Research On Investigate Existing Barriers and Challenges in The Identification of Children with ALN in Wales
[bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Introduction 
The purpose of this study is to investigate the existing barriers and challenges involved in identifying children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). This will be achieved through a comprehensive review of relevant academic literature, data collection from official websites, and analysis of available evidence. Since the introduction and implementation of the ALN policy in Wales in 2018 (Welsh Government, 2021), there has been a notable increase in the number of learners benefiting from targeted support under the policy (Knight et al., 2024). This policy has also attracted increased attention, leading to modifications in support services and resource allocation (Conn, Hicks and Thomas, 2024). However, despite these positive developments, research suggests that significant challenges persist in accurately and consistently identifying children with ALN (Conn and Hutt, 2020). Importantly, the process of accurately identifying children with ALN plays a crucial role in the effectiveness of the ALN system. It not only determines the level of support each learner receives but also serves as a key indicator of whether the policy’s intended objectives are being achieved (Marsh, 2024). Inaccurate or delayed identification can lead to inadequate support, poorer educational outcomes, and increased social-emotional difficulties for children with ALN (Lewis, 2019). Therefore, understanding the barriers and challenges faced during the identification process is essential for improving policy implementation and student outcomes (Conn, Hicks and Thomas, 2024). While existing research has explored some aspects of ALN identification in Wales (Davies, 2023), a comprehensive investigation of the barriers and challenges faced by teachers, who are at the forefront of this process, is lacking (Knight et al., 2024). This study aims to explore these challenges by analysing existing academic literature and applying appropriate research methodologies to a targeted sample group. The findings will inform future research directions and methodological approaches for in-depth data collection, ultimately contributing to a better understanding of the obstacles faced in identifying children with ALN. To address these key questions, this study will focus on the perspectives of ALN teachers in Wales who are uniquely able to provide insights into the challenges and barriers associated with ALN identification.

Sample Chose
Compared to other education-related studies, the sample selection in this research is relatively targeted. While children with ALN are the primary focus in this field, collecting data directly from them presents significant challenges. Ethical research guidelines emphasize the need to protect vulnerable populations, particularly children, from potential harm or undue stress (BERA, 2018). Moreover, methodological limitations exist when gathering data directly from children with ALN, as their perceptions and experiences are often mediated through their guardians and teachers. Obtaining accurate and reliable feedback can be complex due to potential limitations in their cognitive and communicative abilities (Packer, Abbinett and Morris, 2022). 
Therefore, aligning with both ethical considerations and practical research design, this study concentrates on teachers involved in supporting children with ALN. Teachers are professionally trained and equipped to observe and interpret student needs and behaviours within the classroom setting (Knight et al., 2024). According to Knight et al. (2024), their expertise allows them to provide comprehensive and nuanced insights into the challenges and barriers associated with identifying ALN in children. To ensure the selection of information-rich participants, a purposive sampling strategy (Palinkas et al., 2015) will be employed. Teachers currently working with children with ALN in the Welsh context will be specifically targeted. Wales provides a particularly relevant and valuable context for this research due to its implementation of the ALN system (Marsh, 2024). Focusing on Wales allows for a nuanced understanding of the policy's impact and the specific challenges faced within its unique educational framework (Sellgren, 2019).
The research will focus on teachers in two cities: Cardiff and Swansea. Cardiff, as the capital of Wales, likely has greater resources and more established policy implementation structures related to SEN/ALN (Wales Government, 2024). For instance, Cardiff’s budget allocation for SEN/ALN provision in 2024-25 is reported to be £83,015,000, significantly higher than Swansea’s £46,307,000, reflecting a stronger investment in supporting learners with additional needs (Wales Government, 2024). This regional disparity offers an opportunity to explore how resource availability influences the identification process. Swansea has been chosen due to the researcher’s location, facilitating easier access to schools and teachers and for proximity to institutions. Comparing data from these two cities will allow for a more comprehensive understanding of regional differences and common challenges within the Welsh ALN system. Furthermore, this approach allows us to contrast experiences in a capital city with potentially different resource dynamics compared to a smaller, regional city. Otherwise, regarding participant criteria, teachers selected will be those currently working with pupils with ALN at specific educational stages, as their experience and insights are most relevant to the research questions. As UK teachers are required to possess relevant qualifications and professional certifications (Knight et al., 2022), participating teachers are expected to have the appropriate educational backgrounds and teaching experience in ALN. 

