


Supporting Students with Learning Difficulties in a School of the Air 

done and in effect Neville had not practised reading consistently for difficulties. 
some years. Consequently, his reading had deteriorated. 

Pat was able to establish that Neville was reading at about the level of a 
student in Year Three or Four and that a focus was still being made on 
the development of basic sight words and phonics. The reading 
strategies that he used to make meaning included reading on, re-reading, 
the beginnings of sounding out, and the use of picture cues. Neville had 
not developed skimming and scanning techniques and had not been 
asked to attempt to find the main idea in the texts that he read. Neville 
became frustrated when he was required to write and had been working 
through the Support A Writer Program. His spelling had begun to 
improve using the look/ feel/ write strategy. 

Neville's teachers had previously attempted to use phonetic skills and had 
found that they did not appear to work for him. They had also been 
using a tactile stimulus through a Braille machine, focusing on the 
Whole Word Approach. Some speech work had been done and it was 
recommended that this be investigated further. They also recommended 
that Neville learn harder words in isolation and that a computer program 
be accessed that would read back what the student had written. 

It appeared that Neville enjoyed books about skeletons and lizards, 
Mathematics, Social Science and Science, building and manipulating and 
the use of the computer. 

The first Home Visit 

Early in the first term Pat and the Support Officer Learning Difficulties 
made a home visit to meet with Neville and his Home Tutor to establish 
some long-term goals for his learning. After some discussion it was 
decided that it was important for Neville to aim to read independently and 
to take ownership of his learning. An initial plan of supplementary 
learning activities was drawn up to be actioned by Pat, the Home Tutor 
and the Support Officer Learning Difficulties. This included: 

• accessing a Braille machine and the Fry sight vocabulary words to 
use with it, 

• taking a selection of spelling words from Neville's writing which 
were to be converted into Braille, 

• a focus on neatness in work, and 

• beginning a search of external agencies to find out more 
information about Symbolic Dysfunctionality. 

The second Home Visit 
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A second visit was made to the station by Pat and the Support Officer 
Learning Difficulties early in Term 2 and Pat has noted that due to 
unavoidable circumstances the Home Tutor has not been able to provide 
the close supervision required to support Neville in participating fully in 
the Air Sessions and his school program in Term 1. 
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When his Home Tutor was unable to work with him it appeared that 
Neville had capitalised on his 'non-reader' status by not completing any 
work that required him to read independently. Although he required a lot 
of assistance to complete reading-based tasks, Neville had not used his 
initiative to find alternative school-tasks to do when his Home Tutor was 
called away. 

Pat was concerned about the amount of work that Neville had not done 
and discussed this with his Home Tutor. Mrs Phillips agreed it was 
important that she devote more time to assisting Neville and realised that 
she needed to make it clear to the community and her employers that she 
was no longer able to be 'on call' indefinitely.. Pat also realised that 
realistically the Home Tutor was not always going to be there to assist 
Neville and so suggested strategies that might be employed to enable him 
to take more responsibility for his own learning. These strategies 
included: 

• Setting up a timetable of achievable activities for Neville to complete 
each day. 

• Accessing computer programs, audiotapes, etc to provide activities 
that Neville could work on independently. 

• Ensuring Neville was aware of the activities that he was expected to 
be able to work on independently. 

• Assisting Neville to utilise real life situations in his learning, e.g. if 
Mrs Phillips was called on suddenly to do some cooking Neville 
could assist and then tape record a recount of the events or record 
the process that he was involved in. 

• Utilising Neville's computer competencies to create his timetable 
and a daily/ weekly reporting form to record activities completed 
and for which he was responsible for faxing or emailing to Pat at 
school. 

• Neville taking responsibility to use the Braille machine to create his 
own sound/ word cards. 

• Neville taking responsibility for continued participation m Air 
Sessions. 

• Continuing with some of the activities from the set work so that he 
is familiar with the process and language of those activities. 

