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In November 2024, we drafted a briefing on progress and lack of progress in relation to the
implementation of the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal Act (Wales) 2018.

We were pleased to note, at that time, the previous Welsh Government had committed to a
review of the legislative framework, this paper presents a brief update on this review and also
refers to developments that have been implemented since the review. It also considers
developments in relation to ALN since the inception of the 7" Senedd and concludes with
some recommendations.

There are hyperlinks throughout the briefing to take the reader to further evidence.



https://childrenslegalcentre.wales/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/Additional-Learning-Needs-Briefing-2024-Eng.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/anaw/2018/2/contents

Previous Welsh Government Legislative Review: Issues & Areas for
Action

The 2025 review gathered feedback from 54 written responses across stakeholders (local
authorities, schools, further-education institutions (FEls), health boards, third-sector
organisations, etc.), and summarised recurring concerns, observations, and requests for
clarification. Key issues raised, which informed what needed to be addressed, included:

e Unclear or variable definitions: The statutory definition of ‘Additional Learning Need
(ALN)" and ‘Additional Learning Provision (ALP)" was felt by many to be open to
interpretation. What counted as ‘significantly greater difficulty in learning’ or what is
‘additional to or different from’ ‘universal’ provision wasn’t always clear, leading to
inconsistent thresholds across local authorities (LAs), schools, and settings.

e Confusion over who maintained Individual Development Plans (IDPs): Especially
between schools, LAs, Further Education Institutions (FEIs), and across age ranges (pre-
school, school, post-16, Educated Otherwise Than At School (EOTAS), home education,
looked-after children). It was conveyed that the Code does not always make clear who
is responsible, causing variation in practice.

e Inconsistent content and quality of IDPs: It was reported that there was variation in
how sections of IDPs are completed e.g. description of needs; setting of ALP; use of
health-provided ALP; specifying placements; identifying provision through the medium
of Welsh. Some IDPs lack clarity, measurable outcomes (SMART targets), or fail to reflect
realistic post-16 pathways.

e Weaknesses in multi-agency working: Particularly around coordination between
education, health, social care; clarity on what constitutes health-provided ALP; variation
in health board engagement; delays and inconsistencies in responses under relevant
parts of the Act; difficulty in meeting statutory timescales when multiple agencies are
involved.

e Challenges for early years, home-educated, EOTAS, and post-16 settings:
Identifying ALN at very young ages, navigating transitions, supporting learners in non-
school settings or FEls, ensuring continuity, it was reported that these were areas
requiring more clarity and a consistent national approach.

e Confusion over status of ALN Code vs Act/Regulations: Some respondents felt the Code
carried as much weight as the legislation, but in practice, the hierarchy means the Act
and Regulations override the Code. This ambiguity it was reported leads to inconsistent
interpretations and legal uncertainty, increasing risk of disputes and appeals.

e Administrative burden, capacity and workforce pressures: Preparing, maintaining,
reviewing IDPs, especially for FEls, pre-school settings, or home-education, was reported
to be too resource-intensive. The system was perceived by some as bureaucratic and
cumbersome, which may divert focus from early intervention and support.

e Need for better information, guidance, and resources for families: For parents/carers
to understand rights under ALN legislation; to navigate the system; to access impartial
advice/advocacy; and to plan for transitions (especially post-16).

Based on the findings and stakeholder feedback, the 2025 review set out five overarching
priorities for the next phase, forming the previous Welsh Government’s roadmap for change:


https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2025-10/additional-learning-needs-aln-legislative-framework-review.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/additional-learning-needs-aln-legislative-framework-review?utm_source=chatgpt.com

1. Clarify who and how learners with ALN get support: simplify and standardise
definitions, responsibilities, and processes so that across Wales it is clear
when ALN/ALP/IDP duties apply, and who is responsible.

2. Ensure national consistency: reduce variation between local authorities, schools, FEls;
aim for equitable provision regardless of geography or setting.

3. Improve support for families: provide clear, accessible information and guidance (on
legal rights, what ALN support may look like, what to expect), including independent
advocacy, resources, and help to navigate the system.

