The purpose of the study was to develop a greater understanding of the experiences
of school life for students who consistently found learning difficult, their
perceptions of the difficulties they faced with their learning and how this had
influenced their lives, socially and academically.

It was hoped that their

perspectives would highlight those structures and strategies that were of the most
value in supporting them, as well as those that had a negative impact on their
achievement and adjustment.

Eight people with learning difficulties each participated in a series of three
individual, in-depth interviews about their experiences of school. The participants,
five male and three female, ranged in age from ten to twenty five years. Four were
primary school students, in Years Four, Five and Six. Two students were in Year
Nine at high school, while a further two participants had completed their
schooling. One was currently unemployed, while the other had completed a
university degree and had been teaching for three years.

Participants were chosen from randomly selected government schools in the ACT,
nominated by the school as fitting the selection criteria. Learning difficulties were
defined in tenns of their meeting criteria that were indicative of teacher and parent
concern for academic underachievement over a period of at least two years. The
selection process was also guided by criteria to locate key informants, i.e.
individuals who may have been able to highlight specific issues related to the
relationships between learning difficulties and socioeconomic status, social
competence and employment opportunities.

Interviews with each participant .took place over three separate sessions of
approximately fifty minutes' duration. Data was analysed using Hycner's guidelines
for phenoinenological analysis. Interviews were transcribed and coded, with an

independent researcher validating identified themes. An agreement rate of 88%
was achieved. Interviews were then summarised and returned to the participants to
confirm whether the interpretation of their perspectives was accurate. Themes that
were common across the interviews were discussed in relation to current research.
The results of this research study confirmed the central role played by quality
teachers and best teaching practices in being able to enhance learning and to meet
the needs of individual students. These factors were an integral part of engaging
students in the learning process and promoting successful learning experiences.
The study also emphasised the importance of parents, particularly mothers, in the
adjustment of the participants to the everyday demands, academic and social, of
school life. The necessity of establishing and sustaining effective early intervention
programs was also highlighted, as was the value of listening to the voices of
individuals with learning difficulties when making decisions on their behalf.
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There are significant numbers of children in our education system who, over their
years of schooling, seem to consistently fail to develop academic skills at the rate
and level anticipated in relation to their peers, often in spite of their involvement in
intervention programs or resource assistance (Vogel 1992, Westwood 1997).
Frequently this underachievement is unexpected, with no readily discernible cause
or cure. For many students, it remains a permanent condition throughout their
school life, and as they move into the wider community (Adelman & Vogel 1991).
My project has developed from concerns as an educator as to how finding learning
difficult influences a student's life, not only academically, but socially and
emotionally, in a society where a n increasingly sophisticated level of literacy is
becoming essential to cope with the functional demands of everyday life. For it is
in the context of reading, writing and interpreting language that learning
difficulties are most evident (Robinson 1 996, Moats 1993).
"It is overridingly the case, however, that all Australians now

require deeper, broader and higher literacy capabilities than at any
time in the past."
(Le Bianco & Freebody 1997:16)
Research has focused strongly on identifying and categorising individuals, noting
characteristics and deficiencies, and structuring interventions presumed to
overcome these deficits (Atkinson 1997). However the research is not voluminous
on the personal experiences of individuals with learning difficulties, despite the
established importance of intrapersonal factors that influence learning (Hearne &
Stone 1995, Gardner 1997). This key perspective is frequently excluded, as
individual differences are most often described and accounted for in tenns of
measured abilities (Wenz-Gross & Siperstein 1997:214).

The present study aimed to contribute to research that elucidates the personal
experience of learning difficulties by addressing the following questions:
What is the experience of having a learning difficulty like?
How do individuals cope with the everyday demands of classroom life?
Do the structures and programs set up to support them offer the
assistance they need?

How are one's life and opportunities influenced by consistently finding
learning difficult, over an extended period of time?
What themes are evident in the experiences of our education system by
the students in this study?
"Many things have been claimed on behalf of people with
learning difficulties."
(Atkinson 1997:l )
Most of the accumulated knowledge and understanding of the field of learning
dif'ftculties has been derived from the authoritative voices of professionals and
experts. Only a very small part of our understanding has come from the
experiences of the individuals themselves. As we endeavour to create an
environment in our schools that will enable all children to learn effectively, we
need to listen to the voices of those who are most intimately influenced by
decisions and policies made on their behalf (Reid & Button 1995, Atkinson 1997).
Their unique perspectives may suggest solutions to the problems they face, as they
become collaborators in the process of creating a more effective, dynamic
education system, that can adapt to the needs of all students (Hearne & Stone 1995,
Reid & Button 1995).

This study has focused on the experiences of eight individuals who have had
learning difficulties during their school years.
"If given a chance to talk freely, people appear to know a lot about
what is going on. "
(Bertaux l98 1:39, cited in Seidman 1991:2)
In depth interviewing was chosen as the most effective way to walk alongside
those who have experienced learning difficulties, to look at their world from their
perspective, and to understand their interpretation of the strategies deemed
appropriate for their learning needs. A range of practices is imposed on students
with learning difficulties. How do they see these practices? Do they offer the help
and support they need or do they exacerbate their difficulties?
The study reviewed current literature on learning difficulties and learning
disabilities, focussing on the nature of the concept, the problems encountered in
defining its parameters and interventions that have been structured to provide
support. The review also concentrated on the social and emotional impact of
learning difficulties on individuals, how they influence their relationships with
others and their long-term life opportunities.
The literature highlighted the emphasis in studies on professional interpretations,
classifications and measurements of personal experiences (Bryan 1991). There has
been a relative scarcity of studies that have allowed individuals with learning
difficulties to tell their own stories (Atkinson 1997).
Where research has focussed on personal narratives, and has enabled individuals to
share their experiences, it has empowered them to articulate their o w needs, and
to refute stereotypical images of whom and what they are. The multidimensionality
of their personalities and their experiences becomes the defining factor, rather than
their deficiencies (Atkinson 1997, Reid & Button 1995). These studies have
provided valuable insights into how individuals with learning difficulties

experience the academic and social challenges in their daily lives, the coping
mechanisms they use and the support structures they value (Reis, Neu & McGuire
1997, Cohn 1998, Barga 1996). They have exposed the feelings of oppression and
undervaluing that for some have been part of their everyday experiences (Reid &
Button 1995). They have also highlighted the feelings of empowerment that can
ensue when individuals are given the opportunity to take greater control of, and
responsibility for, both their learning and their lives (Atkinson 1997, Reid &
Button 1995). The purpose of this study was to provide an opportunity to hear the
voices of a small group of individuals, to view their social world from their
perspective.
Four primary students, two high school students and two young adults were
interviewed over three sessions each about their experiences of school. The
selection process involved teacher referrals from randomly selected government
schools, according to specific criteria used to define learning difficulties in the
context of this study. A further selection process was then undertaken, to identifL
key informants from within the group of individuals with leaning difficulties. Key
informant interviewing, as a data collection strategy, is derived from
anthropological research, where specific individuals are interviewed because they
are in a special position to convey a well-informed or unique perspective on the
issue under study (Weirsma 1995:263). The literature highlighted several key
factors that significantly influenced the quality of life of individuals with learning
difficulties, over the longer term. These factors included socio-economic status,
social competence and employment prospects. Key informants were chosen as
.d.

those whose personal circumstances or characteristics enabled them to have an
"informed" perspective on one of these issues. It was hoped that their intimate
knowledge would contribute to a greater understanding of the relationships
between these factors and learning difficulties. When the selection process was
completed, participants were asked by the referring teacher to initiate contact with
,-

the researcher, if they were interested in becoming involved in the study.
The interviews were recursive, with the emphasis being on listening to personal
stories. An interview guide, with the categories determined from the literature, was
used to maintain a focus to the interviews as well as to provide continuity between

interviews. The use of a guide also provided flexibility, so that the conversations
could follow pathways that were of importance to the participants.
Data was analysed using an approach adapted from Hycner's phenomenological
analysis (Cohen & Manion 1989). Interviews were transcribed and coded, with an
independent researcher confirming identified themes to verify the validity and
consistency of interpretations. Information that was not relevant to the research
questions was eliminated, and interviews were summarised, with the themes
relevant to each individual identified. These summaries were returned to each
participant, so that they could confinn the accuracy of interpretation. A composite
summary was then written, identifying themes that were common across all the
interviews.
The composite summary of themes brought into focus issues that were of concern
to the participants in this study. ~ h e s ewere discussed in terms of current research.
There were significant commonalties in their perceptions and experiences, with
implications for both educational policies and teaching practice. The study
highlighted the essential role of the teacher in the creation of a positive classroom
environment, where the needs of the individual are paramount, and opportunities
are provided to work and learn collaboratively, and in a variety of ways. The
participants also emphasised the importance of practices that engage students and
motivate them to become active participants in the learning process, providing the
key to successful learning experiences.
The study reaffirmed the importance of developing early, systematic and on-going
interventions at a school level, so that support was consistent, flexible and
appropriate to the needs of the student over the longer term. The role of parents,
most particularly mothers, was confinned as a major source of long-term support
for students with learning difficulties, a vital component in the way they were able
to meet the demands of school life. The students in this study also emphasised the
importance of the role of the teacher in determining the classroom environment, as
well as the need for learning to be "fun", occurring through engagement with, and
involvement in, lessons.