Pat noticed a strong sense of family support for Neville and that the 
Phillips family did a lot of work in reading to and with him. He felt that 
the Phillips were positive and optimistic and that they had realistic 
expectations for their son. Neville's parents understand that he needs to 
overcome his reading difficulty to fully participate in many school 
activities. Neville's three brothers all experienced reading difficulties, 
which they overcame by Year Five or Six of their primary school years. 
Further to this there is a history of deafness in the family. 

Mrs Phillips seemed very grateful for the level of support she received 
from the school and the reasons for Neville's lack of participation in the 
first term program appeared to be genuine. Pat also observed that Neville 
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had an easy-going nature and that, although not averse to school, he had 
become dependent upon his Home Tutor to impose a work structure. 
Hence the need for him to become more independent and responsible for 
his own learning. 

A school visit 
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A family visit was conducted at the School of the Air as Mrs Phillips and 
Neville were in town taking Neville's grandparents to the airport. This 
provided Pat and the Support Officer Learning Difficulties with the 
opportunity of presenting a new program of work to Neville and his 
Home Tutor, as well as a chance to initiate a discussion about Neville's 
inappropriate behaviour in home and school situations. 

The Support Officer Learning Difficulties worked with Neville to 
complete some Maths testing for school data collection while Pat met 
with the Home Tutor to outline Neville's new program and timetable and 
specific Home Tutor and student responsibilities. Neville was to 
complete a set amount of work daily and his Home Tutor was to fax a 
report of the day's activities to Pat each afternoon. The Home Tutor was 
keen to see Neville work within a structured program that would assist 
him to return to a regular work routine. It was also agreed that Neville 
would continue to participate in Air Sessions. 

Pat initiated a discussion about Neville's behaviour which been observed 
at the Home Tutors' Seminar. The Home Tutor agreed that Neville's 
behaviour was at times very inappropriate and that she had observed 
similar behaviours at home. She felt that Neville had no sense of routine, 
nor did he take responsibility for his school work or school matters. For 
example, Neville was taking a long time to complete Maths activities that 
he was capable of because he engaged in a range of distracting 
behaviours, rather than actually doing the Maths. Both Pat and the Home 
Tutor agreed that this was a concern that needed to be confronted and 
dealt with. 

The range of behaviours that were seen to be inappropriate included: 
answering back; arguing every point; poor eating and table manners; 
needing to be told several times to do something before he would 
comply; poor sense of personal space; rough behaviour when playing 
with younger children; and the use of emotionally manipulative 
behaviours with his mother. 

Pat noticed that the Home Tutor was very open during this discussion 
and did not seek to justify or excuse the behaviours discussed. It was 
hoped that the new program would be effective in establishing a routine 
for Neville and that the Home Tutor would be able to confront and 
resolve some of the behavioural issues that prevent him from working 
effectively. With Pat's support the Home Tutor was to attempt to focus 
on one behaviour at a time. This meeting ended positively with Neville's 
teacher and Home Tutor agreeing to assess his progress on a regular 
basis. 

Subsequent records show that Neville and his Home Tutor had begun to 
implement the new program and that Neville had begun to make some 
real progress with his reading and the completion of set work. The 
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reporting form is shown below. 

Please complete and fax everyday to school 

Day: 
Date: 

C}i.f{i & 1)-ffi t'Jll\1) 
Words per minute 
Miscues 
l!A'MILMR RE.1i1)IX(j 
What did Nathan choose? 
How ma miscues'? 
ll-Ml\&1:> RF.:ft1>LN'(j 
Title of book 
Text summary (two sentences - u� 
words from book 

Free word (add to spelling list) 

'M.ftf}t$ 
Ac:tivitles corn leted 

eo-M1>ofta 
· chosen 

Time taken (can you beat 
lOmlnutes 
.fill\ LF.$�0N/S {please circle) 
Home tutor present Y/N 
Were the set tasks corn leted Y N 

TEACHER COMMENTS 

The Student 

Home Tutor comments 

Neville feels that he is good at push biking, riding his motor bike, using 
his Braille machine, doing Maths and using the computer because these 
are activities that he enjoys. He has a good understanding of the 
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functions of reading and writing and what he might read or write for. 

