Case study: Supporting children with Additional
Learning Needs (ALN)

Little Stars Nursery is owned and managed by two early years teachers, Emma Matthews,
and Marie Ellis-Jones. The nursery has just celebrated its 20th birthday! The nursery is
registered for 65 children per day and the pre-school department has 30 children attending
daily. Little Stars Nursery have been recognised by Estyn for their excellence in education
and training and work closely with both Estyn and their local education consortia (EAS) to
support other setting leaders and practitioners. Due to their knowledge and experience in
early education and childcare, Emma and Marie have also been an active part of the
curriculum co-construction process with Welsh Government, participating in working
groups writing the ‘Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings’ and the
supporting assessment guidance.

Hayley Edwards, NDNA Cymru’s Early Years Education Officer interviewed Emma and
Marie with a focus on supporting children with Additional Learning Needs in the non-
maintained sector. Although the setting has a wealth of experience in supporting children
and their families with additional needs over the years, they experienced a setting first for
them, whereby a child started in the baby room at 9 months old with a diagnosis of Down
Syndrome. This case study focuses in on this example and explores the journey the nursery
took with the child and their family, from transitioning into the setting at 9 months old to

leaving to attend school and the impact the support had on the child’s learning and

development.

What was the initial process that you followed prior to the child attending the
nursery?

“We already had an established relationship with the family as the sibling was attending the setting.
We were able to link with outside agencies prior to transition and offer a full support network on
entry. Staff received visits from Portage prior to the child starting. Portage is a home-visiting
educational service for pre-school children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and their families.
Staff felt well supported by this service. This face to face training helped staff to gather ideas of
how they could best meet the needs of the child on transition. This had a positive impact on the
transition from home.”
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What did implementation of the ALN code look like?

“Monmouthshire Early Years Additional Needs Lead Officer ( EY ALNLO) was a frequent visitor to
the setting through the 3 % years the child attended. They were able to signpost us to additional
services when emerging needs were identified. The person centred practice process (PCP)
supported excellent communication between all professionals, we held PCP meetings termly. We
all gained a shared understanding of what life was like for the child and how we could best support
the family, child and setting in a holistic way. What was always evident at these meeting was how
well everyone knew the child.”

Additional Learning Needs Code seeks to improve the planning and delivery of additional
learning provision. It seeks to do this through a person-centred approach to identifying needs

early, putting in place effective support and monitoring, and adapting interventions to ensure
they deliver desired outcomes. Practitioners should ensure that all learners with ALN are
supported to overcome barriers to learning and achieve their full potential.

Were there any staff training needs that were highlighted? How did you address
these?

“Staff training needs evolved as the child developed and their needs emerged. The supervision and
appraisal process supported management to highlight these training needs promptly and deliver a
training plan to support their professional development. In terms of speech, language and
communication, training was delivered to key staff and then we applied a whole setting approach.
The keyworker became the ‘sign-a-long’ champion and supported all staff to use basic ‘sign-a-long’
as part of the nursery routine. ‘Sign-a-long’ is a key word sign supported communication, based on
British Sign language. It uses speech, sign, body language, facial expression and voice tone to
reference the link between sign and word. This proved to be extremely beneficial to all children,
not just those with ALN”
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How did partnership working with others further support the child?

“All outside agencies contributed to the PCP process and the termly reviews. Agreed, measurable
targets were set and reviewed by everyone. The child’s learning journal was used in meetings to
reflect the child’s voice. The observations from staff helped inform the PCP process and we were
able to collaboratively analyse where the child was developmentally and what our next steps would
look like. This ensured the holistic development of the child and progression.

A local charity 21 Plus’ also provided the setting and family with a wealth of support and training.
Throughout the journey they offered their expertise and supported us to celebrate the child’s
strengths and achievements and offer practical support to overcome challenges we faced. Their
frequent visits to the setting were a valuable time for reflection and celebration.”

What approaches did you implement to support the child’s learning and
development?

