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Abstract
The Barker College Secondary School Learning Support Department aims to make learning
accessible, enjoyable and successful for all students. This article brings to light the theory
and practice behind their work, which often occurs behind the scenes. It also explores how
the Department catered for the diverse needs of its students when the School was
unexpectedly thrust into an online learning environment in March 2020, as the result of the
COVID-19 pandemic. This rapid shift had the potential to compound the difficulties
experienced by students with extra learning needs. The Learning Support Department was
able to draw on research and experiences from around the world to ensure that despite
being physically remote the students were well-supported.

O verview of pre-CO VID -19 approaches
The Barker College Learning Support Department is committed to making every aspect of the
Barker learning experience accessible to students who face cognitive, social or emotional barriers.
Their strategies are underpinned by contemporary research and refined each year as they get to
know the students in their care. This year presented the unique challenge of learning how to care
for students in a remote learning environment. This article will outline the cornerstones of the
Learning Support Department’s traditional practices, examine how and why these supports were
modified to suit online learning, and reflect on how the challenges of COVID-19 can drive us to
further refine these support systems into the future.
Their work is underpinned by the philosophy that no two students are the same, but that all
deserve to be able to access the curriculum and demonstrate their progress. This involves
identifying each individual student’s learning barriers and tailoring their educational experience
accordingly. ‘Failure to do so results in teaching to the middle and providing material that is too
challenging for some students and too simple for others’ (Lindner, Dooley & Williams 2003, p.26).
The danger of teaching to the middle is highlighted by Todd Rose in his research ‘The Myth of
Average’ (2013). He argues that no individual (in any area of society, not just educational
institutions), actually embodies the ‘average’ and that by catering to this mythical construct we
are restricting performance.
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Figure 1: Image from Disability Leadership Summit (ACEL 2018), sourced from: www.csepa.com

In order to cater to a large number of students with diverse needs, the Barker College Learning
Support Department apply a tiered model of inclusion (Figure 2). This model describes on campus
practice and also informed the transition to online learning.

Figure 2: AISNSW Multi-tiered systems of support for students with diverse needs (Source: AISNSW n.d.).
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Tier one
According to the multi-tiered support structure, the first tier involves implementing quality,
differentiated learning in all classrooms. This approach benefits every student, regardless of
whether they have a diagnosed learning difficulty. Barker’s Teaching and Learning Framework
(Barker College 2019) provides a common language for teachers to discuss and grow in their
ability to cultivate this environment. It has many ambitious and pertinent aims, including for all
students to feel ‘valued and known by their teachers’ (p. 8). One of the ways the Learning Support
Department contributes to this aim is by providing in-class support to assist the students in their
care and build teacher capacity in catering to individual students. Ideally, large numbers of
students can be supported in this way without being removed from their standard classes. The
Learning Support Department also develop individual learning profiles to disseminate to staff,
enabling them to integrate targeted support strategies into their regular lessons. These may be
supplemented with resources and training sessions to equip classroom teachers.

Expecting every student to achieve
ACEL Disability Leadership Summit 2018
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Figure 3: NESA guidance on differentiation (NESA 2020)

Differentiated teaching practice is foundational to the success of tier one support. As shown in
Figure 3, differentiation may involve varying the lesson content, the learning process, the
classroom environment or the means by which the student is able to demonstrate their
understanding. In their ‘Fact Page Differentiated Teaching’ (n.d.), the AISNSW recommends
strategies such as providing additional scaffolds, adjusting worked examples and offering
supplementary teaching.
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Tier two
The second tier of support is more targeted and occurs when differentiated class instruction is
insufficient to enable particular students to access the curriculum in its entirety and thus meet
their full academic potential. At Barker College, this involves supports such as Additional Studies
(for years 7, 9 and 10) and Senior Studies (for years 11 and 12). In these small groups, students
receive targeted support in areas such as literacy, numeracy and executive functioning skills, as
required. Support at this level may also involve assessment adjustments and disability provisions
to ensure that all students have a fair chance to demonstrate their understanding.
Tier three
Students in the third tier require intensive interventions. At Barker College, they are individually
managed by a case manager from the Learning Support Department. They often have Individual
Plans which are developed through a collaborative process involving the student’s parents, Head
of House, Dean, Counselling Department and external specialists as required. Tier three students
are frequently monitored and their plans are regularly reviewed and refined.