Recommendations are made for further research into early interventions, to
determine their long-term efficacy for students with learning difficulties. It is also
recommended that teacher training and professional development be restructured,
to more adequately prepare educators to meet the challenges they face in catering
for the diverse needs of all their students.

SUMMARY
This chapter outlines the-rationale for this study, its aims and its development from
initial concerns of the effects of learning difficulties on the lives of students. It also
provides an overview of the research, the methodology and an indication of the
results and conclusions.
The following chapter discusses current literature on learning difficulties and
learning disabilities, and provides the conceptual and research context for this
study.

This chapter reviews current literature on learning disabilities and difficulties. It
examines the controversy that has surrounded the definition of the concept, and its
influence in determining the prevalence of learning difficulties. The search for
causes and cures for this phenomena in such a diverse population is discussed as
are its effects on the individuals themselves, including social and emotional
profiles and the long-term influences that can be apparent throughout their lives.
The final section of this chapter reviews the literature on the personal perspectives
of individuals with learning disabilities.

"It is difficult to capture any essence for learning disabilities."
(Kavale, Forness & Lorsbach 1991 :258)
Research in the field of learning difficulties and learning disabilities reflects
continuing conceptualisation inconsistencies as to their nature and origin. Over the
last three decades, the meaning of the terms has become increasingly elusive and
controversial in the struggle to discover a universally acceptable definition that
appropriately represents such a diverse, heterogeneous group of individuals.
The term 'learning disabilities' only became apparent in educational literature
during the mid 1960's, as a generic category encompassing various problems
related to the acquisition of language and learning (Zigmond 1993, Doris
1993:104). It rapidly became a widely accepted educational concept, because it
seemed to provide a non-stigmatizing explanation, without reference to brain

dysfunction or mental retardation, for why some children unexpectedly
experienced difficulties in learning.
One of the fundamental tensions in formulating a universally accepted definition
has been the multi-disciplinary nature of the field, which legitimately incorporates
such diverse areas as education, psychology, speech therapy, medicine and the
physical sciences. One definition has been inadequate to encompass the varying
interests and agendas of all perspectives, educational and scientific (Torgesen
1993, Kavale et al, 1991). From an educational perspective, the focus has been on
providing access to services for those children who are struggling to learn in
regular classes without special assistance, while science has been attempting to
describe the parameters of a specific phenomenon. Social and political interests
have often directed research and prioritised funding, with many interventions and
policies failing to emanate from firm research foundations (Torgesen 1993:155,
Lyon & Moats 1993:3).
Protagonists continue to debate whether the phenomenon 'learning disability7
exists or whether it is a social construction, reflecting the failure of education
systems and society to tolerate and accommodate individual differences, and so
creating in students what appears to be disabilities (Zigrnond 1993:252, Hearne &
Stone 1995:441, Hallahan, Kauffman & Lloyd 1996:13). Others see such debates
as counter-productive to the reality of learning disability, eroding the credibility
and the integrity of the concept as well as undermining efforts to unlock the
enigma of learning disability (Kavale & Fomess 1996).
While the definition controversy continues to drift further from resolution, the
practicalities of dealing with such a complex phenomenon have lead to broad, wide
ranging interpretations of the concept.
'Despite research and practice for almost twenty years we still
lack a consistent and agreed upon frame of reference within which
to conduct systematic and comprehensive research.'
(Keoh, 1982, cited in Kass and Maddux, 1993)

It has been the efforts to operationalise learning disability without this frame of
reference that have compounded confusion within the field and extended the
population who may be considered learning disabled. Increasing numbers of
individuals requiring some form of academic assistance have been incorporated
within its ambiguous boundaries. This ambiguity has seen learning disability grow
to become the largest of all disability categories in America, increasing more than
250% since 1975 (Slavin, Madden, Karweit, Dolan, Wasik, Shaw, Mainzer &
Haxby 1991 :373).
Kavale, Forness and Lorsbach (1991263) summarise the controversy on
definitions, contending that it is unlikely that "any combination or permutation of
words defining learning disability will ever be accepted as 'the' definition of
learning disability." The reality remains that most definitions are stipulative, in that
they represent an understanding, in contrast to a scientific framework, that is
accepted as appropriate for a particular set of circumstances or program.
In the United States;Iearning

difficulties are most commonly referred to as

learning disabilities and relate to a specific diagnosed category of disability, with
implications for access to services as well as legal ramifications. By contrast, in
Australia, there is much less emphasis on formal definition. The term learning
difficulties is generally preferred to learning disabilities, and is used to describe
those students in regular schools and settinss who are consistently underachieving
in academic work in relation to their peers (van Kraayenoord and Elkins
1994:237). Access to special education assistance is not generally dependent on
fonnal identification procedures. The National Health and Medical Research
Council of Australia supports the use of both terms. Learning difficulties is a more
generic, umbrella tenn to describe those individuals who have problems with
learning, while the term learning disability is preferred to describe the smaller
subset of students whose learning problems are not thought to result from
environmental, intellectual or educational inadequacies (NH & MRC 1990).
As the literature confirms, the parameters of these concepts, learning difficulties
and learning disabilities are elusive and ill defined, with no exclusive boundaries or
populations that practically and reliably distinguish the two tenns. In the context of

this research, the term learning difficulties has been used as the preferred
terminology, following the more commonly accepted practice in Australia. This is
a more inclusive term, refemng to students who have experienced dificulties with
their learning, and where the emphasis is more on the experiences of the child (van
Kraayenoord and Elkins 1995), and less on their deficiencies, as is implicit in the
term learning disabilities. References in this study to learning disabilities pertain to
the way in which individuals have been identified in American research studies.

2.2 PWACENCE
Research into the prevalence of !earning difficulties reflects the inherent
contradictions and inconsistencies that have been apparent in defining learning
difficulty and disability.
"Clearly prevalence depends upon the competence of regular schools to
meet the needs of children who experience difficulties."
(van Kraayenoord & El kins 1995: 264)
"The most important decision you will make is that of definition - because
your definition will dictate for you the tenninology ..., the prevalence figure,
your selection criteria, the characteristics of your population and the
appropriate remedial procedures."
(McCarthy, 1971 cited in Kavale and Fomess 1995:2)
Estimations of learning difficulties show great variation, ranging anywhere from
2% to 30% of the population, largely because of discrepancies in definition, where

the definition selected to identify those with learning difficulties determines the
number of individuals who will fit the category. Because definitions vary
significantly, so to do prevalence rates. The subjectivity and interpretation
involved in assessing whether individuals meet specific criteria also significantly
influences how many people are identified as having learning difficulties. As
Hanvell ( 1 9895) succinctly explains, "It depends on whom you decide to count."

Prevalence is further complicated by the 'shifting political realities, local
expediencies, and questionable psychometrics' often involved, as identified groups
can be used and abused to promote or support specific agendas (Torgesen 1996).
In the United States, sociopolitical issues have been an essential part of the growth
of learning disabilities to the largest disability category (Lyon & Moats 1993). In
Australia, research conducted by the Australian Council for Educational Research
(ACER) in 1975 to determine prevalence rates and intended to be repeated at
regular intervals, was discontinued after 1982 because of social and political
interpretations of accountability and 'back to basics' educational policies (van
Kraayenoord & Elkins 1995:263). Similar arguments have again surfaced in
relation to current national literacy testing in Years 3 and 5, where sociopolitical
agendas have influenced educational arguments as to the advantages and
disadvantages of establishing national literacy benchmarks (ACER 1996-7:12)
While prevalence rates remain inconclusive, it is estimated that, in Australia,
around 10% - 15% of students in regular classes have learning difficulties, in that
their learning causes concern to teachers and /or parents (van Kraayenoord and
Elkins 1995:237, Casey 1994:14)
Arguments have been proposed that as teachers, institutions and schools become
more appropriately trained and resourced, the incidence of children experiencing
learning difficulties in regular classrooms will decline, as teachers become more
confident and capable in dealing with the diversity of their students (van
Kraayenoord and Elkins 1998, Moats 1996, Speece & Cooper 1990). Prevalence is
influenced by the competence with which the learner's needs are met.