Methodology
Considering the attribution of children with ALN and the environment they are living and studying in, and acknowledging the complex nature of ALN identification, the method that will be mainly used in conducting this research is mixed methods, which include quantitative methods and qualitative methods. The selection of the sample has been elaborated in detail in the previous section - the group of ALN teachers in Wales. This approach is chosen because it allows both numerical data and detailed personal experiences to be collected, providing a more complete picture of the identification process. Such an integrative design is particularly well-suited for capturing both the breadth of experiences and perspectives across the ALN teacher population and the depth of individual narratives (Conn, Hicks and Thomas, 2024; Knight et al., 2024). 
The next step is to determine what methodology needs to be considered and what preparations need to be carried out when collecting the data and information required for the research on ALN teachers. In this study, the mixed methods will be conducted in two sequential phases: a questionnaire survey followed by semi-structured interviews. The questionnaire will serve as the initial stage to gather general insights and guide the development of interview questions (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Considering that ALN teachers are in the education field in society, they usually have basic experience in dealing with children with ALN. As the second agent of children with ALN besides parents and guardians, ALN teachers are expected to understand the operation and drawbacks of the ALN system to a certain extent. They are directly involved in supporting children through the identification and support processes, and therefore their insights are central to this research. Further supporting the use of a sequential design, the initial questionnaire data will enable a more informed and focused approach to the subsequent interviews, ensuring that the key issues and concerns identified by teachers are explored in detail (Ivankova, Creswell and Stick, 2006). 
Since the target sample areas are in Cardiff and Swansea, ALN teachers in these two cities will be invited to participate in this study, and different method tools will be used to collect and process information for each sample individual, as well as subsequent analysis and discussion. These two cities were selected because they represent diverse institutional settings and offer a practical geographic scope for data collection. (Statisticwales, 2024). Also, schools in these are more likely to have a larger sample size than rural areas.
Instead of identifying specific schools or teachers by name, which could pose ethical concerns, the selection process will rely on publicly available data regarding special schools in both cities. Schools will be contacted for permission to invite staff working in junior-stage ALN education (Years 3–6), since this stage is often associated with increased diagnostic focus and educational intervention. In total, approximately 40 to 45 ALN teachers will be invited to complete the questionnaire. This number may vary depending on school consent and participant willingness. Participants will be selected using purposive sampling to ensure they meet the study’s focus criteria. (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). After the participant group is confirmed, the study will begin with a quantitative phase using an online or paper-based questionnaire, depending on participant preferences. The purpose of the questionnaire is to collect broad perspectives on the identification process, such as views on evaluation criteria, perceived fairness, and systemic efficiency. The questionnaire will include a Likert scale format, with options ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”, allowing for standardized responses that can be statistically analysed (Sullivan and Artino, 2013). Open-ended follow-up questions will be embedded to allow respondents to expand on their answers, especially if they select negative responses. These responses will be useful for generating interview questions in the qualitative phase. This method aligns with exploratory sequential mixed-methods design principles (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). The Likert Scale design will allow for results to be quantified then the findings will be extremely clearer (Sullivan and Artino, 2013). 
Once data from the questionnaires are collected, they will be screened for completeness and consistency before analysis. Descriptive statistics will be used to summarize the responses, including frequency counts, means, and percentages. Tables, bar charts, and pie charts will be used to visualize key trends in teacher feedback. This format will make it easier to identify patterns and areas requiring further exploration (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). After completing the quantitative phase, the second stage of the study will focus on qualitative data collection through semi-structured interviews. A subset of teachers will be invited to participate based on their questionnaire responses, ensuring a diverse range of opinions and teaching experiences. The teachers who have interesting survey results will be invited to enhance the data.
The interviews will be guided by a thematic framework developed using the questionnaire data, relevant ALN policy documents, and existing literature on special education practices (Sovacool, Iskandarova and Hall, 2023). The interview questions will cover teachers’ personal experiences with ALN identification, perceived challenges, and suggestions for improvement. Interviews will be conducted either in person or via secure online platforms, depending on participant preferences and accessibility. All interviews will be audio-recorded with participants’ consent and transcribed verbatim using approved transcription services. To ensure trustworthiness, member checking will be conducted by sharing selected transcriptions with participants for verification (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). The transcripts will be analysed using thematic analysis, which involves coding segments of text and grouping them into recurring themes. This process will follow Braun and Clarke’s ‘step-by-step model’ for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (Braun and Clarke, 2022, pp. 77–101). Integration of the two datasets will be achieved through joint display matrices, allowing the comparison of quantitative trends with qualitative insights. For example, if a significant number of participants rate the identification system as ineffective in the survey, the interviews will provide explanations for this dissatisfaction. This integration allows for a more comprehensive interpretation of the results (Marsh, 2024). The findings that are interesting or may not be what is assumed can be elaborated more upon.
All stages of the research will adhere to strict ethical standards. Participation is voluntary, and all participants will be provided with detailed information before consenting. Data will be anonymized and stored securely, in accordance with Government of UK (2018) requirements and institutional research ethics policies (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). The data will be safely kept according to rules.

