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Is the method for assessing Additional Learning Needs effective for both genders?
Abstract 
This research project will explore the effects on current practice when assessing children with suspected Additional Learning Needs and whether it assesses both genders equally. Additional learning needs is a legally recognised definition for a child who has a learning, physical or sensory need which can affect their ability to learn and achieve the age-appropriate milestones (Dewis. Wales, 2023). The Additional Learning Needs System (Welsh Government, 2020) supports children and young people aged 0 to 25 in Wales and aims to support children overcome barriers and achieve their full potential through a unified and integrated framework  to be used by settings and local authorities to put the learner at the heart of everything that happens and take a person-centred approach to support children. Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is ever growing group of neurodevelopment disorders in children and young people. ASD was previously considered a primarily male diagnosis, although new research suggests the current method used to diagnose is male based and results in several females either being misdiagnosed or not being diagnosed until later life. The purpose of this research is to highlight the need for change to include a female prospective, this will be achieved through a triangulation of methods including quantitive and qualitive data through questionnaires to practitioners, observing children in settings and interviews with Consultant Psychiatrists. Further work needs to be done to conclude what is meant by the concept of a ‘diverse assessment’ and to support practitioners to implement in their settings.
Literature Review
[bookmark: _Int_Ntw5k33a]It is expected in Wales that high quality and adapted teaching within early years settings are the building blocks in developing individual learners and supporting their needs. According to European Commission (2019) support should be provided for all children, regardless of whether they have an identified statement from professionals or practitioners recognising they require support in an area to allow them to learn and develop the same as everyone else in the setting. Although, during the eighteenth-century children with additional learning needs were widely unaccepted in society and parents carried shame or guilt when looking for support for their children (Wall, 2006). Educational acts have moved forward since then and have created guidance to support the diagnosis and identification of additional learning needs within children (Parliament UK, no date). The concept of student success relies on a culture that optimises learning and development opportunities for each student. However, this can be a challenge given that education has never seen such a diverse student cohort, there are increasing number of students with disabilities, additional learning needs and some with hidden or undiagnosed learning needs which can affect their experiences (O’Neill, 2021).
[bookmark: _Int_iT9SvGoX]The Autism spectrum is described as a neurodevelopmental condition that affects the brain and central nervous system development and functions in a way that is atypical to the majority of people (Nasen, 2016). The Autism spectrum refers to multiple people with a range of common characteristics which relates to their ability to communicate, make sense of the world, and interact with others around them. Children are usually diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder before the age of 3 years as these behaviours such as social interaction and abilities, repetitive or highly focused interests in activities or actions which are typically displayed in early development (Nasen, 2016). These are described as the three primary areas of difficulties by Wing and Gould (1979).
Autism spectrum disorder affects children’s ability to communicate and their social interactions as well as their emotional capacity in situations (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). According to Brodzeller et al. (2017) children with autism spectrum disorder need a vast number of coping mechanisms and support in their learning and development to promote social skills, these can include now and next cards, social stories, adjusting sensory stimuli such as noise, light, scent and sensory and working in partnership with parents and specialist such as speech and language therapists, as well as structure and an organised time table with regular routine to help them focus and know what to expect each day. Early years practitioners should consider the needs of each child and their strengths and weaknesses and adapt these into plans to provide support through structured activities to develop them further which can be embedded in daily routines and expectations of the setting (Reagan, 2012).
Autism spectrum disorder is the fastest growing group of neurodevelopment disorders in childhood state McIntyre and Zemantic (2016). Current statistics for the United Kingdom according to National Autistic Society (2019) suggest that there are approximately 700,00 people with autism spectrum, with a ratio of diagnose of males to females at 3:1. There are various theories that might explain why more males get an autism diagnosis.