In spite of the conceptual and methodological limitations of many research studies,
one of the most significant themes to emerge from the literature is that learning
difficulties do not form a generic category. A wide variety of academic, social and

psychological characteristics as well as a range of factors such as ethnicity, gender,
class and culture influence how individuals learn and adjust to changing
circumstances in a dynamic society (Hoy, Manglitz l996:2 10, van Kraayenoord &
Elkins 1995:244). There is no 'typical' profile of a child or an adult with learning
difficulties.
Some researchers have suggested that the category is so broad and so diverse that
the concept of learning disability has been rendered meaningless (Cole 1987, cited

in Hallahan Kauffman & Lloyd 1996:19). Others have argued that specific
subgroups can be identified within the broad category of learning difficulties, such
as individuals who have mild intellectual disabilities or emotional disorders, slow
learners or underachievers who have a significant discrepancy between ability and
achievement. Others still see categories and sub-categories as largely irrelevant to
the needs and assistance that is required by students struggling with their learning.
Speece's review of studies on subtyping reiterates the lack of unanimity on the
merits or shortcomings of this practice (Speece 1993:58)
The major problems in attempting to categorise children on the basis of identifiable
characteristics are highlighted in the literature. In an American study of 800
students diagnosed as having learning disabilities, 50% also displayed
characteristics of mild intellectual disability and emotional disorders (Shepard,
Smith & Vojir, 1983). Based on their research, Fletcher and Shaywitz (1996:265)
contend that 30% to 50% of children identified with a learning disability could also
be diayosed as having Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder. After a study of
learning disabled and low achieving students on 49 psychometric measures,
Algozzine and Ysseldyke found that there were minimal distinctions between
learning disabled and low achieving students, with an overlap between the groups
in excess of 82%. They concluded that the ,category of learning disability should
be replaced by a broader concept which encompassed all students struggling at
school. Criticism of their research focussed in part on methodological issues such
as sampling and the use of only one variable, discrepancy, as a determinant of very
much more complex phenomena (Kavale & Forness, 1995:178). But the
methodological concerns do not negate the subjectivity and lack of consistency

involved in many diagnoses of learning disabilities and the subsequent efforts to
allocate labels and categories on the basis of diagnoses.
Kavale and Nye attempted to identify the key elements of learning disability
through a complex meta-analysis of thirty-five variables where the literature
indicated that the performance of learning disabled and non learning disabled
individuals differed. These variables were organised into four domains: linguistic,
achievement, neuropsychological and social/behavioural. While some differences
emerged, they found no difference was significant enough to be a definitive
dimension of learning disability (Kavale & Nye 1985, cited in Kavale & Forness
1995: 22 1ff)
With no exclusive set of characteristics distinguishing learning disability or
identifying one particular subgroup from another, it has been proposed that the
emphasis be placed on identifying the capabilities of an individual and what they
need to succeed in the learning process, rather than identifying a category into
which they can be slotted (Smith, Dowdy, Polloway &Blalock1997: 53). Dickman
(1996:221) contends that "The fashion of sorting children into separate and distinct
diagnostic pigeon-holes is a bureaucratic convenience with no scientific or
pedagogical merit. "
Learning disability remains 'an unwieldy mass of dissimilar elements' (Kavale and
Forness 1995:4), in spite of wide ranging attempts to discern and define its
parameters. Its most consistent and recognisable characteristic is its diversity.

While learning difficulties can be indicated by problems in a range of areas,
including academic, cognitive, social andlor emotional spheres (Westwood 1997,
van Kraayenoord & Elkins 1998, Robinson 1996), the most consistent indicator
remains significant underachievement in academic areas, most notably the
acquisition of language skills. In Australia, problems with literacy are the most

commonly reported form of learning difficulties (Van Kraayenoord & Elkins 1998,
Prior 1996, Robinson 1996). A Federal Parliamentary report in 1993, the Literary
Challenge, found that approximately one in four Australian children leave primary
school with "severe reading, writing and spelling problems" (Healey 1996). The
1997 release of a report on literacy testing for all Year three and Year Five students
indicated that as many as one in five students were failing to achieve at the level
expected for their age. While controversy continues about the validity and
reliability of the tests and the benchmarks used to determine success and failure,
they support indications that significant numbers of students are not achieving
literacy skills at the rate and level of their peers, with their literacy skills either
continuing to deteriorate or remaining static as the child progresses through school
(Department of Employment, Training and Youth Affairs 1998).
Studies in the United States also confirm the most frequently occurring indicator of
learning difficulties as literacy problems. It is estimated that approximately 85% of
American children classified as learning disabled have some manifestation of
language disorder. They form the largest area of concern, more prevalent than all
other areas combined (Moats 1996:87).
Experiencing problems with literacy pervades virtually all areas of school
achievement, with estimates of over 80% of tasks during the school day requiring
the use of reading and writing skills (Robinson 1996:192).
Difficulties with computational skills and mathematical concepts are also a
common manifestation of learning difficulties. These problems are frequently
compounded as early level skills are often a prerequisite.for higher-order skills at a
later stage of school life (Robinson 1996, van Kraayenoord & Elkins 1998).
Mastery of only basic literacy and num'eracy skills remains inadequate for the level
of comprehension, problem solving and critical thinking required as students move
through secondary school. This can perpetuate a downward learning cycle, as poor
skills lead to lower achievement, reduced confidence and less motivation, which
further lowers achievement (Robinson 1996:193 Hay 1995122). This cycle can be

further complicated as persistent failure influences self-esteem and future
expectations.
Literacy

and

numeracy

problems

resulting

in

consistent

academic

underachievement remain the most recognised and pervasive manifestation of
learning difficulties.

The literature reflects a strong emphasis on defining and describing learning
difficulties and disabilities. This search to determine causes highlights the three
broad perspectives from which the 'problem' is viewed:
as a result of innate personal characteristics, such as intelligence, motivation
and development;
as environmentally determined by social, cultural and economic factors;
as a by-product of the quality and appropriateness of the teaching and learning
experiences the child has access to (Wang, Reynolds & Walberg 1987: 1 14).

LEffective
Teaching
Practices

Innate Personal
Characteristics

Environmental
Factors

Figure 2.1
Factors that influence learning.

While the significance of the interaction of these factors is widely recognised, there
are firm convictions that learning disabilities and learning difficulties are
fundamentally 'within-child' problems, and that external influences are peripheral.
The most widely accepted definition of learning disability, developed in l98 1 and
modified in 1988 by the US National Joint Committee for Learning Disabilities
states in part that,
"...These [heterogeneous group ofJ disorders are intrinsic to the
individual, presumed to be due to central nervous system dysfunction..."
(Torgensen 1991 : 2 1)
This definition has significant repercussions in education, where there are
entrenched beliefs within the system that individual teachers can have very little
impact on the learning problems of their students. Westwood (1995) explains that
63% of teachers in his survey identified 'within learner' variables as the main
causes of learning problems in their classes. Only 10% of teachers surveyed
referred to cumculum or instruction techniques as causal attributes. In the field of
education there can be an over-emphasis on the role of the innate characteristics of
the learner, and a corresponding underestimation of the power and influence of
quality teaching practices on children's learning (Westwood 1995, Good & Brophy
1994).

In contrast to this perspective, Hearne and Stone suggest that many of the children
who have learning difficulties in our classrooms may be "simply a group of
students whose talents mismatch the primary values and expectations of school"
(Hearne & Stone 1995:446). They contend that almost all current approaches to
learning difficulties are 'deficit-driven', concentrating on overcoming students
weaknesses, but failing to recognise and respond.to students' strengths and talents,
and to use these strengths to enable them to achieve success in their education. The
focus of their school life is remediation, while their talents remain undervalued and
underdeveloped. Other critics suggest that inflexible, age-based curriculum and
system demands do not consider the natural variations in students' experience or
learning, and have helped to create the social and cultural dimensions of many
learning difficulties (Reid & Button 1995, Johnston 1996).

Studies by speece and Cooper (1990) indicate that while children's personal
characteristics can account for a percentage of school failure, the "picture would be
incomplete" if the ecology of the classroom and its effects on learning were
ignored. For children with particular learning characteristics, working individually
at their tables was non-productive, "academic down-time," while opportunities for
small group work enhanced learning opportunities. The interaction of a child's
cognitive and affective characteristics with the social and academic environment of
the school significantly influenced their success or failure and the likelihood of
their referral for special education. Effective teaching practices enable teachers to
have a major impact on the achievement of students experiencing difficulties
(Good and Brophy 1994, Rief & Heimburge 1996). Causes of learning difficulties
can be directly related to cumculum and teaching practice.
Moats (1996) contends that teacher training courses are also of major significance
when examining the causes of learning difficulties. They provide inadequate
preparation for teachers to competently meet the individual needs of students in
their classes, particularly for teaching language acquisition skills. Much of the
scientific data on effective teaching methods and learning difficulties has not been
adequately disseminated to teachers, training institutions and administrators. "The
scientific basis for designing reading, writing and language instruction, both
preventative and remedial, is still a well kept secret held from those most able to
influence educational outcomes" (Moats 1996:91). Chapman (1992) also argues
that the training of teachers does not adequately equip them to cater for the
diversity of students in their classes. ~ e a r n i nproblems
i
can emanate from the gaps
created in the failure to meet their needs.
The emergence of a unitary cause of learning difficulties will continue to remain a
myth. For each individual, the causes of learning difficulties are multifaceted, and
a unique learning profile evolves from within the interactive relationships of their
personal, environmental and instructional world.