4. Strengthen multi-agency integration: better collaboration between education,
health, social care and other relevant agencies, to secure and deliver ALP (including
health-related provision), ensure timely and coordinated support, and clarify statutory
obligations for all partners.

5. Advance bilingual and inclusive education: improve access to ALN support through
the medium of Welsh, increase Welsh-medium resources, workforce planning, and
ensure inclusion and equity for Welsh-language learners.

In addition to these priorities, the previous Government, as part of its “next steps”, said it
would:

e Consider policy and legislative solutions where feedback identified ambiguity or
complexity in the Act, Regulations, or Code.

e Work in partnership with stakeholders (local authorities, schools, FEls, health bodies,
parent/carer groups, third-sector organisations) to co-produce practical
improvements and refinements, rather than just top-down change.

e Maintain ongoing review, monitoring and evaluation of the ALN system, feeding into
national improvement frameworks and future ALN data-collection and performance
monitoring efforts.

Developments (Late 2025 — Early 2026)

Since the publication of the previous Welsh Government’s review of the Additional Learning
Needs (ALN) legislative framework, they implemented several further developments.

In Dec 2025, the previous Government announced a new support package including a “parent
and carer toolkit” to help navigate the ALN system, and increased national support for
schools, colleges, and local authorities to improve consistency of delivery. In parallel, there
were further updates in relation to support for families. Building on the parent and carer
toolkit, the Government also initiated a review of ALN advocacy services to assess
accessibility, independence, and effectiveness. Acknowledging that families require
meaningful support to understand and exercise their rights within what remains a complex
system.

Another key development was the previous Welsh Government’s announcement (February
2026) of reforms to national ALN data collection. These proposals were introduced to
standardise data on IDPs, types of ALN, and the nature of ALP, alongside workforce and
delivery metrics.


https://www.gov.wales/new-programme-support-announced-additional-learning-needs?
https://www.gov.wales/additional-learning-needs-aln-parent-and-carers-toolkit
https://www.gov.wales/additional-learning-needs-aln-parent-and-carers-toolkit
https://www.gov.wales/new-programme-support-announced-additional-learning-needs?
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-first-step-strengthen-data-collection-monitor-additional-learning-needs-aln?
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-first-step-strengthen-data-collection-monitor-additional-learning-needs-aln?

Also, in February 2026, the previous Government confirmed implementation through the
School Teachers’ Pay and Conditions (Wales) Order 2026, moving ALNCos onto leadership pay,
the principal changes included:

e backdating pay awards to September 2025,
e aligning contractual conditions with leadership staff,
e and recognising ALNCos as strategic leaders within schools.

In March 2026 there was also the publication of new non-statutory guidance on ALN decision-
making and statutory timescales. While not altering the legal framework, this guidance was
developed to help with the intention of supporting more consistent interpretation and
application of duties under the ALN system. With the intention to improve the quality and
timeliness of decision-making, and to enhance communication with children, young people,
and their families, areas that have been repeatedly identified as sources of concern.

Alongside these developments, the previous Welsh Government confirmed that the ALN
system was considered to be fully implemented (as of September 2025), with policy attention
shifting towards ongoing evaluation and refinement. A multi-year national evaluation
programme was launched, including local area studies examining how the system is
functioning in practice. This signalled a growing emphasis on evidence-based policy
development and continuous improvement, with findings expected to inform future decisions
relating to legislation, funding, and accountability mechanisms.

Audit Wales Review (April 2026)

In April 2026, Audit Wales published its report, Additional Learning Needs: Do public bodies
know if the system is working?, the first substantial independent assessment of how the ALN
system has been performing since it was declared fully implemented in September 2025. The
report found that the system remains under strain and that its long-term sustainability is
threatened by significant gaps in the data held by public bodies. Auditors identified that
decision-makers lack sufficiently detailed information about the true scale and complexity of
growing demand, the capacity and skills of the ALN workforce, and the actual cost of
delivering ALP: total annual spending is now estimated at close to £1 billion, and councils’
budgeted ALN expenditure has risen by 34% in real terms since 2018/19 -2025/26, though
even this figure is likely to understate true costs. Notably, while the number of school-aged
learners recorded with ALN/SEN fell by 58% between 2018/19 and 2024/25, the number of
learners requiring statutory support via a statement of SEN and now and IDP rose by 164%
over the same period, a striking divergence for which the reasons remain contested and, the
report suggests, poorly understood.

