 
 
[bookmark: _GoBack]With an increased awareness surrounding the complexities of Additional Learning Needs (ALN), the importance of mental health and well-being, and the evolving needs of all learners, schools are required to deliver an inclusive education for all. In this essay the strategies that the foundation phase in Wales implement to overcome barriers of inclusion are explored to find how effective they are in supporting the increasingly diverse needs of students. The foundation phase framework is an inclusive practice that supports the development of 3-7-year-olds in mainstream schools. This framework reflects the responsibilities set under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) and Equality Act 2010 (UK Government, 2020), ensuring all pupils are included in every learning experience, and no child is discriminated against (Welsh Government, 2015).The current barriers of inclusion, due to Covid-19, are also explored to find how schools are navigating the challenges of delivering inclusive education. This is discussed as it is relevant in finding effective strategies that support inclusion and can connect learners whilst outside of school.

The term inclusive practice involves every pupil having the right to an education, participating within the school community and learning experiences. It is closely linked with the Equality Act 2010 which states that schools are responsible in ensuring that every pupil has access to an education and any reasonable adjustments are made if required. As every individual has different needs, there is no way to truly define the term, yet inclusive practice is essential in supporting the diverse needs of a school student body and providing necessary support to disadvantaged students. The support minimises or ideally eradicates any limitations that effect an individuals’ access to learning, social, or recreational opportunities. Inclusive practice is also key to creating a sense of belonging across staff and pupils, and actively demonstrating every individual's value (Cheminais, 2001). As schools are restricted to catchment areas the inclusive practice within the school will reflect the needs of the community within the local area. Due to this restriction inclusive practice will vary across education, as each school will develop their inclusive practice to meet the needs of the pupils enrolled. In the foundation phase inclusive practice ensures that students with ALN can participate in mainstream classes and participate in learning experiences. This class setting is then ideally facilitated in a way that corresponds to each of the learner’s developmental stages, abilities, and interests. (Haug 2017). Inclusive practice aims to prepare schools by normalising the use of different teaching methods so that the needs of a diverse student body can be met. The Welsh Government (2018) notes that further training and development of skills for those who work with pupils with ALN is essential to fully meeting the needs of each learner. As the teacher-pupil interaction is a key factor in how learners approach education, teachers are responsible for facilitating their pupil’s engagement in appropriate learning activities and collaboration within their class. This instils a sense of belonging and supports a sense of well-being, which aids learning (Haug, 2017). Interactions between teacher and pupils have also shown to be effective in supporting all pupils by discussing the lesson content, which compounds learning and includes every learner within the activity(Wahl, 2017).This provides all students with the opportunity of developing social skills, awareness of communication styles and abilities, and building connections, which is an essential element in inclusive practice.
 
The foundation phase in Wales is reforming the provision for ALN by delivering a uniform individual development plan (IDP) to individuals aged 0-25. This supports early identification of individual needs and acknowledges the differences that can put pupils at a disadvantage, yet recognises the pupil as an individual, ensuring they can reach their full potential (Welsh Government, 2018). Within the foundation phase, equality and diversity are actively promoted and are embedded within the curriculum (Welsh Government, 2015). By acknowledging each learners’ individual abilities, it allows the teacher to approach each pupil with appropriate learning experiences that can include everyone (Council for disabled children, 2015). This inclusion of varying abilities is supported through providing a curriculum that is adaptive to different developmental stages, ensuring all pupils can be included in lessons and progress with their learning (Welsh Government, 2015). The reform in Wales is aimed to improve academic attainment for those with ALN and provide specialised support that meets their learning and development objectives in their IDP. This reform supports delivering consistent inclusive practices through the individuals whole educational experience, which in theory will protect them from being excluded as each educational provider will be aware of their individual needs (Welsh Government, 2018).It has been noted that teachers do not feel they have the essential knowledge and skills to teach learners with ALN or a disability, which can prevent successful inclusion within mainstream classes. With the pressure of adapting their teaching, this can lead to neglecting the learning of other pupils (Wahl, 2017). Yet, as mentioned the welsh government aim to increase the training that is delivered for teachers, so that all learners are fully supported (Welsh Government, 2018). One way in which this can be managed until further support is available for teachers is delivering lessons that engage a variety of learning styles. This inclusive practice can help support individuals with differing preferred method of learning and increase engagement (Reid, 2005). Delivering engaging lessons where pupils can actively participate and interact with a variety of learning resources are also an effective strategy in reducing undesirable behaviour and including all learners (Glazzard, 2012). When teachers have the opportunity to further develop their professional skills, it will strengthen the inclusive practices already in place.
 