The literature highlights the inconclusiveness of much of the research on
interventions over the last two decades. The continuing search to find a cause and
cure for learning difficulties has left the field susceptible to a "plethora of
interventions," a thriving cottage industry, which purport to offer a cure, but
frequently have only vague foundations in validated research (Cramer & Ellis,
1996, Kavale 1990). Scientifically, the long-term success of many interventions
remains doubtful, with similar, if not greater improvements in learning frequently
being achieved by better quality teaching practices such. as more appropriate
instructional strategies and smaller class sizes ( Kavale, 1990).
The effectiveness of many interventions has often been dramatically restricted by
the fragmented, short-term nature of their implementation. They are often
characterised by a lack.of communication between the various groups of people
involved in the child's education, or a lack of on-going funding and professional
staff to sustain the program over a period of years (Allington & Warmsley 1995,
Slavin et al, 1991).
Current research identifies the more successful interventions as those where the
treatment has a direct relationship to the deficit or skill being treated, such as wordanalysis strategies for reading difficulties, with early identification of problems
optimal for more positive long-term outcomes (Prior 1996:158, Foreman 1996:18).
There is also an increasing body of research which indicates that instructional
strategies where the learner is part of the learning process and takes increasing
responsibility for their own learning,-has the potential for long term success, as
strategies become owned and internalised (Wang, Haertel & Walberg 1993:75,
Johnston 1996).
Lyon and Moats (1993) contend that many of the difficulties that have surrounded
the field of interventions have'related directly to shortcomings in definitions and
identification. While some interventions have been successfuI with some children
who have learning difficulties, wholesale application of techniques to such a
diverse group of individuals has oflen been inappropriate and ineffective. Dickman

cites the example of a student who is diagnosed as dyslexic and responds best to
visual and kinesthetic stimulation, as compared to a child with nonverbal learning
disability who requires auditory stimulation. Both students, with specific learning
requirements, are often subjected to the same generic interventions (Dickman
1996:223).
It has been suggested that a possible solution lies in a clear demarcation between

public education policies and scientific research. While an 'umbrella term' such as
learning disabilities might be appropriate for administrative purposes, more
specific populations need to be identified in intervention research projects, so that
results can be directly related to the .specific type of difficulty they are most
affective in addressing (Lyon & Moats 1993).
Stanovich's studies of reading difficulty emphasise the need to apply interventions
to the problems experienced, rather than to arbitrary labels or categories of
disability. His research involved 'garden-variety' poor readers, and children
diagnosed as dyslexic, using a discrepancy based diagnosis. (Stanovich l993:285).
They did not appear to respond differently to educational interventions whether
they were categorised as a 'slow learner' or learning disabled. The category was
not indicative of treatment or assistance required. They responded most effectively
to interventions that addressed their reading problems.
Slavin argues that the most effective interventions are those that are focussed on
preventing failure from initially occurring. He advocates a comprehensive
approach to providing support, encompassing a range of at-risk factors, such as
family background, teacher practices and training, with the provision of intensive
one-on-one tutoring as part of an inclusive package that begins as early as possible
for the child (Slavin et al. 1991)
Allington and Warmsley (1995:3,53), after reviewing a variety of intervention
strategies that seem to be successful in reducing learning difficulties, suggest that
solutions for some children lie in "simply attending to their needs." Individually
tailored programs that meet the needs of the learner are generally the most

effective, albeit expensive, interventions, particularly if they can be commenced as
early as possible and sustained over a longer period of time.

A further theme recurring in the literature is the naivete of representing learning
difficulties as a 'mild' childhood phenomenon. Frequently referred to as the hidden
handicap, learning difficulties can maintain an invisible profile, covertly
camouflaged, throughout adolescence and adult life (Hawk 1996:144). Learning
difficulties not only persist into adulthood, but can actually intensify because of the
increasing complexity of interactions and task demands required for daily living
(Cramer & Ellis 1996).
An American longitudinal study of students from kindergarten to completion of
high school also supports the enduring nature of learning difficulties. Of the
children who had reading difficulties in the lower primary years, 74% still
experienced difficulties in their later secondary years (Shaywitz & Shaywitz
1996257). It was concluded that these problems would presumably continue
unresolved into adulthood. The National Adult Literacy Survey in the United
States in 1993 supports these contentions. In a survey of 26 000 adults over 16
years of age, 52% were identified as. functioning at the two lowest levels of
literacy, and that of these, over 40% were living in poverty (Vogel 1996:153). The
influence of poor reading skills reinains long after leaving school.'
The long-term limitations imposed by learning difficulties are further emphasised
in McCall, Evahnn and ~ratzer's (1993) research. They suggest that academic
failure at school is a 'relatively'pennanent characteristic,' their study indicating
that those high school students who were two years or more behind in grade level
expectations generally did not catch up to their peers.

Thirteen years after high

school they had taken longer to enter the job market, had had fewer opportunities
for promotion, and remained in lower status, lower paid jobs. They were also 50%

more likely to have been divorced during this period, possibly reflecting
difficulties with social skills and in sustaining personal relationships.
One significant feature of this study was the 'second chance' that seemed to
emerge for those students whose parents had a relatively higher level of education
and belonged to a higher socioeconomic group in apparently overcoming some of
the more long term effects of consistently underachieving at school (McCall et al.
1993:276).
An Australian study of young adults with poor literacy and numeracy skills found
that, with their lower levels of academic achievement, they were twice as likely to
be unemployed as were their higher achieving peers.
"The consequences of poor literacy are an increased likelihood of
leaving school early, relatively poor access to a university education,
the prospect of higher levels of long- term unemployment and a greater
chance of beins in lower paid, less skilled jobs."
(ACER 1997 cited in Sun Hearld, March l l 1997)
Reading and writing skills have become essential tools for participation and
survival in Western society. Failure to access these tools through our education
system can become a life long handicapping condition. Learning difficulties are
not a passing phase of childhood, to be outgrown with the onset of adulthood.
Growing evidence suggests that many individuals with learning difficulties will not
be 'cured' with the administration of appropriate intervention strategies, but will
need lifelong support in the areas of education, socio-emotional adjustment and
employment to deal with problems they face in society (Hallahan et al. 1996:23,
Adelman 22 Vogel 1991 :590).
The cost to society, in personal, economic and social terms, of failing to address
the needs of adults with learning difficulties, is inestimable.

McCall, Evahnn and Kratzer's (1993) research highlights the influence of
socioeconomic factors in the long-term prognosis for individuals with learning
difficulties. Higher socioeconomic status appeared to minimise the negative impact
of learning difficulties on life opportunities for the individuals in their study.
Socioeconomic status was also indicated to be a significant factor in achieving
positive outcomes in adult life in a meta-analysis of thirty studies of adults
identified as children with learning disabilities (Gottesman 1994, cited in Smith et
a1 1997). The analysis supports contentions that higher socioeconomic status offers
greater access to resources and more positive long- term outcomes for those with
learning difficulties, while lower socioeconomic status leads to reduced resources
and life opportunities, both in school and the wider community (Smith et al. 1997).
Manning and Baruth (1995) argue that socioecono~nic status is a powerful
determinant of attitudes towards school, motivation, academic achievement and
success orientations. They purport that lower class learners are frequently
unsuccessful in middle class schools, where curriculum and instruction can be
inappropriate and irrelevant, assuming a common language and set of experiences.
Conflict, both implicit and overt, can emerge from differences between parental
and school expectations and values. Their research also indicated that teenagers
from poorer families were four times more likely than their peers to display belowaverage academic skills and were three times more likely to drop out of school.
They were also at greater risk of physical and emotional health problems (Manning
& Baruth 1995:19).

A review of Australian literature on students at risk of school failure (Batten and
Russell 1995:29), confirmed socioeconomic status as a major factor in academic
underachievement and early school leaving. Two out of every three students from
professional families completed Year 12, compared to only one out of every four
students from the families of unskilled workers. Their analysis highlighted the
complex relationship between education and poverty, where leaving school early
;

increased vulnerability to labour market pressures, also increasing the likelihood of

inadequate incomes, economic dependence and "damaging" physical and social
environments (Batten & Russell 1995:49).
The probability of developing learning problems and having a poor academic
prognosis increases dramatically for individuals from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds. Academic underachievement becomes a powerful force for
perpetuating socioeconomic disadvantage and social disempowerment (Adelman
& Vogel 199 1 :583, Batten & Russell l995:5O).