Auditor General Adrian Crompton concluded that “the system remains under strain and there
is still a lot more that can be done to ensure it does as well as it can”, noting that despite clear
ambitions for the system, there is limited evidence yet that it is delivering better outcomes
for learners, and that adversarial dynamics between families and public bodies persist in
places. Audit Wales’s recommendations are directed principally at Welsh Government, calling
for stronger national data collection, greater transparency over the true cost of ALN provision,
and the development of robust mechanisms to measure learner outcomes — work that will


https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-pay-order-related-moving-additional-learning-needs-coordinators-leadership-pay?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.gov.wales/additional-learning-needs-guidance-schools-and-local-authorities
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-first-step-strengthen-data-collection-monitor-additional-learning-needs-aln?
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2026-03/evaluation-of-the-aln-system-local-area-studies-wave-1-report-768688.pdf?
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2026-03/evaluation-of-the-aln-system-local-area-studies-wave-1-report-768688.pdf?
https://www.audit.wales/news/additional-learning-needs-system-under-strain
https://www.audit.wales/news/additional-learning-needs-system-under-strain

also require sustained engagement from local authorities, health boards, schools and FEls.
These findings echo the concerns raised in our own 2024 briefing and in the previous Welsh
Government’s 2025 legislative review, and reinforce our view that meaningful, lasting
improvement for children and young people with ALN cannot be achieved without urgent
action to close the data and evidence gaps that currently make it impossible to know, with
confidence, whether the system is working.

The Supplementary Budget Dispute (June — July 2026)

It is important to situate what follows in its full political context. A Senedd election was held
on 7 May 2026. Plaid Cymru won the largest number of seats but fell short of a majority, and
rather than forming a coalition it went on to form a minority government, with Rhun ap
lorwerth confirmed as First Minister on 12 May 2026 and Anna Brychan appointed Cabinet
Minister for Education and the Welsh Language. It is this new Welsh Government, not its
predecessor, which is primarily the focus of the sections that follow.

Concerns about funding sustainability were borne out early in the new Senedd term. In June
2026, school leaders through NAHT Cymru wrote more than 5,000 letters to Welsh
Government ministers in under a week, calling for the Barnett consequential funding that
followed increased SEND investment in England — reported at over £500 million in total,
comprising £322 million for 2026/27 and a further £197 million recurrently from 2028/29 —
to be ring-fenced specifically for ALN provision in Wales, given that costs have more than
doubled over the past decade. Welsh Government ministers declined to ring-fence the
funding in this way, opting instead to spread it across a range of budget priorities, a decision
NAHT Cymru’s national secretary, Laura Doel, warned would leave “school leaders across
Wales... extremely disappointed”.

The dispute came to a head in July 2026, when the Welsh Government’s First Supplementary
Budget for 2026/27 — which would have provided an additional £294 million for the NHS,
childcare, free school meals and other priorities — was defeated by 49 votes to 44 in the
Senedd, after Welsh Labour made adequate ALN funding a “red line” for its support, calling
for £100 million to be committed to ALN in the current financial year against a Welsh
Government offer of up to £120 million phased over three years. Unions jointly urged the
Government to return to negotiations to address what they called the “chronic underfunding”
of ALN. Following the defeat, the Welsh Government confirmed that its “affordable and
deliverable package on Additional Learning Needs” would not proceed as intended this year,
although the previously approved annual budget for 2026/27 remains in force, with a further
supplementary budget expected in the autumn. For a system already identified by Audit
Wales as struggling with cost transparency and financial sustainability, this funding impasse
underlines the urgency of the concerns raised throughout this briefing, and the real risk that
political deadlock could delay much-needed investment in support for children and young
people with ALN.