Mandy et al. (2012) suggests that young girls with autism spectrum disorder may be hiding in plain sight as girls as they typically better at masking their challenges and are likely to have fewer displaying symptoms than boys. Research by Begeer et al. (2012) suggests that although this can be positive it can equally be negative. Young girls with milder forms autism are typically diagnosed later than boys, which means a delayed diagnosis so girls are going without support which is very much needed, and some may not be diagnosed at all. Bolte (2011) and Mandy et al (2012) suggest in their research boys with autism spectrum disorder are found to show more challenging behaviour issues, such as aggressive behaviour, reduced prosocial behaviour, hyperactivity and repetitive or restricted behaviour and interests. This can cause a more noticeable disturbance at settings and at home. However, girls with autism spectrum disorder show more internal disturbances such as, anxiety, depression and emotional issues and are more passive in behaviour as opposed to acting out. Leading to under reporting by teachers of girls suggest the national autistic society (2019).
Methodological Considerations 
According to Mukherji and Albon (2015) it is important to have a sample when conducting a research project as a sample of participants is far more manageable to collect data from than it would be from the entire population. Mukherji and Albon (2015) states that a sample is a group of people taken from a larger population for measurement, employing \techniques to produce a sample that is representative of the entire population. Therefore, generalizations can be made from the findings.
The proposed research method will gather evidence from quantative and qualitative data. Gray (2009) notes that mixed method approach is new way to examine a research area, as previous research have been reluctant to combine quantative and qualitative methods. However, Denscombe (2010) suggests there is a growing consensus that treating these approaches as incompatible is not helpful or reliable. Using a mixed method approach allows the researcher to see results from different perspectives to confirm or challenge the findings from one method use to another (Bell 2005). 
The proposed research will invite a range of professionals from early years settings, mainstream schools both primary and secondary and one additional needs school including teachers, teaching assistant, parents, and children to complete questionnaires, focus group interviews and observations. Professionals from Neurological Development Disorder Team and Children and Adult Mental Health Service with be invited to participate to gather all evidence. Data will be collected and reviewed through a series of different methods to give a wide understanding. Having a clear plan is necessary to succeed when carrying out research (Robert-Holmes, 2018). This sample of participants was chosen to gain knowledge from different scenarios and professionals/parents that deal with children being assessed for autism spectrum disorders, this varied sample will provide experiences and answers from different perspectives and stages of diagnosis as well as observations of children to witness the different behaviours in boy's vs girls and the parents and teachers' perspective of this.
One method of gathering data will be questionnaires. The questionnaires will contain a brief explanation on how to complete the questionnaire and how to return it once completed. A combination of open and closed questions will be used. The objective of the questionnaire is an initial survey and establish an overview of knowledge from practice and professionals' own experiences with diagnosing girls with ASD along with accompanying behaviours that they led them to refer/provide additional support. Siraji-Blatchford (2008) and Denscome (2010) suggest there are many advantages to this method as it allows participants to give answers anonymously, data from a range of settings, backgrounds and experiences can be collected and presented in a quantified view to review. There is a disadvantage to questionnaires as they ask closed questions and do not allow scope to give emotive answers or individual experiences. Online questionnaires are sometimes unreliable as you do not know who is completing them and whether they are given genuine answers from real experiences, as it is anonymous there is no way to identify who is completing them to ensure the right target audience is met. There is also the issue of finding someone to complete them, sometimes people will not fill out a questionnaire as it takes time, but there are the ethical questions or providing bribes upon completion of the questionnaire as some people might hastily fill out the form to gain the ‘reward’ and these could corrupt the data. Robert-Holmes, (2018) states questionnaires should be used in conjunction with another method type such as interviews, participants will be given the option to give contact details when completing the questionnaire if they are happy to discuss further their experiences.