2.9 S

AND MOTIONAC

A recurring theme in research studies on social and affective characteristics of
individuals with learning difficulties is the inconsistencies and equivocacies
apparent in many of the findings (Adelman & Vogel 1991, Bryan 1991, van
Kraayenoord & Elkins 1998). Adelman and Vogel suggest that this has much to do
with methodological issues, such as the wide range of definitions and identification
procedures used to select participants for the various studies. Bryan (1991) also
points to issues related to the reliability of measurement instruments and scales
most frequently used to measure these concepts.
However in spite of these inconsistencies, an affective profile emerges clearly from
the literature. While there are definite indications of broad variability in degrees of
influence on individuals' emotional and social well-being, research supports
findings that individuals with learning difficulties are more likely to experience
problems such as poor academic self concept, lower self-esteem and feelings of a
lack of control over events in their lives. They generally experience higher levels
of anxiety, exhibit less social awareness and have poorer interpersonal skills (Hoy,
Manglitz 1996, Price, Johnson & Evlo 1994, Chapman 1988).
A review. of studies by Adelman and Vogel (1991 :573) also highlighted
psychological and emotional difficulties, such as less ability to set realistic goals,
to take the perspective of others and to cope with stress and anxiety in challenging

situations. They were less frequently involved in social and recreational
interactions, where poor social perception may have limited their effective
participation.
One longitudinal study of high school students with learning difficulties revealed
the pervasive and cumulative expectation of failure that appeared to follow a
continuing pattern of low academic achievement over several years. The students
exhibited lower academic self-concept than their peers, and held firmly entrenched
beliefs that they would be unlikely to succeed at school in the future (Chapman
1988).
A meta-analysis of research on social skill deficits and learning disabilities by

Kavale and Forness (1996) indicated that there were significant differences
between approximately 75% of students diagnosed as learning disabled and their
non-disabled peers on a range of social competencies. Organisations such as the
Association for Children and Adults with Learning Disabilities have lobbied to
have a social skills component added to the definition of learning disability. They
proposed the inclusion of the statement, "Throughout life this condition can affect
self-esteem, education, vocation, socialisation andlor daily living activities"
(ACLD 1986, cited in Bryan 1991 : 197). However, Kavale and Forness suggest
that, despite the high incidence of comor'bidity, there is little evidence to support a
cause-effect relationship, and so it would be inappropriate to include this
perspective in definitions. Social and'emotional problems are more generally
considered to be factors associated with learning difficulties, rather than a direct
cause of learning problems. Their findings however did support contentions that
poor social skills can potentially increase the risk of adults and adolescents
dropping out of school earlier, suffering greater levels of psychiatric illness and
becoming involved in delinquent and criminal behaviour (Kavale & Forness
1996:226).
While a variety of factors, intrinsic and extrinsic, is intimately related to the
development of prosocial behaviour, having a learning difficulty appears to
significantly increase the risk factors involved in developing appropriate social and
emotional behaviours.

The literature reflects a high correlation between learning difficulties and
behaviour problems. However the extent of the relationship is frequently obscured
by the lack of a generally accepted definition of what constitutes a behaviour
disorder. Much of what is considered inappropriate behaviour causing serious
concern relies on subjective judgements of what is appropriate in specific contexts.
Frequently, little differentiation is made between more severe forms of behavioural
disorders that require specific settings and programs and milder problems
evidenced in classroo~nsettings (Conway 1998, Beaman & Wheldall 1997 ).
In spite of the controversy and debate which surround the definition of both of
these disabilities, and the subjectivity involved in identification processes, there are
significant commonalities in the characteristics and behaviours of individuals
diagnosed in these categories, with most definitions of behavioural disorders
recognising their negative impact on academic achievement. A significant number
of students exhibits characteristics of both categories, often with a lack of clear
delineation between the two populations, while the definitions themselves of both
problems also contain common characteristics (Hallahan, Kauffinan, Lloyd,
l996:395). These issues are highlighted by The American Psychiatric Association's
diagnostic criteria for Attention Deficit Disorder, which include behaviours such as
inattention and distractibility, forgetfulness, lack of organisational ski1Is and failure
to follow directions and complete tasks (Conway 1998:199) For children with
learning difficulties, these behaviours are also common, and can also persist over
significant periods of time, with negative repercussions for their continued
academic and social development.
Although very few studies have measured the prevalence of emotional and
behavioural problems, it has been estimated that as many as 30-50% of students
with learning difficulties could also be diagnosed as having emotional or
behavioural problems (Hallahan et al 1 !W6:422). Smith et al (1 997:39O) cites
studies suggesting that 24-53% of individuals with learning disabilities experience

emotional and behavioural problems, while between 38-75% of those with
behavioural disorders could be identified as having learning disabilities.
Prevalence clearly remains closely related to the inconsistencies and lack of clarity
in definitions.
Research comprehensively documents the relationship between the classroom
environment and behaviour problems (Conway 1998, Beaman & Wheldall 1997,
Good & Brophy 1994). A range of variables within the school climate significantly
influences students' adjustment and behaviour in the context of the classroom,
including the cumculum content, the attitudinal and instructional approaches used
by the teacher, as well as the flexibility of the system to adapt to the needs of the
students. Students with learning difficulties were found to be at greater risk of
developing behavioural and emotional problems than their peers in the context of
the school setting (Goldstein 1995, Price et a1 1994).
Arguments can be proposed for behaviour disorders causing learning difficulties,
and conversely, reverse arguments can also be applied, purporting that frustration
at learning difficulties can result in behavioural problems. While a cause and effect
relationship is hard to establish, and the coexistence of learning difficulties and
behaviour disorders is common, they are generally recognised as separate
disorders, rather than aspects of the same disability (Fletcher & Shawitz 1996,
Conway 1998).
Wong (1996) reinforces the specificity of each disorder, emphasising criteria of
severity of behaviours exhibited, their frequency and their occurrence over
extended periods of time. She proposes that while behaviour problems associated
with learning difficulties are generally responsive to improvement with increased
opportunities for academic success, behaviour disorders are less transigent. Where
comorbidiv of the two disorders esists, there is a significant impact on the longterm quality of life of individuals with learning difficulties (Price et a1 1994).
'-,

One area of concern in the literature on the affective correlates is the emphasis on
standardised testing instruments and rating scales, descriptive taxonomies and
factor analyses in providing second-hand interpretations of the experience of
having a learning difficulty. They represent a deficit-remediation model, reflecting
a scientific and quantitative framework for describing, identifjhg and remediating
deficiencies, and creating interventions to cure problems and minimise
shortcomings, as determined by professionals. Relatively few studies have looked
at learning difficulties, self concept or social and emotional adjushnent from the
perspective of the individual. This key viewpoint is frequently omitted, as our
awareness of the social and academic experience of learning difficulties is
transmitted via the objective measurements of specialists and experts, rather than
the personal understanding of those most intimately concerned (Hearne & Stone,
1995, Wenz-Gross & Siperstein, 1997).
However, studies that have focussed on the personal narratives of people with
learning difficulties are gradually increasing, creating greater opportunities for
their voices to be heard and within those opportunities, providing the space for
change to be generated. Enabling individuals to share their experiences has
engendered a sense of empowerment and self advocacy, as they are able to
articulate their own needs and be recognised for their diversity and personalities,
rather than identified by their difficulties (Atkinson 1997:134)
One such study, a narrative of personal experience of learning disabled adolescents
(Reid & Button, 1995), emphasised the isolation and loneliness experienced by
students labeled learning disabled as well as the lack of control they felt over their
lives. While they expressed a genuine interest in learning, and acknowledged some
of the difficulties they faced in regular-.classrooms, they also expressed anger and
frustration at the isolation they experienced, the feelings of not belonging, and of
how teachers and peers misunderstood their capabilities. They also suggested
alternative strategies which helped them to learn more effectively in classrooms,
including more teacher demonstrations, so they could see as well as hear what was
required, and a greater variety of ways to work besides writing and reading. As

one student stated, you need to "use your talents wherever you can" (Reid and
Button 1995:609). While the label offered opportunities for the assistance they
knew was needed, it also delivered isolation from peers, negative reactions from
teachers, students and family, as well as restrictions on the opportunities available
to regular students.
The importance of listening to individuals stories is also emphasised in the
reflections of adults who have learning disabilities, where common themes
included the value of understanding their disability, from the limitations it can
impose to the strengths they possess.
"For the first time I learned that I was not an idiot"
(Young 1996:147).
If given the opportunity for "reasonable accommodations," many found they were
able to live productive, satisfying lives and feel valued members of their society.
Understanding their needs creates a new dimension in being able to meet them
more effectively (Cramer & Ellis 1996).
Two studies of the experiences of college students diagnosed with learning
disabilities provide revealing insights .into their daily survival skills, the
adaptations they made and the personal strategies they used to negotiate their way
through the challenges of daily life in institutions where their skills and talents
were not highly valued. All of the students.had developed a range of compensatory
strategies, such as the use of computers and word processors, time management
skills and taped materials in preference to books, which had enabled them to
achieve successfully at the college level. Support from at least one significant
person, most frequently their mothers, was also an important part of their coping
mechanisms, and their success, as was self advocacy.
A disturbing aspect of these studies-was the pervasiveness of negative school