Research Tools 
It was known that mixed methods, which combined with quantitative and qualitative methods, will be considered for the collection of data information required for this study. Different methodologies require different methodological tools. 
Quantitative Method
For the quantitative strand of this research, questionnaires will serve as the primary data collection tool, selected for their efficiency in capturing structured feedback from a relatively large sample of ALN teachers. Given the estimated sample size of approximately 41 participants—ALN teachers working at the Junior stage in special schools across Cardiff and Swansea—questionnaires offer a more practical and scalable approach than interviews for initial data collection. Additionally, the use of questionnaires enables partial digitisation of responses through structured, coded formats (e.g., numerical Likert scales), which facilitates subsequent statistical analysis.
The questionnaire will be administered anonymously, either online or in paper format, depending on participant preference. It will gather information regarding perceived barriers and challenges in the identification of children with ALN, encouraging participants to respond based on their professional experiences and observations. The survey will employ a five-point Likert scale, ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree,” a method widely used in educational research to quantify subjective opinions (Sullivan and Artino, 2013; Cohen et al., 2018). In addition to the fixed-response items, optional open-ended prompts will be included for participants to elaborate on their views, particularly when selecting more critical responses. This qualitative feedback will play a foundational role in shaping the subsequent interview questions, allowing for a more targeted and context-sensitive qualitative exploration.
Rather than including the full list of questionnaire items within the main body of the dissertation, the specific question wording and structure will be presented in the appendices. This ensures clarity and transparency while preserving the flow of the research tools section. The questionnaire design focuses on key areas such as clarity of evaluation criteria, perceived fairness of identification processes, and perceived authenticity and effectiveness of current ALN identification mechanisms.
Once responses are collected, they will be screened to ensure completeness, consistency, and clarity, following guidelines outlined by Cohen et al. (2018). Descriptive statistical techniques—including frequency counts, mean scores, and percentage distributions—will be used to summarise response patterns. Visual representations such as bar charts or pie charts will be employed to enhance accessibility and interpretability of the findings. Importantly, the analysis of questionnaire results will not only provide insight into the current perceptions of ALN identification but will also directly inform the construction of the semi-structured interview guide, thereby strengthening the integration between the quantitative and qualitative phases of the study.
Qualitative Method
The qualitative method tools used in this study are mainly in the form of semi-structured interviews, because this form is to understand the topic of the content of the conversation, and the questions are open-ended, and the wording and order may be tailored to each interviewee and the questions given, with prompts and probes (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018), which is in line with the purpose and interests of this study. Before officially starting the conversation with the participants, it is still necessary to clarify the purpose of this study – to investigate the existing barriers and challenges in the identification of children with ALN, which means that the questions that will be discussed during the interview will revolve around this issue. After the data collection of the previous round of quantitative methods – questionnaires, it might take some time to organize and analyse the data, because the feedback given by the ALN teachers in the questionnaire has important significance and influence on the design of the interview questions. Subsequently, it is the design of the questions that will appear in the semi-structured interview. Since the questionnaire mentioned in the previous article has not been carried out, it is not possible to study the questions based on the feedback of the ALN teachers. Nevertheless, some useful information can be extracted from relevant academic literature and official news websites. Otherwise, there was a possible pre-existing bias or stereotype about the group identified as having ALN – Knight et al. (2024) an apparent faintness that 48% of people born in 2002/3 were identified as SEN at some point during their school years, and those identified as SEN in Wales were more likely to be male, white, from a poor background, have lower school attendance, not have experienced breastfeeding, and to be born later in the 2002/3 school year. Therefore, efficiency and bias (or so-called stereotype) could be one of the key words in setting interview questions. Further key words will be involved in setting interview questions after the questionnaire is formally conducted and the feedback is collated and analysed. Next, it is necessary to confirm the start and end time of the interview with the ALN teachers participating in the study. It is worth noting that approximately 41 ALN teachers will be invited to participate in the questionnaire survey, but this number is not a suitable number for a semi-structured interview, as there are too many teachers. Therefore, the four special schools in Cardiff and Swansea will be able to support 2 teachers separately from each school who had already participated in the questionnaire in will be selected as the target subjects for the interview, expectedly there will be eight in total. This process is most likely not random, because it involves asking for the willingness of these participants to participate, and whether their personal schedules conflict with the interview time set for this study. After that, there will be a formal interview session, where verbal data will be recorded and textualized, and filtered to screen out meaningful content. Next, it is the analysing, verifying and reporting of this information.