The next method to collect data will be focus group interviews, as a one-to-one interview can be intimidating and too formal to gain data. Participants will be asked to attend in groups of 6. The researcher will use pre-determined questions for each group, this will ensure that the data collected is the same from each group and allows for analysis of data to be effective (Bell, 2005). Collecting data around individual experiences will provide qualitative data as it is open ended, and some will differ to others. Milner et al. (2019) previously conducted focus groups as part of research into female experiences with ASD. Walker and Solvason (2014) suggest that an advantage of conducting interviews is that they are adaptable and can give the researcher more of an insight into the participants experiences. Researchers can use supplementary questions to draw out points of interest. A disadvantage of focus group interviews is that it is very time consuming for the researcher to create notes, this can be resolved by voice recording and then a transcript being created but the researcher must adhere to current data protection law as GDPR suggests (UKRI, no date).
After assessing results from collecting data from both qualitative and quantitative data, it is apparent that from this mixed method approach that qualitative data is necessary. Qualitative data gains knowledge and explanations with open-ended questions and communication by emphasizing on words and meanings, whereas quantitative research would be collecting numerical data to then analyse. Coe et al. (2021) states that there are limitations to one researcher using observations, such as children’s actions or body language might be missed during observations, ideally there should be at least 2 observers, one to take notes and another to fully immerse themselves into the observation so that nothing is missed. 
The child’s routine and feelings should be considered to optimise the best observation outcome if the child is upset or distracted this could obscure the results and they could disengage in the activity compared to if it were carried out on a day where they are feeling content and willing to participate. Kumar (2019) states another limitation could be bias from the observer. This could happen when the observer is aware of the aims of the research and has expectations or opinions that may influence what they perceive or record during the study. To overcome this the researcher should attend several times before commencing observations so that they become a familiar person and the participants would behave in a more natural way supported by Cherry (2019).
The Hawthorne effect can also affect results of the proposed research. This is when participants in research may change how they behave in response to knowledge to them that they are being observed. Therefore, the research findings may be unintendedly affected (Newby, 2014). 
Another limitation is the Halo effect, the halo effect is a when the researcher can become bias towards a participant which could influence the results, for example this could be when handing out questionnaires and wanting to include an Educational Psychiatrist and believing they are very knowledgeable and impact the evaluations of that person's role (Nicholau, Mellinas and Martin Fuentes 2020).
An example of qualitative research strategy is triangulation, this is used to test the validity of the data collected with varied sources (Coe et al. 2021). Triangulation can be several methods of data collection in research to develop an understanding of the proposed research. Using questionnaires, focus group interviews and observations this ensures that triangulation is being used to help reduce research bias that can occur from just using one research method, it also supports the validity of the proposed research.
Multiple researchers have documented the benefits of inclusion for children with an additional learning need, such as enhanced cognitive and communication development and meaningful peer relationships (Nahmias et al 2014). Children that are not in an inclusive environment tend to interact with adults rather than peers (Goodman and Williams 2007). Children without additional needs also benefit from an inclusive environment and develop skills such as increased empathy, compassion and understanding of diversity (Odom et al. 2011).
Ethical Considerations Conclusion
According to Miller (2012) ethics in research are the moral principles that decide how an individual will carry out their research methods. These moral principles help to guide researchers to carry out their research without knowingly or unknowingly deceiving or causing harm to participants. Miller (2012) also states that these moral principles are used by university governing bodies and governments to shape the research regulations which must be followed by researchers when completing their work. 
According to Bertram et al. (2016) researchers should be aware of the risk and potential of causing harm to young children during the research and ensure that adequate protection is put in place, not only to protect the child but the researcher and their organisations also. BERA (2018) state that educational researchers when undertaking research should operate within an ethical respect of any participants involved. The participants involved should be treated fairly, with dignity and with respect and freedom from prejudice (BERA, 2018). When planning to conduct a research project it is vital to obtain consent from the participants and their organisation including parents or carers if there are children involved. This is important to the research relationship and is a signal of respect for the participants dignity and ensures they have the right to share their views and the right to have them heard in matters that affect them. 
Prior to research beginning, the researcher should consider the ethics of the proposed research and it is vital they inform all participants have a clear understanding of the proposed research, how and why they are involved and what will the research be used for throughout the research as well as after it has concluded (Robert-Holmes, 2018). Informed consent must be collected from adults and although parents can give consent on behalf of their child, researchers should obtain verbal assent to participate, this can be completed informally at the beginning of observations. Children have the right to withdraw from the observation at any time.