experiences encountered by the students, and the level to which they attributed
their success to factors outside the school system. For virtually all the students
involved, schools failed in varying measures to provide the support they needed to
become successhl learners and accepted members of their communities (Reis, Neu
&L McGuire 1997, Barga 1996). Experiences such as punishment for "laziness" and

late or incomplete work, placement in classes where most students were
developmentally delayed, cruelty from peers, derogatory treatment from teachers,
repetitive and unchallenging work and grade retention were common events for the
high ability students in Reis, Neu and McGuire's study. As the authors explain,
"In fact, if these and other school experiences were not related over
and over by many respondents, one might consider them to be rare,
almost accidental happenings." (Reis et al, l997:467)
It is only through the telling of these stories that the reality of their situations

becomes clearly evident.
However the American experience varies significantly from the situation in
Australia. Here students generally do not formally experience the degree of
segregation and isolation from peers that is the more common educational
experience for American students (Long 1996). For Australian students, what are
the specific experiences they face .in our education system, and how does this
affect the way they live their lives?
A recent ~ustialianstudy reflects the value that can be derived from considering

the perspectives of students. This project involved a survey of 662 high, average
and low achieving Year 9 secondary students from 1 1 independent schools in
Melbourne reflecting on their perceptions of differentiated education for both
gifted and students with learning difficulties (Long, 1996). While common practice
in Australian schools favours the teaching of all students in regular mixed ability

classes, the survey revealed 90% of students themselves favoured special classes
and learning activities for both gifted and slower students at a secondary level,
ivith 84% supporting these at a primary level. Just under half of the students did
not support the practice of doing different work in regular classes if they were
ahead or behind others, feeling that "differences between students are too obvious."
While students may not always be the best arbiters of what is most appropriate for
them in both an academic or social context, their views as consumers of
educational services can offer relevant insights to the planning and implementation
of effective learning processes.

By giving a voice to their experiences we may be able to better understand the
challenges and problems individuals with learning difficulties face and the
limitations, both implicit and explicit, that our system imposes. Their perspectives
may challenge us to reconceptualise the nature of learning difficulties and our
responses to it.
'Let us do it with them, not to them'
(Betts 1995, cited in Long 1996: 9)

2.12 MAJOR CORRELATES OF LEARNING DIFFICULTIES
The literature has highlighted the central role of several key factors on the quality
of life of individuals with learning difficulties. Socio-economic status influences
the values, experiences and opportunities to which they are exposed. Social and
emotional characteristics affect the quality of their social relationships and their
ability to sustain them over time. Opportunities to find and maintain employment
determine levels of income, independence and lifestyle. These three issues have a
significant influence on the life opportunities of individuals with learning
difficulties, including the level of satisfaction, as well as physical, emotional and
financial well-being they experience throughout their lives. Their pervasive
influence has the potential to penneate all aspects of their social world, imposing
their o\m limitations.
These correlates have fonned the focus fo,r selecting key infonnant participants for
this study, so that by enabling them to tell the stories of their experiences from
within the framework of these perspectives, our understanding of how these
factors impact on their lives may be i,ncreased. The opportunities to create change
become a reality when we allow these stories to be heard.

SUAlMARI'
This chapter has presented an overview of the current literature on learning
difficulties and learning disabilities. The perspectives of individuals with learning

disabilities in the literature have been discussed and a theoretical framework has
been provided to guide the interviews with participants in this study.
Chapter Three explains the methodology used to conduct this study. It explains the
approach taken to data collection and how Hycner's approach to phenomenological
analysis was used as a guide to analysis in this study. Validity and reliability
issues, as well as the limitations of the study, are discussed.

This chapter provides a description of the methodology used to conduct in-depth
interviews with eight students who have experienced learning difficulties at school.
It details the rationale and the criteria for the selection of key informants, the
sampling process and the collection and analysis of the data. It also discusses the
issues of validity and reliability in relation to this study, and outlines the
limitations of this research.

The terms used in this research study have been defined in the following way:
LEARNING DIFFICULTY :
Van Kraayenoord and Elkin's (1995) definition of individuals with learning
difficulties as students in regular schools who are underachieving academically in
relation to their peers and whose learning problems cause concern to teachers
andlor parents, has been used as the basis for defining the concept of learning
difficulties for the purposes of this study. This has been operationalised in terms of
meeting three of the four criteria in category one, and at least one of the three
criteria in category two. Category one criteria are related to school and system
processes, while category two contains criteria that are more specifically related to
family or cultural values.
CATEGORY ONE
Teacher concerns about academic performance in school over a period of at least
two years.
Standardised test scores or class assessment profiles in EnglishA4athematics
which indicate performance rates at least 12 months - 2 years behind
chronological age.

Involvement in remediation programs such as reading recovery, andor resource
teacher assistance, either in class or withdrawal for specific lessons.
Repetition of a grade level, for academic reasons.

CATEGORY TWO
Parent concerns about a child's progress at school, which have persisted for more
than two years.
Referral to a psychologist, counselor or diagnostician, either privately or through
the school, for assessment.
Assistance outside the school system, such as private tutor or involvement in
comercial programs such as Kip McGrath or Kumon.
For the purpose of this study, teacher concern has been defined in tenns of
concern, expressed fonnally in written reports, anecdotal records andor parentteacher interviews, for a student consistently failing to meet standardised tests
scores or achieve curricululn based outcomes within the classroom learning and
assessment process. There are no apparent explanations, such as physical or
intellectual disability, evident for this failure.
Parent concern has been defined as parents' additional contact with the school,
beyond the formal parent-teacher interview and reporting system, to express or
discuss their concerns in relation to their child's academic progress.
IMPACT :

Impact on the lives of individuals has been defined in tenns of possible influences
on:
self esteem;
interpersonal skills - relationships with peerslfamily;
prospects of finding and maintaining employment;
personal and professional aspirations / goals, and
lifestyle - leisure activities, interests.
Intelligence was not used as a criterion for selecting participants for this project.
Psychometric assessments generally require a difference of two standard deviations

between ability and achievement before an individual is classified as having a
"learning disability".

While debate continues as to the relevance of the

discrepancy criterion, (Kavale & Forness 1991), this criterion has not been
included for the purposes of this study. Consistent with the emphasis of the study
on learning difficulties, this research is relevant to students across the IQ range. All
individuals, irrespective of IQ score, are capable of learning with appropriate
assistance and support. This research endeavours to find the strategies and the
environments that, from the students' perspectives, are more or less effective in
supporting them as they learn. Their IQ does not exclude them from having needs
which, when met effectively, can enhance their learning.

3.2a

KEY INFORMANTS

The focus of this study was in-depth interviews with individuals with learning
difficulties, who would be able to share their unique stories, to enable a greater
understanding of and insight into their experiences. Purposeful sampling, using
key informants, was seen as the most appropriate method to select participants to
achieve these aims.
Key infonnant interviews are based on an approach to interviewing derived from
anthropological research. Key informants are described as individuals whose
particular circumstances or personal characteristics place them in a position of
being well informed or possessing some unique perspective or knowledge in
i

relation to issues or events under study (Weirsma 1995). For the purposes of this
research, key informants were selected to highlight specific perspectives on
problems identified in the literature as being of major significance for individuals
with learning difficulties. They were key factors in determining their lifestyles and
their long-tenn quality of life. These factors included their social competence, the
ability to develop and sustain social relationships with peers and adults; their
opportunities to find and maintain employment; and their socio-economic status.

Key informants were chosen to bring the relationships behveen these issues and
learning difficulties into clearer focus, and from a personal perspective.
From within the group of individuals who met the initial criteria for learning
difficulties, a further selection process was undertaken to identify key informants.
They included:
a student whose family was of higher socioeconomic status, as defined
by Graetz (1 995) (Appendix I )
a student whose family was of lower socio-economic status.
(Appendix 1)
a student who was popular with peers and excelled in a non-academic
area at school such as sport.
a student who generally spent free time alone, not involved with peers.
an adult (not older than twenty five) who may or may not have left
school before completing Year 12 and had been attempting to enter the
workforce for most of that period.
an adult (not older than twenty five) who may or may not have left
school before completing Year 12 and had been employed for most of
the intervening period.
The selection criteria for key informant participants in this study were included in
the initial conceptualisation of the d e s i y to highlight issues of the relationships
between

learning difficulties and

employment, social

interactions

and

socioecono~nicstatus. However, this strategy proved difficult for a number of
ethical and logistical reasons.
While schools suggested participants for specific categories, the design of the
study required that the family of the participant identifL themselves as belonging to
a specific socioeconomic group. The family of the student from a lower
socioeconomic background preferred not to be identified in those terms. While in
reality the participants represented a broad range of lifestyles, including higher and
lower socioeconoinic backgrounds, single parent, adoptive and blended families, in
deference to the wishes of some families involved, students have not been

individually identified in these terms. Non-identification of one category precluded
identification of the other categories.

