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How can we provide effective support for learners with SEN when delivering online?

Further Education Professional Development Grant – ACE Digital Leaders

Action Learning Set 1
[bookmark: _Hlk103290382]Introduction
Action Learning set 1 set out to address how we can use technology and person-centred approaches to give learners with SEN equal or enhanced learning experiences whilst learning online.
The first thing to note here is that the term SEN covers a huge range of additional needs and an equally huge range of severity of those needs.  It is also important to clarify that the same challenge could require different support, depending on the needs, interests and experiences of the learners. For the purposes of this study, we considered it in line with the SEN code of practice as anyone whose needs are ‘additional to, or different from’ their peers.  We recognised that some of these learners will have a diagnosis, but many will come to us with no real understanding or clarity around their own needs, but this should not be reflected in the quality and quantity of support given by tutors and other staff working with these learners.
The key questions raised at the beginning of this study were around the role of the lead adult and the role of any supporting adults.  What do supporting adults do?  What supports the delivery in meeting time?  What supports learning outside of the meeting? We also considered the type of technology and the way that we use these technologies in order to promote equality of learning opportunities.
The investigation process
The initial stage of the production of this document was a discussion about what is already in place and the challenges for both the tutor and for the learners.  There was clearly a wealth of experience in the team in supporting learners online and face to face.  We shared experiences and what we have learned in our online delivery, which we used as the basis to create a framework to work on over subsequent weeks.
We recognised that online delivery has opened doors for many learners, due to the reduction in the need to travel, to deal with the sensory distractions of a classroom environment and social pressures; however we also determined that the delivery of online course has created a new SEN in the form of technological anxiety, alongside additional needs that we are familiar with in a classroom setting.
Our findings
The SEN competency guidance grid (Appendix 1) has been created to provide examples of good practice when teaching online.
The first stage to identifying best use of support is to identify need.  This does not require any formal diagnosis but should be determined through discussions with the learner about what helps them and through observation of their participation throughout a course.  The support given should be dynamic and flexible and should take into account a wide range of factors, including the topic being taught, the needs of individuals and the group, group size, familiarity of learners with each other.  Ideally, these discussions will begin in the induction process, in the format that has been agreed by each provider.  However, the discussion should not stop at the beginning of the learner journey but should continue on a dynamic and progressive pathway. Part of the learners’ journeys should be about understanding themselves and their own needs and how to become a more effective learner, so giving them the tools to select their support is an important part of that process.
The next stage is to identify the support options, using the SEN competency guidance grid (Appendix 1) and knowledge of any other resources available to the learner or the tutor.  When selecting the support options, tutors need to do so in collaboration with the learners and need to ensure that the support avoids over-complication of tasks and information. These support options are not a one size fit all and should not be seen as such. Not all of these options will suit the content of the session, the size and type of the group, the learners’ individual needs or the tutor’s requirements. When choosing the correct support, it is important to note any of the considerations that could affect its validity or effectiveness. Once the support options have been chosen, they should be tested with a learner and should form part of an ongoing discussion where the learner feels able to give feedback and discuss their own needs without fear of judgement or criticism.
Appendix 2 case study demonstrates the application of transferable assistive technology skills, which is the preferred support option. This case study demonstrates how the technology can be taught on courses and can be used by learners in everyday life. It also highlights the importance of identifying what technology is available to the learners and how current this technology is. Over the past 2 years, Microsoft in particular has updated software to embed accessibility features such as readers and speech to text tools. Learners with less current technology will not have the benefit of this support.
Use of additional adults is another supportive measure that can work in place of or alongside the technology support that is indicated in the SEN competency guidance grid. Not all providers are able to include additional LSA support; however, where this is possible there have been some key indicators of success.  The first of these is the understanding that the LSA has of the learner they are supporting. The greater the understanding, the better the LSA is able to match the support to the needs. The second of these is the communication between the LSA and the main tutor. In order for the tutor to be able to plan effectively for all learners the sharing of information is imperative and there needs to be a systematic approach to this, which should form part of a policy for each provider that uses LSAs. The third of these is the skills of the LSA and the knowledge of the course content. It has been suggested that the best types of LSAs are those who have taught those courses themselves or have attended the courses previously, alongside having planning and schemes of work shared with them in order to ensure that their depth of knowledge allows for flexibility in the approach to learning.
The most significant outcome of this report is the reflection on the use of person skills and relationship-building which is exactly the same online as would be in a classroom environment. In order to produce the best effects and opportunities for every learner, it is the tutor’s responsibility to work on building that rapport to enable the learner to express their needs and to feel that they can actively engage in their own learning. No matter what supportive technology is used, without the expertise of the tutor and any support staff, it is unlikely that the learners’ full potential will be reached.  The case study in Appendix 3 reflects this perfectly; demonstrating the need to focus on body language, facial expressions and professional approach in the same way that is required in the classroom, alongside a dignified and consistent approach to group management and behavioural skills – not everyone understands how social skills can be applied to an online learning environment and guidance in this is an essential part of course management. This Case Study provides further reflections on an experience of supporting a learner with SEN in a maths course.
Recommendations
Throughout the course(s), it is good practice to reflect on and review the support being given, both through tutor reflection and through discussion with the learner.  
Support should consider practical and emotional needs of learners which should reduce barriers, without creating additional barriers such as separating them from the usual interactions with other group members.
There should be a formalised method of recording the support that is given to the learner with a brief awareness of its effectiveness for that particular learner. Although it is extremely useful to know what has worked for that learner so that it can be replicated in other courses by other tutors, it is equally important to understand what hasn't worked for that individual so that this kind of support can be avoided. Each provider needs to ensure that they have a process in place for the recording and consistent sharing of this information with whoever is teaching each learner.
There is also a requirement for measuring the success of the support procedures for individuals.  Key indicators of this are:
Increase participation in sessions
Increase in output
Greater communication with staff and other learners
Increase in quality of work
Improvements in confidence levels
Improved punctuation and attendance 
Improved emotional well-being
Support should also develop a sense of independence and confidence in the learner.  Ideally, it should provide skills learning that will enable them outside of the course and will engender in them an awareness of self-efficacy and understanding of the tools that are available to them across many areas of their life.
Conclusion
In conclusion, the development of this report has been achieved through a collaboration between providers of different sizes with very different courses run in different areas of the country. This means that the recommendations allow for these differences and the SEN competency guidance tool that has been produced is a reflective rather than a prescriptive document. Throughout all the conversations we have had, the professional skills and expertise of the tutor is the focal point with additional resources and support feeding into that. The aim of this study was to ensure that we have a supportive document which can be used to make choices with the learners about support that would be best for them. 
The opportunities for support that we can offer to learners with SEN are also accessibility features for learners without SEN; they provide alternative ways of working and strategies that enhance learning in general. The best selection of support is when support is normalised as it allows for choice and promotes independence skills.


Appendices
Appendix 1 - The SEN competency guidance grid 
Appendix 2 - Case Study – Using Microsoft Applications to support learners with dyslexia and other learning difficulties 
Appendix 3 - Case Study – supporting a learner with SEN


2

image1.png
@ @ Essex Counly Council

Hull2 Luton

North | ADULT EDUCATION
Lincolnshire | & COMMUNITY
Council | LEARNING

v
i

@  Thurrock Adult . A .
Ay Slege sy Colsge Wiltshire Council