You read for everything really. You read for education or for 
fun, to learn. You read for enjoyment and to hear all about 
the world and everything like that. And writing ... well 
writing's to write your reports and if you've got an important 
story you want to write it's important that you won't forget it 
because you had a lot of important things to think about. 
And you just write down because it's fun some times and 
you just have to some times. 

However, Neville has a less certain picture of himself as a reader and his 
reasons for reading. 

Oh I don't know (why he reads), because I have to, because I 
can't read that well. I like magazines and comic books with 
pictures. 

Neville is quite clear about the kinds of texts he has difficulty reading 
and how he goes about his reading. 

Oh books with no pictures, books with little letters because 
otherwise I have to follow. And basically really long books 
because you get sick of it if you can't read it properly. I tried 
to read a comic book once and like the four pages took me 
about half an hour to read and I got sick of it. I try to read 
comic books a little bit every time and when I come to a 
word I don't know I go past it, and go back and see if it 
makes sense. And you know it makes sense when you read 
the next line and that helps me sometimes. 

Neville's goal this year is to be able to read and write and in particular to 
read so that he can read a book whenever he wants. He perceives that he 
needs help to remember words and how to sound them out properly. He 
thinks that the School of the Air could assist him with his reading by 
providing him with picture books that contain a minimal amount of 
writing and pictures that support the text. At the same time he would like 
to be supported in his writing by not being asked to do 'hard writing' 
until he gets better at it. 

Neville realises that he has a range of people who he can call upon to 
support him with his learning and he discusses this. 

Everyone. My school teacher, Mum and Dad, even my 
brothers. My big brother Daniel, he got Stephen reading this 
book, he didn't want to read but he could. He couldn't read 
that well and Daniel got him on to this book and now he 
starts reading everything he wants and he really wanted this 
science fiction book called 'The Magic Wand' or something 
like that. And so what kept him reading was 'The Magic 
Wand'. And if I have problems my teacher shows me how to 
spell it. .. a little bit of it so I can get started. And on air if I 
can't spell it I mainly sound them out and I get them wrong 
anyway. And every one else has problems but I can work 
them out. 

Neville believes that it will take him another year of work and practice 



before he is able to read as well as he feels he needs to. In spite of this he 
recognises that he is presently already able to learn from his reading. 

I learn a little bit. Like for Christmas I got the Guinness 
Book of Records 2000 book. They're books that everyone's 
going to try and read this year and you can read about things 
in it. Like the longest thing and it has a picture of it and they 
tell you how long they are. The most surprising one is that 
Steve's a slow pushbike rider and he's got all this gear on 
and he goes about 400 krns or something. And the tallest 
man in the world, I can't remember his name, he's nearly 3 
metres. I think he might be a basketball player. 

Neville finds reading, writing, and doing school work difficult and seeks 
assistance from his mother, father and teacher when he has a problem to 
deal with. 

I'll go and ask Mum or like calling on air when I'm on air, or 
ring up Pat and he'll try to explain my work. I'll ask Mum to 
read something if I can't read it and Mum just tries to help 
me as much as she can. I ask Dad to help me with my maths 
'cos when I was doing Home School last year I had him for 
Maths and I'd do Maths for half an hour and I was meant to 
be doing 10 or 20 minutes. I'd get something wrong and 
he'd keep writing it down and he'd keep making me do it on 
a piece of paper. It helped me a little bit maybe. It helped me 
with my times table for a while but as soon as I stopped 
doing it I had to get a piece of paper out and do it on that. 
And then when I stopped it for a month I forgot 'em. I can 
do 'em but I can't do 'em that well. 

Neville appears to be reliant on other people for help when something is 
too hard for him and has difficulty working things out for himself. 
When there are no adults around to work with him his strategy for 
coping with problems is to "just skip pages if it isn't easy". His 
description of his efforts to proofread his writing give some sense of the 
level of responsibility that he demonstrates towards his own learning. 

Well, the way I do it is I can't do much about it. Like when 
I'm reading and I'm writing I sound out. And I'm left handed 
and later I can't read it anyway and I've forgotten what I was 
writing about by then anyway. 