A further logistical problem related to the tendency for participants to "overlap"
between categories, with several meeting more that one criteria for key informants.
One example of this overlap was that the student who was from a higher
socioeconomic group was also popular with peers and a skilled sportsperson, and
so could have been considered as a representative for more than one category.
There was a complex relationship between categories for several of the key
informants, which is a significant consideration when analysing the results of the
study.

3.2b THE SELECTION PROCESS
Permission was first obtained from the ACT Department of Education (Appendix
5), to conduct research in government schools. A random selection of ten ACT

Department schools, six primary and four'secondary, was initially used to create a
pool of students who fitted the selection criteria and who might agree to be
involved. There was considerable difficulty in finding participants who had left
high school, preferably before completing Year 12, as the high schools had often
lost contact with students after a period of time. Several expressed concerns as to
the integrity of their making contact with past students for research purposes, using
personal information on file, after they had left the school, especially if a
significant interval of time had passed. One of the participants for this category
volunteered to take part in the study after contact was made through the local

SPELD organisation. The final participant,-for this category volunteered after
hearing of the study through approaches made to another school.
Possible participants and their parents were given a letter of introduction, including
a description of the study (Appendix 2) and an informed consent statement
(Appendix 3), by the referring teachers. These explained the aims of the project
and described the requirements for participation. They were advised of their right
to withdraw at any time, without further obligation, if they no longer wished to
continue with the project. They were then asked to contact the researcher if they
would like to participate in this study.

The requirement for the participants to initiate contact afler receiving a letter and
Statement of Consent form from the referring teacher was employed to minimise
any potential feelings of obligation or coercion to take part in the study on their
part, which may have been an issue if initial contact had been personally made by
the researcher. This was a prerequisite of the Ethics Committee's approval to
conduct research with children (Appendix 4). Initiating contact with the researcher
was a discouraging factor for some parents, who, while they expressed initial
interest, did not proceed further. A random selection of a further ten ACT schools,
to extend the initial pool, was required to elicit sufficient respondents for the
project. Several schools in the study chose not to participate. This process took two
school terms, twenty weeks, to complete.
Four primary age students, from Years 4-6, two secondary students in Year 9 and
two adults under 25 were finally selected as participants for this study after being
identified by teachers, or in the case of the two adults, self-nominated, as possible
participants.
Three participants who were referred to me, and expressed a willingness to be part
of the study, did not meet the initial criteria for learning difficulties. While their
learning caused concern to their parents and teachers, there may have been an
apparent cause in each situation. One student was hearing impaired and wore a
communication aid during class to maintain aural contact with his teacher. His
learning difficulties may have been related to his hearing difficulties. Two other
students had been diagnosed with developmental delays, which impacted on the
rate and the extent of their learning at school. For these reasons, they were not
included in the project, as their personal characteristics placed them outside the
parameters of this study. However the value to be derived from listening to their
experiences suggests future directions for research.
Table 3.1 outlines how each participant met the initial selection criteria from
category one and category two. Pseudonyms have been used to maintain their
anonymity. As discussed, no reference has been made to their relationship to the
key informant criteria.

Table 3.1 outlines how each participant met the initial selection criteria from
category one and category two. Pseudonyms have been used to maintain their
anonymity. As discussed, no reference has been made to their relationship to the
key informant criteria.

Teacher
Concern

Parent
Concern

Tutors
itandardisec Grade
Tests
gepetition

Resource
Assistance

Katherine
15 years

Robert
16 years

Sarah
I l years

Adam
23 years

Zac
10 years

Craig
9 years

Kyle
10 years

Susie
25 years

Initial criteria for participant selection.
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Data was collected using in-depth interviews with eight key infonnants. As a
research method, in-depth interviewing is an intentional conversation that is
focussed towards the specific purpose of gaining a greater understanding of the
personal experiences and interpretations of an individual's reality (Minichiello
1990:87). For this study in-depth interviews provided an opportunity to listen to

the stories of individuals who have experienced learning difficulties over several
years at school, expressed in their own words, and from their perspective. It was
selected as a more appropriate methodology in preference to questionnaires and
surveys as these may have restricted an individual's ability to respond at a personal
level.
The interviews were taped with the consent of the participants. They were semistructured, with the process guided by the research questions without being
restricted to a specifically worded fonnat and following a predetennined schedule.
An interview guide, with areas of interest to this topic and points for discussion,
enabled the focus of the research to be maintained throughout the interview but
still provided opportunities for a recursive approach to questioning, where the
conversation can be directed according to the participants responses. It was also
open to adaptation and revision as further information came to light during the
interactive process of interviewing. After each interview, tapes were replayed
several times and transcribed where possible, to note areas and issues for further
discussion. Opportunities to pose cross-check questions were included to try to
ensure as accurate an understanding as possible of the participant's perspective and
to clarify inconsistencies or misunderstandings.
A series of photographs depicting the following school situations was also used

during the interview, to provide a visual stimulus for conversation, as well as
offering a variation in questioning techniques:
Students working individually and silently at desks;
Students engaged in cooperative learning tasks;
A student presenting a speech to a class, and
Group project presentation.

Positive attending behaviour, non-verbal communication such as eye contact and
body language, were central features in developing rapport with participants. The
interview process also focused on the basic listening sequence, using the
microskills of open questioning, encouraging, pharaphrasing, reflecting and
summarising as strategies to encourage and develop conversations, to draw out
data from the participants perspective. (Ivey, Ivey and Simek-Downing, 1987:7578.) Open questions were used to elicit factual information, personal
understanding and feelings. Encouragers, repeating key words from the
participant's responses, and paraphrasing, repeating the essence of the the
participant's meaning using their key words, helped to provide greater detail on
specific information and interpretations, as well as clarifying the interviewer's
understanding. Reflecting the participant's feelings on issues and summarising
their perspective into an organised format helped to clarify understanding as well
as encourage discussion of feelings and interpretations. A psychology course in
basic attending skills for counselors was undertaken by the interviewer to facilitate
the development of these skills, in anticipation of improving the quality of the
interview process, and minimising the limitations imposed by the inexperience of
the interviewer.

PILOT INTERVIEWS
The first phase of the pilot interview process involved a discussion with a goup of
volunteer students to review the clarity of meaning in potential questions.
Two pilot interviews were then conducted utilising information gathered in the
goup discussion. Several issues, such as feelings of 'missing out' on regular class
experiences during withdrawal from class for resource lessons and an awareness of
a sense of unfairness or injustice in the treatment received from some teachers
were highlighted during these interviews. One student also referred to the stress he
felt when he was frequently trying to camouflage the extent of his difficulties from
others, and the tactics he regularly employed to avoid difficult or boring work. A
further issue seemed to be consistently low levels of active participation in
classroom discussions and activities. These responses lead to the modification and

extension of potential questions and categories for discussion in the interview
guide, so that the issues could be further explored with the wider group of
participants.
While it was anticipated that there would be three interviews of approximately one
hour with each participant, the actual interview structure was discussed at the time
of each individual's agreement to participate, as age, interest and personal
characteristics were influencing factors in determining a mutually acceptable
framework and timespan within which contact would occur. Forty to fifty minutes
was the most effective length of time for the interviews for the participants
involved, so that concentration and interest remained focused. One participant
preferred two longer interviews of approximately an hour to an hour and a half in
preference to three of shorter duration.
Anonymity and confidentiality were maintained with the use of pseudonyms.
Participants were fully infonned of the purposes and areas of concern of this study,
and an Informed Consent Statement was part of the initial participation agreement.
After the fina.1 interview was transcribed, coded and summarised, the written
summaries were discussed with each participant, as a check for accurate
understanding as well as a review of confidentiality.

Data from the interviews was analysed using an approach based on Hycner's
guidelines for phenomenological analysis (Cohen and Manion, 1989327). The
process involved:
I . Transcription of the interview tapes, noting verbal and non-verbal

communication.
2. Listening to the tapes and reading the transcription several times to

understand the participants meaning, highlighting key ideas
and meanings.
3. Re-reading the transcriptions, considering the participants meaning in

tenns of relevance to the research question.
Verifying units of relevant meaning, by asking another researcher to
read the transcriptions and identify units of relevant meaning.
Eliminating redundancies
Determining themes in each interview.
Writing a summary of each interview.
Returning to the participants with the summary and themes, to see if
this accurately represents the essence of their meaning.
Modifjring themes in the light of participants responses
10. Identifying common and unique themes across all interviews.
1 1 . Writing a composite summary, contextualising themes.

