a reduction in information to aid in a person’s knowledge of that group. However, there is a risk that this knowledge is still subjective and inaccurate. This is due to historical biases that lead to stereotypes that a person may not be aware of (Benet-Martinez and Hong, 2014, p. 161). In addition, a lack of accurate knowledge of ethnic minority groups can potentially lead to significant detriment to young children who may feel misunderstood or unimportant (Action for Children, 2023). 
As previously mentioned, ALN is my passion. However, the opportunity to work in an ALN setting with children with complex needs solidified the fact that staff in many settings are not being provided with adequate training or Continued Professional Development (CPD). It also showed me that I have much to learn about ALN and this became a catalyst in me wanting to further my knowledge and skills in this area. Going forward, I will ensure to undertake CPD to further my knowledge on ALN. I will focus on communication and non-verbal communication as there is a significant limitation for children with ALN to be able to communicate with practitioners and peers.
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