However, Neville does feel that he has made progress with his learning. 
Since accessing the Braille machine at his previous school last year he 
believes he is able to read and write, and spell words more easily. This 
initial use of the Braille machine was limited to twice weekly sessions but 
since coming to the School of the Air the Support Officer Learning 
Difficulties has been able to locate a machine for Neville's exclusive use 
at home. He finds the machine allows him to visualise and remember the 
words that he works with more readily and as a consequence he feels 
more confident about his ability to retain what he has learned. 

The IEP that Pat has developed to help Neville work independently 
includes the use of a CD-ROM that allows him to continue working if 
his Home Tutor is absent. This also eases the pressure he feels to 
complete set tasks, as the reading and numeracy activities on the CD-
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ROM appear to be continuous and he is able to work at his own pace. In 
this way Neville's sense of himself as a successful and independent 
student has begun to develop and he is finding the work he has to do a 
little easier. He is also able to measure his progress from the responses 
to his work that he receives from the people around him. 

Well from everyone and my marks and everything, and 
myself when I try to read books. Well, Pat sees my 
schoolwork improving and Mum 'cos she doesn't have to 
help me as much. 

The Teacher 
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Pat originally completed the two-year teacher-training program and then 
completed a Bachelor of Education. He has taught in city and country 
positions with most of his teaching experience within the field of special 
education. 

I did a couple of years teaching in regular primary schools 
and then resigned to go overseas for a couple of years. 
When I came back I got a position working with children 
who were emotionally disturbed for a couple of years and 
then had ten years in special education. After that I had 7 
years at T AFE working with adult students with disabilities 
and literacy needs and then four years here at the School of 
the Air. 

Pat enjoys the different perspective and teaching experiences that the 
School of the Air provides and describes it as a very unusual job that 
doesn't suit everybody. He cites his breadth of teaching experience and 
maturity as assets to bring to the role of the School of the Air teacher in 
regard to relating to and socialising with parents and a wide range of 
people. He feels that aspects of the School of the Air teacher's role such 
as the demand on personal time, and the loose structure which requires 
teachers to be self-directed would be difficult for those teachers with 
expectations of a regular primary context. 

But there is no training for it and you are thrown in at the 
deep end and it takes 2 or 3 years to become familiar with 
just how it all works and where materials come from. Quite 
often people come into a school and inherit a system that 
doesn't tell them anything about where the materials come 
from, how to order them, what's meant to go with each set 
that goes out to the student. There are often little bits and 
pieces hiding at the school and somehow you are meant to 
know them. Your parents can be very handy that way. When 
we came here we started documenting some of these things 
and one of the other teachers in particular took charge of 
building up a file of what actually happens because we 
walked in and had two years of head scratching before we 
figured out what do we do here. 

It's the same with, you know, having to go out to families and 
set up radios and the like. There's absolutely no training for 
that and it's much easier to grasp aspects of the teaching role 
but from a technical nature, unless you happen to have 



experience working with radios, then that is completely 
foreign. When I came along expecting, I suppose, all of the 
station people to have an understanding of those sorts of 
things because that's part of what they do out there, and they 
don't quite often, you know, you give them instructions, so 
there's a lot of on the job learning and on the spot thinking 
that you have to do, I think it's part of the role. 

Each family situation and therefore each learning environment is quite 
different for each student in the class and Pat comments on the distinct 
characteristics of each School of the Air. 

All the families are very different. You can sort of group 
some together in terms of their background and experiences 
and personality types but each living and social context is 
really quite different and I think that also varies from school 
to school. There's a culture that goes with each of the 
schools, which makes them quite different. Again there are 
some similarities, some threads that run through it all, but I 
think there is a slightly different sort of social and class 
difference that runs through some of the different areas from 
the Kimberley down through to the Nullarbor. The culture 
has been quite interesting to pick up and it's only through the 
experience of working within a SOT A that you start picking 
up the subtleties. And that's particularly useful if you happen 
to have a family that transfers from one station to another or 
comes from a School of the Air in Queensland or South 
Australia or Northern Territory. They come here with a 
different range of expectations and if you're not aware of the 
different contexts they might have come from or aren't 
secure in the knowledge of what your school provides, then 
it's really easy to be running around trying to provide all the 
things that simply don't exist within our system. So there are 
a lot of subtleties I think with the job that people need to get 
used to which takes a long time. 