https://pembrokeshire-herald.com/141624/schools-warn-welsh-pupils-could-lose-out-after-500m-aln-funding-call-rejected/
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https://www.itv.com/news/wales/2026-07-14/welsh-government-lose-supplementary-budget-vote
https://morningstaronline.co.uk/article/welsh-government-must-rectify-chronic-underfunding-additional-learning-needs-unions-demand
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Underlying Incentives and Falling Identification

In our view, it also reflects specific incentives built into how the system is currently funded
and administered. Schools receive a fixed budget rather than funding tied to the number of
learners they identify as having ALN, and completing and maintaining an IDP imposes
additional legal duties and administrative workload without corresponding additional
resource. In practice, this creates pressure not to formally identify a learner as having ALN,
even where the underlying difficulty in learning would meet the statutory test. We are also
concerned that learners (as touched on above) who would previously have been recognised
as having ALN are increasingly being described as receiving support through ‘universal’,
‘targeted’ or ‘specialist’ provision — categories that have no statutory basis and are applied
inconsistently — allowing support that is genuinely ‘additional to or different from” what is
ordinarily available to be reclassified in a way that removes it, and the child, from the formal
ALN system altogether.

This has practical consequences for the safeguards that are meant to apply even where a
learner does have a school-maintained IDP. Where a school decides not to issue an IDP
because it does not consider the learner to have ALN, where the learner or their family
consider the content of a school-maintained IDP to be inadequate, or where they consider
that the local authority, rather than the school, should maintain the IDP because the learner
requires provision more specialist than the school can reasonably secure from its delegated
resources, the local authority can be asked to reconsider, with any subsequent local authority
decision challengeable before the Education Tribunal for Wales. Yet the Welsh Government’s
own Evaluation of the Additional Learning Needs System: Survey of Parents and Carers found
that around half (54%) of respondents were unaware of these rights to challenge decisions
under the ALN system, compared with 46% who were aware; among those who were aware,
the most common sources of information were the child’s school, setting or ALNCo (38%),
and dedicated services, organisations, professionals and official resources (38%). A lack of
awareness of these routes of challenge can leave learners with less support than they are
entitled to, and simply with whatever the school is able to deliver rather than what the
statutory test requires.

Compounding Pressures

These pressures are compounded by constraints elsewhere in the system: reduced access to
educational psychology and other specialist clinical assessments makes it harder to identify
need accurately in the first place, particularly more nuanced presentations such as social,
emotional and mental health (SEMH) needs, and health boards retain the ability to decline
involvement in delivering provision, limiting access to speech and language therapy and
mental health support that many IDPs would otherwise specify. The learners most likely to be
affected are those with low-to-moderate or fluctuating needs, those with SEMH needs, and
quieter or more compliant pupils whose difficulties are less likely to prompt a formal referral
— groups that risk falling through the cracks of a system that, on paper, was designed to
capture them.


https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/statistics-and-research/2025-10/evaluation-additional-learning-needs-system-survey-parents-and-carers.pdf

The Children’s Commissioner for Wales’s own policy work on ALN describes what these
pressures look like in practice: reduced timetables used as an informal way of rationing
support where capacity is short, delays in producing IDPs, long waits for educational
psychology assessments, and some schools declining to act on diagnoses obtained privately
by families. These are precisely the kinds of practical consequences we would expect to see if
the causes identified above are correct, and they reinforce the case for the reforms
recommended later in this briefing.

The position on funding also remains unresolved as this briefing goes to press. In a written
reply dated 10 August 2026 to Wrexham Council’s scrutiny committee, the Cabinet Minister
for Education confirmed that the £120 million, three-year ALN package could not proceed as
originally intended following the July defeat, and could only commit to providing “a further
update to Members of the Senedd early in the autumn term” — without naming a figure or a
date. In the meantime, the practical pressure on schools has continued to mount: council
leaders report that budgeted ALN expenditure is projected to rise by a further 14.4% this
financial year alone, that school balances across Wales have fallen by 96% (some £290 million)
over five years, and that Wrexham has recorded its first ever deficit school-budget position.
In the same correspondence, Wrexham council also Wrexham council has separately called
on the Welsh Government to release a £12 million ALN ‘consequential’ that it says was
promised before the May election but has still not been paid. A further fairness dimension to
this dispute has been highlighted: unlike schools in England, whose accumulated SEND deficits
were written off by the UK Government as part of its own reforms, schools in Wales have had
to absorb rising ALN costs directly, without equivalent relief.