The first step in gaining consent for this research project will be to contact both school’s head teachers to discuss if they would like to be involved in this study. Following this a meeting will be arranged with the head teachers to discuss in detail what this research project will consist of and the reasoning behind it, including methods used and data protection. Following discussion and providing the schools are happy to be involved then letters of consent will be sent out to the teaching staff and the parents of the children that may be involved in line with the guidelines outlined by BERA (2018). In person visits will also be arranged with the possible participants and the children’s parents to discuss consent and any ethical issues in accordance with BERA (2018). It is worth noting that once consent has been given by the children’s parents then verbal assent will be required from the children themselves. According to BERA (2018) the difference between consent and assent is adults over the age of eighteen can give consent, whereas assent is the agreement given by a young person under the age of eighteen who are not legally empowered to give consent. 
[bookmark: _Int_Ab9PtffV][bookmark: _Int_xbU1n7ib]It is important that the researcher provides the young child with information that matches their capacity when gaining assent (Palaiologou, 2012). National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children (NSPCC, 2020) suggest providing information sheets for the participants outlining all aspects of the research project and what will be required from them ensuring the researcher is completely transparent. The information sheet will disclose all aspects of the research being conducted to avoid deception or not informing the participants about what is going on. It is vital that the participants be made aware that they have the right to withdraw from the research at any time, even if they have already consented to be a part of it. This will be outlined in the information sheet and during the research the researcher will be reminding all involved that they must right to withdraw at any stage and ensure all are happy to continue each time the research is being carried out. This way the researcher will know if an individual no longer wants to participate. Once these sheets are provided to the participants and the researcher has verbally informed them of all aspects outlined, ensuring that the participant does not feel pressured or swayed into participating then voluntary informed consent can be obtained (BERA, 2018). Voluntary informed consent is one of the main principles for research ethics. The intention is that participants can enter research freely and fully informed of what it means for them to take part, and that they are consenting to before taking part (BERA, 2018). During the research, the children will be continually informed of why the researcher is there and they will be informed that they have the right to dissent if they wish too. Dissent is when a participant, usually a young child, wishes to refuse participation in the research (Walker and Solvason, 2014). The children will be given this option at any point during the research. It is important to consider the rights of the child during research in accordance with The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) to ensure the children and their well-being are protected (UNICEF, 2021). 
Article 3 of UNCRC states that any actions concerning children should have the child’s best interest as the primary consideration (UNICEF, 2021). In terms of research, this means that the best interest of the child is top priority and the risk of harm to the child is minimised by putting adequate protection in place (BERA, 2018). It is also important to understand the ethical implications of excluding some children from research, or not taking into consideration their views in accordance with article 12 of UNCRC (UNICEF, 2021). This states that the child has the right to express their views freely in matters that affect them. To put these into practice, during the research the researcher will ensure that the child is central to all decisions made and that their views shall be listened too as advised by Christensen and James (2017). Christensen and James (2017) also state that children do not always feel pressure, although they are always keen to help, therefore it is important that they are made aware continuously of why the researcher is there and if they do not wish to take part then it can stop at any point. Another ethical factor to consider is how to protect the confidentiality and anonymity of everyone involved.
Conclusion
In conclusion autism spectrum disorder is the fastest growing neurological disorder in early childhood. Through the evaluation and analysis of the current literature available it has been possible to highlight that females have a unique experience compared to males and has indicated the need for the ASD assessment tool to be re-evaluated to include the traits that are experienced from both genders. A mixed method approach of both quantitative and qualitative PARADIMES through questionnaires, focus group interviews and observations to ensure a triangulation of results. The hope for this research is to produce guidance for practitioners and parents, so that early detection, diagnosis, and intervention implemented for all children that require support.
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