Pat describes a student with learning difficulties as one who is not able to 
cope with the level of work expected of their age group. He considers 
that most learning difficulties he encounters at the School of the Air are 
centred around literacy and that this is made more difficult for students 
as the set materials at the School of the Air are predominantly print 
based. 

Another factor, which is a part of School of the Air teaching, is the 
dependence upon the oral interaction with students during air lessons. 
Such vital interaction occurs much less frequently than in mainstream 
schooling and becomes complicated when students lack the confidence 
to take part in air lessons. From time to time Pat has noticed that there 
are students who would benefit from being involved in a mainstream 
classroom and the interaction that they would have with other children. 
Although some students need a lot more interaction, most of the students 
perform well in the School of the Air context and are considered orally 
competent because of the range of social experiences they have in the 
situations they live in. Pat considers that this is a result of the very 'rich 
lives' that the students lead which include many opportunities for them to 
mix with adults for much of the time. 
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It has surprised me, the level of competence and confidence 
of the kids, often without the precociousness that you might 
find in other children. They have a comfort level with adults 
that is really quite rewarding at times, and at other times it's a 
little disarming. 

Pat has clear views about the New Chidley model that the School of the 
Air has implemented to assist students with learning difficulties. He feels 
that the shift away from the old Chidley model where students from 
remote areas and their families were able to utilise a residential setting 
has disadvantaged those students that aren't attached to a School of the 
Air. 

Chidley used to be open to somebody from Grass Patch or 
somebody from Salmon Gums and they could go down to 
Chidley to stay there and receive learning support. These 
days it's predominantly only for Schools of the Air and it's 
great for us. Although I don't know how long it will last as a 
position. 

Pat is not totally convinced that the New Chidley model is the best way 
to meet the needs of students with learning difficulties and cites the 
inordinate expense of providing a Support Officer Leaming Difficulties 
for the almost exclusive use of one SOTA He also feels that the Support 
Officer Leaming Difficulties should not be employed in a Public Service 
position and would prefer to see this as a teaching position so that a 
Support Officer Leaming Difficulties can be involved in teaching and 
putting into practice the programs for the students. In spite of this he 
does feel that the program works well. 

Pat perceives the Support Officer Leaming Difficulties' s role is to 
respond to the needs of students as identified by teachers or from 
information gained from whole school testing. Similarly, if a teacher 
didn't feel confident in dealing with a student's particular learning 
difficulty or felt that they needed support in their interactions with the 
Home Tutor and the student, they would contact the Support Officer 
Learning Difficulties and work together to produce an approach and a 
plan for responding to the student's  needs. This usually involves further 
testing of the student by the Support Officer Learning Difficulties and 
the development of an IEP that might suit the student and Home Tutor's 
needs; 

It really has to be something I think that suits both of them 
because it's the Home Tutor that has to implement it. So it 
has to be something that fits within the way they operate and 
it has to operate comfortably within their own schoolroom, 
something they feel they can implement. So far that has been 
generally successful. 

Pat sees the Principal, the teacher and the Support Officer Learning 
Difficulties as almost one stakeholder because they are able to frequently 
discuss and update each other on the progress of any case in hand. He 
considers the most important task is for the school-based stakeholders to 
maintain effective communication with the Home Tutor. This, he 
perceives, is easy given that most of the Home Tutors are very grateful 
for any support and assistance they get. If there is a need to see a student 
on a regular basis the issues to do with distance and frequency of 



personal contact might become a problem. Home v1s1ts do provide 
opportunities for teachers to observe students at work and to see how a 
Home Tutor works with them, or to have the Home Tutor observe a 
teacher work with the student. However, these opportunities are quite 
limited. 