“The curriculum for the non-maintained is very inclusive. It supported the holistic developmental of
the child and celebrated what was unique about the child. The enabling adult was able to ‘tune in’
to the child’s natural curiosities and fascinations, follow their interests and make adaptations to
meet their needs. For a child who loved the outdoors we were able to offer endless opportunities
for hands on experiences. Time was given to revisit and consolidate learning. A communication rich
environment supported the development of their emerging communications skills, and our
effective environment supported the development of independence. Staff’s knowledge of child
centred pedagogy created a curriculum where the child thrived, and their needs were fully met.”

What approaches did you implement to support the family?

“Knowing your families is crucial. As a setting, we continually build on this trusting relationship. We
celebrate what is unique about the child and value the wealth of knowledge the family has about
the skills and knowledge their child has. Day to day conversations underpin this process. In
addition, photographs and daily diaries are sent through our parent app. Our learning journals
capture and really celebrate the child’s unique journey. They support the observation process
(notice, analyse and respond) and evidence how inclusive the new curriculum for the non-
maintained is. This gave continuous reassurance as well as moments to celebrate to the family.”
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What impact did the practice and provision you offered have on the child and their
learning and development?

“The child was able to access all areas of the setting; additional bespoke resources supported
autonomy. Barriers were removed and adaptations made to allow for full participation. Examples of
adaptations that were successfully used included;

e adapted chairs with sides to support the child eating at the table with their friends

e adapted cutlery and a ‘Doidy Cup’ to support the child to be independent at mealtimes

e aframe around the toilet to enable the child to ground both feet on the floor and support
their core strength

Our self-evaluation process supported us to identify areas for improvement. For example, including
representation of children with Down’s Syndrome within resources and images. Ultimately the child
was able to have a fully inclusive, rich early years’ experience.”

What impact has this experience had on the setting and the practice/provision that
you deliver?

“We feel privileged to have been a small part of this child’s learning journey. During their time with
us, we gained an in depth understanding of what inclusive practice truly was. The policy became
practice. We gained a shared understanding of what progression looked like and worked in
partnership with outside agencies, the family and school at transition. A positive attitude by the
whole setting was fundamental to the success.

Our reflective practice helped us to consider the next steps within the developmental pathways.
Using our observations to inform our practice and planning supported us to see how the 3 Enablers
were interdependent and interlinked.”
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How have you shared your good practice with others?

“We have used our NDNA network meetings, local cluster meetings and Estyn stakeholders forum
to share our good practice with the sector. Whilst participating in local authority ALN training we
shared many examples of our experiences to support the importance of transition, inclusion,
partnerships with parents and a child centred approach.”

“Inclusive practice recognises, values and promotes the diversity of children and families, and
ensures they receive equitable treatment, representation, opportunities and respect. Inclusive
practice respects and responds to the unique experiences of children and their families,
ensuring that all children receive appropriate support to participate fully in learning....

...We know that children are influenced by their environment and the adults around them and
that they learn from everything they see, hear and do. We have a responsibility to influence
children’s development positively through creating an accessible and inclusive environment in
our setting, one that values and celebrates everyone.

Our environment should:

be well organised to ensure accessibility for all

include diverse and authentic representation within resources, images and text (in

terms of gender, ability, sexual orientation, religion, etc.)
make appropriate adaptations to remove barriers to participation
offer open-ended resources that reflect diversity and are not gender-specific.”

Curriculum for funded non-maintained nursery settings, Welsh Government 2022
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Further support

e Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Act and Code — CWLWM blog post

e MyNDNA resources — Free NDNA factsheets on areas of ALN

e Autism Awareness — NDNA LVC course

e Communication and interaction: Strategies for children with SEND/ASN/ALN — NDNA LVC
course.
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https://www.cwlwm.org.uk/blog/additional-learning-needs-aln-act-and-code
https://ndna.org.uk/my-resources/
https://ndna.org.uk/live-virtual-childcare-and-early-years-training/
https://ndna.org.uk/live-virtual-childcare-and-early-years-training/