The essential component of meetings the needs of learners is diagnosing any ALN or disabilities early, so that the right support can be provided throughout their educational experience. Yet, inclusive practice is not just limited to pupils with ALN or a disability, it also supports individuals that could be disadvantaged due to the following: religion, gender, ethnicity, and travellers (Cheminais, 2001). Poverty can be linked with other inequalities such as ALN or disability. Therefore, by providing individuals with an IDP which aims to increase academic attainment and development of skills, this can ultimately help break a cycle of poverty by providing these learners with support that will enhance their career opportunities.These additional factors that can put pupils at a disadvantage and exclude them from learning, must be addressed early so that the school can successfully include every learner (Welsh Government, 2015b). One strategy that helps overcome many of these barriers and can prevent a child experiencing exclusion, is forming positive communication links with parents. As well as being a vital link in ensuring that both parties are fully aware of the learners needs, it helps establish a consistent approach. Having a continuity when working with learners that have ALN or a disability can increase the effectiveness, minimising any confusion if different methods are used in school and at home (Davis and Florian, 2004). For learners that are religious, having communication between schools and parents can ensure that all religious practices are respected. Transferring the inclusive practice and ensuring consistency is delivered at school and within the home, enables the individual’s well-being and learning to be fully supported. It also enables the school to potentially prevent any child experiencing exclusion, as parents will be informed of opportunities that could further support their individual needs (Cheminais, 2001). In some circumstance’s parents do not engage in working with the school and actively supporting their child, which restricts how much the school can positively impact the child’s development. This limited engagement can be caused by their lack of knowledge, language barriers and physical barriers, therefore developing trusting relationships between schools and parents can be key in truly supporting individual needs, with family background being noted for future reference. This inclusive strategy is supported within the foundation phase framework with English/Welsh language development available for those whose first language is not either of these yet supports the use of their first language for learning (Welsh Government, 2015). To include religion practices into the curriculum, religious education is mandatory and will explore the value of life and the multitude of belief systems that exist. This opportunity to consider the challenging questions of life and listen to different perspectives is an opportunity for all pupils to be included and be able to share their personal experiences, creating a deeper understanding of each child (Welsh Government, 2015). This inclusive practice supports the right for pupils to hold a particular belief and be accepted within their school community and wider education system (Reiss, 2016)
 
Learner-centred teaching has shown to be effective in meeting the diverse needs of a class, which is on average 29 pupils in the foundation phase, although efforts are being made to decrease class sizes to further enhance inclusive practices (Welsh Government, 2017). By integrating ALN students into mainstream classrooms it demonstrates that mental or physical differences are not a barrier to learning and participation. Teachers with flexible teaching approaches that suit the needs of their learners have shown to increase engagement and enhance the learners experience, whilst also accommodating varying preferred learning styles. Within the foundation phrase framework, it states that schools should provide appropriate learning materials to challenge every pupil. This includes those who are more able or talented, to ensure that they are also considered within inclusive practice (Welsh Government, 2015). Creating an inclusive atmosphere across the whole school benefits every learner, whilst also promoting connections with a diverse range of people (Hehir, et al, 2016). When staff actively role-model respect to every individual it fosters positive interactions within the school community and teaches all learners about individual rights, embedding inclusive practice. The foundation phase curriculum delivers aspects of personal development that explores different cultures and practices, which is a form of inclusive practice (Welsh Government, 2008).This can prevent exclusion to travellers that can face cultural disrespect and receiving inappropriate methods of teaching as knowledge is oral based within travelling communities, therefore these learners will be disadvantaged if lessons are focused on reading or writing. When a teacher delivers lessons that includes multiple learning styles it can actively support pupils that learn differently (Reid, 2005). Within the foundation phase framework it sets guidelines, ensuring all schools make necessary provisions for all pupils to access the school and curriculum, providing adapted activities if required. Within the personal and social development, well-being and cultural diversity area of learning, all pupils engage in learning experience indoors and outdoors. This aims to provide an opportunity to learn about themselves, relationships with others within and beyond the family and school, and beliefs and values. It is an opportunity to share cultural differences and develop an understanding of differing needs, abilities, and perspectives, which embeds inclusion (Welsh Government, 2015). This positively impacts their personal and social development (Welsh Government, 2009).
 