The success of plans and programs for students are always dependent 
upon the Home Tutor's implementation and this can sometimes become 
problematic. Initially Pat spent a lot of time modifying materials for 
Neville and was disappointed when the programs that he had developed 
were implemented haphazardly. 

Pat prefers to maintain a relaxed and open relationship with all of the 
Home Tutors and to encourage frequent communication. He has made a 
point of not setting himself up as an expert and has endeavoured to 
provide the necessary physical and moral support that the Home Tutors 
need to fulfil their role. 

So I think that the open relationship with the parents and 
encouraging dialogue and communication with them is 
absolutely crucial to the success of a program. They need to 
feel comfortable in saying to you, 'Oh look, I've got some 
concerns about this.' And quite often those concerns might 
be related simply to the amount of work that a student has to 
do. Some students who don't have a learning difficulty 
simply work at a much slower rate than other students who 
just chew the work out. And I also let people know that they 
don't have to be doing a certain amount of work, they don't 
have to do X number of sets of work per year, but as long as 
a student is doing you know a regular amount and working 
to the best of their ability then that is fine. 

Pat likes to help the Home Tutor to take responsibility for the work that 
they complete with their student and encourages them to trust their 
judgement as the teachers of students. Even though many Home Tutors 
are reticent to do this Pat thinks that some of the parents are beginning to 
make some of these decisions and he encourages them to keep him 
informed of this. · 

One of the disadvantages for teachers at a School of the Air is that they 
are not able to view the processes students utilise when they are working. 

We get the finished product coming into the school, we see 
the work, we mark their work, we chat to them on air but you 
don't actually see the processes involved and sometimes you 
get work and you go, 'Hmmmm, I don't think it's all their 
work.' Or, 'I think they had a lot of help with this.' Or other 
times you go 'Wow! They're really moving on!' And you 
suddenly see the change they are going through but you 
don't actually sit and watch them going through those 
changes and that's again where it's really important to have 
that information coming in to you from Home Tutors as 
much as possible. 

In Pat's class the Home Tutors of all of his students are the children's 
parents and when he has any concerns about student learning he 
addresses the Home Tutors (parents) directly. Depending upon the type 
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of concerns that he has, Pat will ask the Support Officer Leaming 
Difficulties to join him on a home visit to observe the student working. 
In some instances a problem can be resolved by identifying the 
difficulties students have with their working processes and providing 
further explanation to clarify a process. At other times it may be 
necessary for the Support Officer Leaming Difficulties and the teacher 
to complete more comprehensive testing to gain the information required 
to begin the process needed to set up an IEP that the Home Tutor and 
student can work by. 

During this process the Home Tutor will often take responsibility for 
their student's learning difficulties and blame themselves for not being a 
good enough teacher or Home Tutor. Consequently it is important that 
the teacher and the Support Officer Leaming Difficulties support the 
Home Tutor by creating a blame-free situation within which to work 
together. At this point the Home Tutor needs to feel able to achieve what 
has been planned for the student and to know that the School of the Air 
staff have confidence in their ability to do so. To a degree a shift in 
responsibility is made away from the Home Tutor and onto the student 
to take responsibility for their own learning and to develop independent 
learning strategies according to their ability and developmental level. 

If the staff at the School of the Air are unable to utilise the resources they 
have to address a problem the availability of external agencies to help 
children with learning difficulties in an isolated situation are limited. 

There isn't another external agency that's going to go out and 
visit them at home and deal with that. Sometimes the parents 
are simply faced with a decision, as happened last year, of 
sending a student away to boarding school and finding one 
where they felt the problem could be dealt with. That went 
hand in hand with seeking advice from a doctor regarding 
ADD and that sort of thing and trialing a program of 
medication. So they went looking for resources that we 
couldn't provide and they had to make a decision to do that 
and then seek another place that would suit the child. 