Meanwhile, in her own reflections on the start of the new school term (3 September 2026),
the Cabinet Minister for Education named literacy and numeracy, not ALN, as her main
priority for the year ahead, while acknowledging only in general terms the pressures on
schools to support learners with additional learning needs. Five months on from its report,
we are also not aware of any substantive published Welsh Government response to Audit
Wales’s findings or recommendations. Taken together, we consider this reinforces, rather
than resolves, the concerns raised throughout this briefing about whether ALN will be treated
as a funding priority by the new Government.

Budgeting for Children’s Rights: Where ALN Funding Fits

The funding disputes set out above are not only a matter of adequacy; they raise a wider, and
in our view prior, question of whether the Welsh Government’s budget process itself
demonstrates compliance with children’s rights. Under the Rights of Children and Young
Persons (Wales) Measure 2011, Welsh Ministers must have due regard to the UN Convention
on the Rights of the Child in all of their functions, and Article 4 of the Convention specifically
requires states to undertake measures to realise children’s economic, social and cultural
rights “to the maximum extent of their available resources.” Meeting that duty cannot be
assessed by looking at legislation and guidance alone: it requires transparent, evidenced
scrutiny of how public money is actually allocated, since a right that is well defined in law but
unfunded, or underfunded relative to need, is not a right a child can meaningfully rely on.
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This is precisely the gap that Children’s Legal Centre Wales has long argued needs to be
closed. Wales has conducted well over 250 Children’s Rights Impact Assessments (CRIAs)
since 2011 and is often held up internationally as a leader in embedding children’s rights into
decision-making, yet, as we and others have repeatedly set out, the Welsh Government has
consistently declined to publish a standalone CRIA of its own annual or supplementary
budgets, relying instead on a broader Strategic Integrated Impact Assessment. The previous
Senedd’s Children, Young People and Education Committee has itself concluded that this
approach “does not demonstrate compliance with the UNCRC due regard duty,” precisely
because it gives very limited attention to children and young people.

We consider that ALN funding is a clear illustration of why this matters in practice, not only in
principle. Without a budget-level CRIA, there is no transparent mechanism for testing
whether decisions such as the rejection of ring-fenced ALN funding, or the scale of the offer
that led the supplementary budget to fall, meet the “maximum extent of available resources”
testin Article 4, or whether they risk retrogression from previously available levels of support,
a step the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child treats as requiring strong and specific
justification. Children’s Legal Centre Wales therefore calls on the Welsh Government to
commit to publishing a full Children’s Rights Impact Assessment alongside its annual and any
supplementary budgets, with explicit consideration of education and ALN allocations, so that
funding decisions of the kind described in this briefing are made, and can be judged, within a
proper children’s rights framework rather than outside one.

Concluding Reflections

The previous Welsh Government’s review of the Additional Learning Needs and Education
Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 framework acknowledged that, despite its original ambition,
implementation had been uneven and had not yet delivered the intended clarity, consistency
or equity. It confirmed long-standing concerns raised by families and practitioners, including
ambiguous definitions, inconsistent responsibilities, variable IDP quality and weak multi-
agency coordination. Importantly, these challenges were acknowledged by the previous
Government, with strategies starting to be implemented for system performance and
continuous improvement. Recent developments from the previous Welsh Government,
including enhanced national data collection and a new multi-year national evaluation
programme; non-statutory guidance on decision-making and timescales; a parent and carer
toolkit; a review of advocacy services and the transition of the ALNCo role from a mainly
operational coordination function to a statutory strategic leadership position within schools.
All these reforms signalled a stronger emphasis on consistency, transparency, evidence-based
reform, and ongoing system refinement.