Ethics 
Ethics has been defined as ‘a matter of principled sensitivity to the right of others’ (Cohen, 2018 p. 112 cited in Cavan, 1977, p.810), which makes ethical assurance a very crucial portion of this study. The ethical elements involved in this study are relatively complex because it involves children with ALN, even they are not directly engaging with the research as participants, along with multiple stakeholders related to them. First, the rights and privacy of the research sample group need to be guaranteed considering that the participants of this study are mainly teachers of pupils with ALN. The premise and the most basic condition for the normal development of the research is to gain the access and acceptance into the project (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Although the ALN teachers in the sample will be guaranteed in advance that they will complete all the questions in the questionnaire in a completely anonymous form, it is still possible that target sample group may not be willing to participate in the study. This situation cannot be avoided, and the participation of the target sample group cannot be forced by various means. Therefore, the sample size of 41 people cannot completely guarantee that 41 responses will be received. In fact, even if 41 responses are received, it does not rule out that all responses can be retained after confirming completeness, accuracy and uniformity (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). Therefore, to conduct the quantitative method, at least 12-28 valid questionnaire responses should be retained as much as possible (assuming at least 3-7 for each school). The meaning of this number is that if only 3 valid questionnaire responses completed by ALN teachers from any special school are received, the feedback from participants in other special schools will also be screened and only 3 responses will be retained as much as possible. Secondly, when conducting both questionnaires and semi-structured interviews, the identity information and other personal privacy of the participants must be protected. During the interview process, more verbal information is usually provided. Since it is difficult for the investigator to record all the important information by memory and handwriting alone, a more efficient and accurate way to record the information is through video or audio recording; for the participants, they should also be informed in advance that the information they provide will be recorded in this way, but still, it will confirm with the ALN teachers before the interview that the information they provide will only be used for this study and will be presented anonymously in the study. It is worth noting that for the protection of personal privacy, the participants retain the right not to participate in this study after understanding that the information will be recorded by electronic products. In addition, special consideration should also be given to the information about children with ALN that the ALN teachers may mention in the interview, which is the part that this study will mainly guarantee ethics because it involves minors. Children with ALN are not actual participants in this study, but as the main research group in this study, ALN teachers may inevitably mention the children's private information, such as specific medical conditions and family background when describing information about the children during the interview. In the subsequent analysis and discussion of this information, for the protection of children and Welsh human rights, no direct children's personal information will appear in any text. In fact, when the interview takes place, questions that will expose any personal information and other privacy of children with ALN should be avoided as much as possible.
The data collected in this study will be divided into quantitative and qualitative categories, each requiring distinct methods of analysis. For the quantitative component, data from the Likert-scale questions in the survey—focused on themes such as process efficiency, resource adequacy, and policy clarity—will be analysed using descriptive statistics, including mean scores, standard deviations, and frequency distributions. These results will be presented visually through bar charts and pie charts, allowing for intuitive interpretation and comparison across participant responses. For example, a bar chart may illustrate the percentage of respondents who strongly agree that policy guidance is clear, thereby supporting the discussion with a visual summary of trends.
In addition to numerical summaries, cross-tabulations may be used to explore relationships between variables, such as comparing responses across years of ALN experience or school type. Data analysis will be conducted using SPSS or Excel to ensure accuracy in quantifying the results. Open-ended responses within the survey will be preliminarily coded to identify emergent themes, serving as a bridge between quantitative and qualitative data.
The qualitative data, collected via semi-structured interviews, will undergo a more interpretive process. Interview transcripts will be analysed through thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke (2022) six-step framework, including familiarisation, coding, theme generation, and review. Narrative analysis will also be used where appropriate to retain contextual meaning. As Ivankova, Creswell and Stick (2006) and Cohen et al. (2018) note, content analysis begins by defining units (e.g., words, phrases) and categorising them for frequency and relational analysis. Key themes—such as barriers to ALN identification or perceptions of professional support—will be coded across interviews. For instance, if two interviewees highlight the insufficient professional training of ALN coordinators as a core issue, this recurring theme will be categorised and its prevalence noted.
Findings from the qualitative analysis will be summarised using thematic tables, supported by anonymised quotes to illustrate key insights. This approach will allow for a clear and traceable connection between raw data and emergent conclusions, enhancing both transparency and rigour in qualitative interpretation.

Conclusion 
The proposal aims at investigating existing barriers and challenges in the identification of children with ALN. While ensuring ethical elements and criteria of sample, ALN teachers will be targeted, then the mixed research methods will be adopted. The research tools that will be conducted in the research are questionnaire and semi-structured interview. The analysis and processing of the collected information will be discussed with public official website information and published literature. Combined with the lecture material from course ECDE7018 and Cohen's 'Research Methods in Education' published in 2018, the expected research process is explained and described in detail.
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