On some occasions new families corning into the School of the Air or 
families who have had limited experience working within the context of 
distance education have difficulty getting younger students to understand 
how to do school in their home environment. In this situation students 
have difficulty relating to their parent as a teacher. It becomes clear that 
embedded in some of the student's difficulties is a need to be socialised 
and to be part of a classroom where they are able to see other students 
working and to understand what it means to be at school. 

The School of the Air staff access the Resource Centre at the District 
Office and make use of the materials located there. They also access the 
psychologist, speech therapists and occupational therapists located at the 
District Office or the local hospital. On occasions the School of the Air 
staff have organised appointments with specialists for families when they 
come into town. 

The Revise Service operates in this area and is a program where retired 
teachers visit isolated students and spend a period of up to four weeks 
with a particular family. This is seen to provide relief for parents, often 
at a time when they're involved in tasks such as mustering or shearing. In 



the past the School of the Air staff have found the Revise teachers useful 
in assisting Home Tutors and students to set up a timetable and work 
routine or to simply just to give the Home Tutors a break so that they 
may step back and reflect on their work with their student. 

Quite often it's a retired couple who come up and bring their 
caravan and their car and they get their fuel costs paid for 
and the family puts them up or feeds and waters them for the 
time that they're there. Some are very, very good and have 
been terrific and some have gone back to visit the same 
family 2 or 3 years in a row because they've just got on well 
together and the family has seen it as being invaluable. 

Pat considers the Support Officer Learning Difficulties' s role is one that 
requires them to respond to student need as identified through whole 
school testing or in response to a request from a Home Tutor or a 
teacher. In all instances the teacher is the first person with whom the 
parents and Home Tutors are encouraged to discuss any issues arising 
from their teaching. Subsequent to this the teacher would collaborate 
with the Support Officer Learning Difficulties. 

In my case I would look at some work or learning materials 
that might assist in the first instance to give us a better idea 
of whether they're just struggling with a particular concept or 
struggling with work that really is just above them before we 
did any more in depth testing or assessment or anything like 
that. Then usually we would just arrange a home visit and 
go out with the SOLD and work with the student and have a 
discussion afterwards about what we feel is happening there. 
The SOLD is really terrific about going off and then finding 
resources that she feels might be appropriate and useful. 
And we would put together an initial program that we think 
might work and trial that and see how it goes. If it doesn't 
work we try something else. 

Often the turn around time for work to be returned to the School of the 
Air for marking by the teacher can be as much as two weeks and it 
becomes difficult to monitor what is happening with students on a day
to-day basis. For the teachers of students that are experiencing learning 
difficulties it is important to maintain a strong line of contact with the 
Home Tutor so that feedback about the subtle changes in the way the 
students are working can be monitored. Without daily contact with the 
student a teacher cannot pick up the small steps of progress that have 
been made. This also provides an opportunity to monitor the way in 
which an IEP might be implemented in the home-school situation. 

In Neville's situation I've asked the Home Tutor to fax me a 
brief report on the day's work at the end of each day. This is 
to assist the Home Tutor to stay on top of the organisation 
of things. It's really a means of helping the Home Tutor to 
focus on the organisational and timetabling aspects so that 
she and the Neville can work to them. And it's . certainly 
paying off. 

In spite of having some reservations about the actual creation of 
positions Pat feels that the School of the Air is extremely lucky to have 
the services of the Support Officer Learning Difficulties. The 
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collaborative model of the Support Officer Learning Difficulties position 
prohibits them from actually working with students and requires them to 
work through the teacher and Home Tutor. In Pat's view this 
organisation, in some instances, can be an inefficient use of teacher time. 

Sometimes is just as practical to have somebody else who 
might be an expert in the field to be sitting down actually 
working with the child and going out and visiting them and 
monitoring their progress as much as this passing back of 
information second and third hand all the time. I just think 
there will be more scope for the SOLDs to work more 
effectively with the students if they were employed in a 
teaching position. 

The effect that the Support Officer Learning Difficulties has had on Pat's 
day-to-day teaching role has been positive. He feels fortunate in being 
able to call upon the Support Officer Learning Difficulties' s  help when 
he has been confronted with a student who has difficulties that he feels 
he cannot initially meet. 