Adaptations for online learning
The aforementioned strategies have been implemented successfully for many years at Barker
College. However, with the unforeseen transition to the COVID-19 context came the challenge of
how to support such a diverse student group remotely. The established three tier model provided
a helpful framework for categorising needs and allocating resources. The Learning Support
Department assisted staff at a tier one level by developing and disseminating materials about
how to make online learning accessible to every student. In particular, this involved advice about
the layout, language and procedural complexity of tasks. Tier two students were invited to small
group check-ins with Learning Support staff via Microsoft Teams. Tier three students had more
individualised support developed in consultation with their parents, including adjustments such
as an amended workload and one-to-one assistance with task completion.
In addition to adapting the tiered model of intervention, the Learning Support Department
undertook research to inform their methodologies. This was conducted in consultation with the
Barker Institute and synthesised into a presentation for Learning Support staff. Despite the
situation being unprecedented, there was a body of research to draw on in developing a bestpractice approach. This included research into pre-existing online learning scenarios such as
universities and distance education, combined with experiences from countries where schools
were closed ahead of Australia. The key findings were as follows:

The potential benefits of online learning for students with additional learning needs
The research outlined many positive outcomes of online learning for students with learning needs.
These benefits are summarised in Figure 4, and the Learning Support Department aimed to
capitalise on these potential advantages throughout the process. These benefits are particularly
enabled through the range of technologies available that can assist with differentiating the
learning process and the product students construct to demonstrate their understanding (Hensel
2020).
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Figure 4: Excerpt from a presentation given by the researcher to Learning Support staff

The challenges of online learning for students with additional learning needs
The research identified some possible challenges of online learning for students with learning
difficulties. Firstly, several learners lack independent learning skills such as the executive
functioning ability required to regulate their own learning (Zhou et al. 2020). Compounding this,
teachers across the globe had limited time to adapt their methods and content for remote
learning. This was problematic, given that online learning ‘is not simply transplanting normal
classroom teaching or offline education scenarios to the internet platform’ (Zhou et al. 2020,
p.514). This difficulty extends to assessments, leading many to be postponed or redesigned. In
order to minimise these potential negatives, Barker College conducted an online learning trial.
This yielded valuable feedback about the process and provided time for staff to plan and
collaborate. In this period, Barker College’s Digital Learning Team produced instructional videos
to upskill teachers and ensure they were equipped to utilise the available technologies. At a tier
one level, the School provided all students with guidelines about how to shape their day and the
Learning Support Department advised teachers on how to differentiate within an online
environment. For students in tiers two and three, Learning Support staff provided additional help
with locating, prioritisng, chunking, planning and completing tasks.
Another significant challenge was supporting the wellbeing of students, especially given that
significant change and the removal of social supports can both be significant risk factors for
depleted mental health. Compounding this, extended screen time can have detrimental effects.
To reduce these issues, Barker College did not require all learning to be synchronous, meaning
that students could work without being on their devices for the duration of the school day. Barker
College also aimed to provide opportunities for students to connect and collaborate through
Canvas, its online Learning Management System. It will be important to continually to monitor the
wellbeing of students given the research that school interruptions can have ongoing effects on
student wellbeing (Golberstein, Wen, & Miller 2020; Prime, Wade & Brown 2020).