We would emphasise that a falling headcount should not, in itself, be read as a sign that the
system is working better, or that fewer children need support: all the available evidence
points the other way, and it is that gap between recorded numbers and real need that policy
attention must now address. Where a child is removed from the ALN register, or never given
an IDP in the first place, they lose not just a support plan but the statutory protection and
enforceable rights that come with it, including the ability to challenge decisions through the
ALN Tribunal for Wales. Fewer identifications therefore does not just under-state the scale of
the problem: it narrows the number of children able to hold public bodies to account for the


https://childrenslegalcentre.wales/childrens-rights-impact-assessments-cria/
https://senedd.wales/media/dqef0bha/cr-ld16966-e.pdf

support they receive. Addressing this will require more than better data collection; it will
require reforming how ALN support is funded so that resource follows identified need rather
than sitting in tension with it, and doing far more to ensure parents, carers and young people
know that they can challenge decisions, and are supported to do so.

The success of the next phase under new Welsh Government leadership will depend on
whether these reforms are further progressed and lead to tangible improvements for learners
and families. Progress must be seen in more consistent access to support, robust and
enforceable IDPs, and timely, coordinated multi-agency provision, particularly at key
transition points. Co-production with children, families and practitioners will be essential, as
well as expanding equitable Welsh-medium provision alongside broader sustained
investment and strategic workforce planning.

Ultimately, this moment presents a key opportunity for the new Welsh Government to deliver
a more coherent and accountable system, but its impact will depend on translating legislation
and policy into consistent, and well-resourced practice across Wales.

The Children’s Legal Centre Wales is calling on the new Welsh Government to ensure
effective implementation of the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales)
Act 2018 so that every child in Wales is granted appropriate support to meet their additional
learning needs

Recommendations

Drawing together the developments and concerns set out in this briefing, Children’s Legal
Centre Wales recommends that the Welsh Government, working with local authorities, health
boards, schools and other partners:

1. Strengthen data and evidence: complete the planned reforms to national ALN data
collection and require public reporting that explains, and not just monitors, why
recorded identification is falling while statutory IDP numbers are rising, so that
decisions can be evidence-based rather than made in the dark that Audit Wales has
identified.

2. Reform the funding model: end the disincentive created by fixed school budgets and
unresourced IDP duties by linking funding, at both school and national level, to
identified need, and commit to a multi-year, adequately resourced ALN settlement
rather than leaving funding to be resolved through in-year budget disputes.

3. Clarify the boundary between universal, targeted and specialist provision and
statutory ALN: issue clear statutory guidance so that these non-statutory categories
cannot be used to reclassify genuinely additional support out of the ALN system,
restoring consistency to how the statutory test is applied.

4. Invest in specialist capacity: increase access to educational psychology and other
clinical assessments, and strengthen the statutory expectations on health boards to
engage in delivering ALP, so that needs — particularly social, emotional and mental
health (SEMH) needs — are identified and met rather than missed for lack of capacity.

5. Protect groups at risk of being overlooked: ensure identification and monitoring
processes are designed to reach children with low-to-moderate or fluctuating needs,
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SEMH needs, and quieter or more compliant pupils, who are most likely to fall through
the cracks of the current system.

Safeguard legal protections and rights of appeal: ensure that removal from, or non-
inclusion on, the ALN register does not go unchallenged, by increasing awareness
among parents, carers and young people of their right to seek an IDP and to appeal
decisions through the ALN Tribunal for Wales, backed by genuinely accessible,
independent advocacy.

Publish a Children’s Rights Impact Assessment of the Welsh Government’s budget:
extend CRIA practice to the annual and any supplementary budget, with explicit
consideration of education and ALN allocations, so that funding decisions can be
tested and judged against the UNCRC due-regard duty, rather than assessed only after
the fact.

Strengthen multi-agency accountability: clarify what constitutes health-provided
ALP, set enforceable expectations for health board engagement, and address the
delays that arise when multiple agencies are involved in meeting statutory timescales.
Introduce mandatory ALN training: for all teachers and teaching assistants, as part of
initial teacher education and ongoing professional development, so that identification
and support do not depend on the knowledge of individual staff.

Embed genuine co-production and equity of access: involve children, young people,
families and practitioners in designing further reforms, and ensure equitable Welsh-
medium ALN provision and workforce planning keep pace with wider changes to the
system.
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