The SOLD's terrific in responding and coming up with an 
initial program and I am really happy to keep that going if I 
feel it's working effectively. So it's terrific to have the 
resource right on the doorstep. I'm also wise enough to 
know that it may not be there for ever so I'm happy to 
embrace it while it is there and say, 'Hey, it makes my life 
easier ! '  Why should I feel guilty about that? So, it's terrific. 

Since the Support Officer Leaming Difficulties has been at the School of 
the Air there have also been changes that have occurred for the students. 
Often students with learning difficulties are perceived negatively and as a 
consequence there can be a stigma attached to those students identified 
as needing further support in their learning. Pat feels that this situation 
has been avoided at the School of the Air because of the way in which 
the stakeholders in any one case work together to devise programs of 
work which provide individual students with the success that they need to 
be able to continue learning. 

I suppose there's both a perception and undoubtedly a reality 
that those problems are being addressed, so there's probably 
a greater comfort level for teachers and Home Tutors, and 
perhaps students alike. I don't think there's any stigma 
attached to a student working with the SOLD or doing a 
special program other than set work. A lot of set work is 
modified anyway so it's not like the stigma that might exist 
in a primary school where a student has been withdrawn or 
going off to see a specialist teacher for something. I think 
that's partly due to the way the SOLD works with the parents 
and the teachers. It really is a whole team approach. There is 
a greater level of comfort in terms of being able to deal with 
these problems when they arise and people are quite happy 
to discuss learning difficulties. 

In Neville's case Pat sees that the work done has had a positive impact on 
the whole family. Initially Neville was behaving in a manner that was not 
only detrimental to his learning but also to his family relationships. Since 
working with the School of the Air staff and implementing the IBP 



devised for him, Neville feels confident enough to attend the air lessons 
he previously would have avoided and the Home Tutor is able to provide 
positive daily feedback. 

It was a case of Year Six boy behaving like a three-year-old. 
He was tantruming and spending the whole day just arguing 
the point with Mum. She was buying into it and they'd both 
be exhausted by the end of the day and no work would have 
been accomplished. We've tried to change that around by 
giving them a very simple program with a lot of structure to 
it and very achievable amounts of work. I think it's turning 
the situation around and they both seem a lot happier. That's 
taken out some of the elements that were causing a lot of 
friction between the family as a whole. So I think that's 
pretty positive. 

Similarly the Home Tutors have responded positively to the 
implementation of the New Chidley model at the School of the Air. Pat 
has noticed that where initially Home Tutors were quick to condemn 
themselves for their students learning problems, they have come to 
recognise that there are many factors that contribute to this. 

And I think we're helping to take away some of that self 
blame that Home Tutors might have gone through 
previously. And gradually they are beginning to realise that 
it's not their fault. By the same token if a student is 
performing well I always like to give accolades to the Home 
Tutor as well as the student. 

The evaluation of students' IEPs is a task that the teacher and the Support 
Officer Leaming Difficulties formally complete at the end of term. A 
team review of the student's progress is made from records and reports 
collated throughout the term, and a recommendation is made with regard 
to further programming. The Support Officer Leaming Difficulties in 
tum reports to the Principal about the progress of individual students. A 
more informal approach is also taken where the teacher and the Support 
Officer Leaming Difficulties adjust programs where necessary to ensure 
constant forward progress for the student. 

One of the benefits of the New Chidley model is the high level of 
support that is available to teachers should they choose to take advantage 
of it. Pat feels that this certainly makes the job of catering to individual 
needs a lot easier. The same kind of high level of support is available to 
individual students and their families if they are willing to work in 
partnership with the School of the Air staff to implement a program of 
work designed specifically to meet the needs of the student. Pat wonders 
about the possibility of all primary schools having access to similar 
resources. 

I do feel for other schools that don't have access to the same level of 
support that we do. Effectively what we've got with a school population 
of 40 students would be the equivalent of each class in a primary school 
having its own SOLD attached to the class and to a teacher, which is 
fairly unusual. So from that point of view, for the individual teacher it's 
fantastic. 
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