Recom m endations
Research by the Smart Learning Institute of Beijing University (2020), surmised that the two
interventions with the greatest impact would be one-on-one tutoring and real-time

Barker Institute Learning in Practice • 7

communication with parents. The Learning Support Department utilised these to great effect,
especially for students who fall into the third tier.
The remaining recommendations fall into three broad categories. Firstly, building relationships
(between peers and with teachers) is paramount to successful online learning. Secondly, task
types need to be varied, flexible and not simply a replica of in-class tasks. Thirdly, work needs to
be disseminated and tracked in an accessible, concise and predictable manner. These
recommendations are expanded upon below.
Category 1: Facilitate building of relationships
• Teachers should ‘Show your face: research has shown that lecture videos that show instructors’
faces are more effective than simple narrated slideshows. Intersperse your slides with video
of yourself’ (Lee 2020).

•

‘...if we work to reduce the psychological space between participants and instructors through
pedagogy, it will likely lead to higher learning outcomes’ (Groshell 2020).

•

‘A good online teacher facilitates a variety of forms of interaction between participants and
instructors, such as instructor-learner and learner-learner interactions (Huang, Chandra,
DePaolo & Simmons 2016).

•

‘Don’t underestimate the need to communicate… enthusiasm and tone of voice can ease their
stress… foster personal relationships and have fun’ (Glauser & Grillo 2020).

•

‘Don’t hide your feelings: Online teachers’ emotional openness is a great instructional strategy.
Tell your students that it is your first time teaching online and you are learning while teaching.
Explicitly ask them to help you, reassuring them that you will do your very best to support
their learning as well. They will be sympathetic since they share the same emotions, and you
will be set up for success’ (Lee 2020).

Category 2: Rethink task types
• Remember that learning is recursive. In particular, skills and knowledge learnt via online
learning need to be regularly revisited - ‘refresh and reinforce key information regularly to
help support memory retention’ (Shearer, 2019).

•

Utilise digital technologies rather than mimic normal lessons.

•

Work should cater for different ability and efficiency levels (for example, use a ‘must do’ /
‘should do’ / ‘can do’ structure).

•

Integrate opportunities for parent / student feedback (before complaints emerge).

•

Work should be authentic with real world significance or applications.

•

Integrate opportunities for positive thinking, personal reflection and gratitude.

•

Include accessibility options such as closed captions, text to speech and dictator tools.

•

Consider setting offline options (low tech or no tech activities).

•

Use formative feedback to adjust learning tasks and move the learner forward.

•

Integrate flexibility and choice - there should be variation in the required product, such as
recording their verbal responses rather than having to type, or choosing from a matrix of
tasks.
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Category 3: Disseminate work clearly and consistently
• Work should be easy to find and manage.

•

Clear protocols should be in place to ensure a uniform process of dissemination across
different subjects.

•

Include a suggested time frame for each task.

•

Clearly indicate due dates and criteria for success.

•

Provide interactive scaffolds / calendars to help students keep track of due dates and work
completion.

•

It should be clear from the start of the page what students are required to do (rather than
specifying the task after copious background reading).

•

Create patterns of activity (Glauser & Grillo, 2020). For example, follow learning patterns or
sequences to reduce procedural complexity.

•

‘Online students do not like frequent changes in their learning style. They are happy to repeat
the same structure and activities. Once you find a teaching style working for you, feel free to
repeat it each week until you are back in your classroom’ (Lee, 2020).

Conclusion
During the period of remote learning, the Learning Support Department studied the
recommendations from this article, applied them in their own practice and provided school-wide
support for staff and students alike. The period was challenging for many members of the Barker
community and students with additional learning needs were potentially at greater risk, but it has
been pleasing to see many silver linings emerge out of the difficulties. Anecdotally, there are
reports across the School of beneficial collaboration and upskilling amongst staff; increased
independence, resilience and self-efficacy amongst students; and a deepened gratitude for
school community. These gains extend to the students involved with the Learning Support
Department. In addition, this experience has led to technology being integrated more seamlessly
into the classroom and there is scope for the lessons about accessibility to be applied more
effectively to formal assessment tasks. The School will continue to examine and learn from this
event, enhancing their delivery of a first-rate educational experience across all learning abilities,
despite the impact of unpredictable external factors.
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