The education system has been interrupted by Covid-19 and has changed how pupils in the foundation phase receive their education. Teaching is now delivered through blended learning at school and home. This is putting pressure on teachers to effectively use the contact time available in school to identify and address their pupils needs and use a variety of pedagogies to support the class at a distance (Welsh Government. 2020). When at home pupils have the opportunity to develop skills that have been introduced at school. Yet not all children will have parents and caregivers with the capacity to facilitate this practice of skills and acquiring knowledge. If a child is not supported by their parents or caregivers, teachers will be catching learners up, rather than progressing their learning. It is expected by the welsh government that all learners receive full contact hours, even if learning from home. This is provided through online learning platforms, which supports the development of digital skills. Yet, teachers in Wales have suggested that this is creating further inequality due to varying access to resources and essential in-person support (Wightwick, 2020). It is also reliant on the teacher providing learning that engages all pupils which involves planning how to incorporate a variety of learning styles. Inclusive practices when delivering learning online includes providing multiple ways of pupils participating within the class, such as sending images of their learning, presenting their learning to family members or peers, or verbally describing their experience of the subject (Inclusive Education Initiative, 2020).  Integrating the foundation phase curriculum into online learning can be achieved by offering lessons based around different learning styles. For example, listening to sounds around the home and in local areas, counting ingredients that they are helping to cook, or learning with siblings. These are all ways that learning can be integrated into daily life and offer a choice as to how each pupil learns and achieves their learning objectives. It is noted by Bayrakdar and Guveli (2020) that children with less-educated parents, received free school meals and those of ethnic minority, have not received the same level of education during Covid-19 when compared to their peers. Pupils with highly educated parents have been more likely to receive an increase in quality learning opportunities and further support from online tutors. This learning gap will become evident once pupils return to school and create further inequality.
 
With inconsistencies in how support can currently be provided, it is negatively affecting the mental health of children, and directly impacting the inclusion of those with ALN and disabilities, which ultimately impacts the quality of learning that takes place (Mental Health foundation, 2020). Government guidelines states that efforts should be made to provide accessible methods of learning and support pupils and parents directly. Yet, the acknowledgement of considering the achievability of this goal suggests that disadvantaged students will receive a decreased quality of support and care. An attempt to address the wide-ranging challenges that pupils and parents are facing is scheduling regular check ins with every learner, so that detailed learning plans can be created to meet the needs of everyone(Welsh Government, 2020). For learners on the autistic spectrum, the current disruptions have had a negative effect on their mental health, which is impacting how well these pupils are able to engage in learning. A disruption to routine can cause behaviour changes and potential health implications, which is affecting how teachers can include these individuals into the learning. Increased screen time has also shown to increase sleep problems, trigger aggressive episodes and generally affect mental health. This demonstrates that the measures that have been put in place to support and include pupils during lockdown are not inclusive to all. In some cases, this situation is developing resiliency in restricted access to support systems, yet in many cases this isolation and exclusion is of major concern (Ameis, et al, 2020)
 
For parents with children that have ALN or a disability have been encouraged to contact their school so that continuity is established when learning at home. This strategy is already recommended in normal circumstances, yet the focus has now shifted to the teachers guiding parents in how to best facilitate learning and support their child’s development. An example of how support can be delivered is providing parents strategies to encourage focus in children with ADHD, which may include change of routine/structure, a reward system and offering different approaches to learning (Miller, 2020). Due to the unknown circumstance's guidance is lacking in how to best support students with inclusive practices. The Mental Health Foundation (2020) suggests that providing opportunities for pupils to share their thoughts and feelings will validate their experiences and foster a sense of belonging which is a core aspect of inclusive practice. This also supports their psychoeducation and interpersonal development which is part of the foundation phase curriculum (Welsh Government, 2008). Yet, it is a time for the whole education system to reconsider how inclusive practice can best be delivered during these unprecedented times, as many are currently receiving a reduction in quality support and care that each school should provide.
 
In conclusion it is evident that the foundation phase in Wales is supported with inclusive practice which positively impacts the development of each learner. With a strong emphasis on involving parents in their child’s education and supporting continuity in approach to prevent exclusion the framework ensures inclusive practice is embedded throughout the learner’s experience. With the foundation phase actively celebrating diversity within their curriculum, it sets a solid foundation in developing inclusive attitudes and practices across the whole school, including religion, ethnicity, background, language, ALN and disabilities(Welsh Government, 2015). It is evident that the foundation phase emphasises creative learning and ensuring different learning styles are incorporated into lessons, ensuring each pupil is included and preventing disruptions from lack of engagement (Glazzard, 2012). Teachers are encouraged to take pupils backgrounds and abilities into account when delivering lessons so that lessons can be adapted to suit all pupils. These are effective ways in including all learners and is a continuing process of adapting practices to be inclusive of all. Yet, with current events many pupils are experiencing exclusion which is impacting their ability to learn and having a negative effect on mental health and well-being. The foundation phase has more flexibility with current guidelines, which could minimise negative effects of this disruption in terms of how teaching is delivered. Yet, it is restricting teacher's ability to actively deliver inclusive practice (Mental Health Foundation, 2020). Although best efforts are being made to be inclusive to all pupils, it is evident that many are being excluded with alternative provisions unsuitable for all learners. (Bayrakdar and Guveli, 2020) Covid-19 has highlighted the inequalities that remain, yet has provided an opportunity to create a stronger, more resilient inclusive practice that can effectively support learners evolving needs at school and/or at home(Inclusive education initiative, 2020).
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