Stage One:
The interview tapes were transcribed, with both verbal and non-verbal
communication noted. The tapes and the transcriptions were then listened to and
re-read several times, to gain a clearer understanding of the participants meaning,
focusing on what they were saying, and allowing interpretations to be directed by
their meaning rather than my preconceptions. Key ideas and meanings were
highlighted, and broad coding categories were identified.
If it was possible within the time frame of the interviews, each interview was

transcribed before the following interview occurred, so that areas of concern,
issues for discussion, queries and inconsistencies could be followed up on the next
occasion. If transcription was not possible, tapes were listened to repeatedly
between interviews, and notes of relevant points made, to facilitate the recursive
process in the following interview.
After this preliminary coding, the transcriptions were again re-read, considering

the key ideas and meanings in terms of their relevance to the research question.
Categories were then refined to reflect the focus of the project.
Stage Two:
An independent researcher was asked to read the transcriptions to identifL what
they felt were units of relevant meaning, to verify my interpretation of the data. A

randomly selected section of each participant's interviews, approximately 10-15
percent, was given to the researcher, together with a general list of coded
categories. Using the same sections of transcriptions, each independently identified
what we felt were the apparent themes in each interview. The agreement rate for all
the interviews was 88%.
A further reading of the transcriptions was made to eliminate information and
categories that were irrelevant to the research questions.

Stage Three:
A summary of each interview was then written, and returned to the participant to
check if it accurately represented their meaning, and seemed a genuine
interpretation of our conversations. Any necessary modifications were made where
required. Arrangements were made at this last scheduled interview to provide a
copy of the final report of the study for each participant, if they so desired, when it
was completed.

Stage Four:
Themes that were common as well as unique across all the interviews were
identitied, and listed in chart form. From this a composite summary of interviews
was written, contextualising themes in tenns of their relevance to the research
question.

The reliability and validity of qualitative research cannot be adequately ascertained
in the same tenns as in quantitative research, where it is assumed that the
replicability and generalizability of studies can be measured with greater degrees
of structure and control. Objectivity in research, both qualitative and quantitative,
ivill always be subject to the influence of values, experiences and contexts of all
the participants in the process, including the researcher. While differences of
opinion exist as to the extent to which the constructs of validity and reliability are

relevant to qualitative research, there is no doubt that it is essential to evaluate the
trustworthiness of the research, and so establish credibility and confidence in the
qualitative study (Marshall & Rossman 1989:145).
Lincoln and Guba (1985:290) suggest that it is more appropriate to discuss the
trustworthiness of a study in terms of credibility, transferability, dependability and
confirmability in preference to the more quantitative constructs of reliability and
validity.
Credibility refers to the study's ability to show that the participants were accurately
identified as individuals with learning difficulties and that their perspectives were
accurately represented, with that representation being credible to their own reality
(Lincoln & Guba 1985:296). In this study, each participant evaluated their
summary of their interviews to ensure that it represented an accurate interpretation
of their views and experiences. The selection process for the participants in this
study, where schools referred possible participants according to the selection
criteria, increased the independence and accuracy of the identifications. The
complexities involved in identifying the key infonnants have been clearly detailed.
Transferability, the generalisability of results to other contexts and populations can
generally be problematic in qualitaiive studies, where each setting and population
has unique characteristics, and results may not transfer readily to other contexts.
However, clear specifications of the conditions and procedures of this study allow
comparisons to be made about the applicability of the findings to other situations.
Transferability has also been enhanced by the use of a variety of school sites
encompassing a range of educational approaches. The individuals involved in the
study also included a diverse range of personal and environmental characteristics,
so that those findings that show consistency across all participants and sites can be
viewed with greater confidence when considering their applicability to the broader
group of students with learning difficulties.
Dependability relates to the reliability of the study. While it is not possible to
replicate this study exactly, as circumstances, settings and individuals are
constantly changing and always unique, the methodology is described in sufficient

detail to allow a reconstruction of the data collection and analysis procedures, so
that the logic of conclusions reached can be clearly understood (Weisma
1995:274).

Confirmability relates to the concept of objectivity, where controls for bias in the
interpretation of data by a researcher are included in the design of the study
(Marshall & Rossman 1989:147). In the context of this study, an independent
researcher, with no personal involvement in the project, validated themes identified
by the interviewer, minimising opportunities to read preferred themes into the
findings. The data was also constantly checked for examples negating as well as
supporting possible themes or categories, to prevent the identification of
unsubstantiated or poorly supported themes.
The trustworthiness of this study is further enhanced by a clearly articulated
description of the logic supporting this research, as well as a detailed account of
the procedures followed throughout the study.

Individuals with learning difficulties encompass a heterogeneous, indeterminate
population of very diverse social, cultural and economic status. This project
explores a very small number of students from one Australian state, which must be
considered when attempting to apply themes to the wider population of students
with learning difficulties. These students could not be presumed to be
representative of the diversity of students with learning difficulties in the ACT, or
in the wider community.

The sampling process presented its own restrictions. Schools that agreed to refer
participants for the study were necessarily influenced in their choices by local
considerations such as the anticipated response of parents who were approached
and how this might affect their continuing relationship with the school. They were
also inclined to select those students who they felt would be most likely to respond

positively in an interview situation. Generally, consideration was given mostly to
the primary, school-based criteria, rather than the secondary criteria for key
informants when students were referred by schools. Referred students then, were
more likely to be cooperative and accommodating, and their parents were more
likely to have a positive relationship with the school.
Further limitations of the study were imposed by the nature of the research
methodology. While all methodologies have inherent limitations, interviewing as a
data collection technique has several potential areas for error (Wiersma 1995: 200)
These errors can be associated with the interviewee, the interviewer, or the actual
procedures for conducting the interview itself.
The first of these limitations relates to the ability or desire of the participants to
verbally communicate their experiences of learning in an interview situation.
Wiersma discusses the restrictions that may be imposed on the data by the
'response effect', a tendency for the interviewee to give inaccurate or incorrect
information for a variety of reasons. They may lack motivation to participate or
feel intimidated or uncomfortable by the interview process. There may be a
predisposition, consciously or unconsciously, to present a particular image during
the interview or to profess what they feel are the preferred responses. A recursive
approach to the interview was adopted, so that the conversations did not follow set
questions or patterns, and opportunities were included to pose similar questions
over the three interviews, so that these limitations could be minimised.

By ensuring flexibility in the interview process, and following the participants
thoughts and ideas, discussing issues of importance to them, as well using
photographs and providing opportunities to draw while responding, it was hoped to
provide participants whose language skills may have limited their ability to
respond verbally with a wider range of ways to express their understanding.
Efforts were also made to ensure the participants were relaxed and comfortable
before the interviews began, with taping not commenced until they felt they were
ready.

The interviewer can also impose limitations on the interview process. An
awareness of the necessity to establish a rapport with the participant, to avoid
stereotyping or 'talking down' to the interviewees as well as maintaining
consistency across the eight interviews while still remaining responsive to the
individual, was essential. The skill to follow the direction of the participant's
thoughts while maintaining the focus of the interview can also impose restrictions
on the data. As discussed, a distance education course for counselors in basic
attending skills was undertaken by the interviewer to reduce these limitations.
The actual physical procedures for conducting the interviews were also potential
sources of error in the data. Interviews needed to be appropriately timed for the
participant, so that they did not become overtired or disinterested. Allowing the
participants the flexibility to plan the length of the interview times and being
responsive to their body language during the interview process, enabled changes to
the fonnat or drink breaks if tiredness or restlessness were evident.

On several

occasions, the setting was not ideal. Five of the eight participants were interviewed
at schools, as the preferred and most convenient location for both parents, students
and the schools involved. This imposed its own restrictions, as the hectic pace of
school life does not always allow for total privacy or uninterrupted sessions, and
these can be distracting or unsettling, particularly during taping. There were also
difficulties in working around student's busy schedules so that interviews took
place at the most appropriate, least disruptive times, and did not deprive them of
participation in a preferred activity. Some interviews took place in the afternoon
school session: and two interviews were conducted with one student in the
evening, after dinner. By these times of the day students were sometimes tired and
concentration was reduced. Refreshments, such as sweets and drinks were
available before and during the interviews, and opportunities were provided for a
short break during interviews if required. The arrival of visitors and telephone
interruptions tended to be an unavoidable distraction in home settings on
occasions.
A final limitation was the absence of a control group of peers of a similar age and

status, who did not have learning difficulties at school. Were the perceptions of
the students in this study more a function of their age and environmental factors

rather than their learning difficulties? A control group may have enabled a clearer
understanding of these issues. However, many of the issues may also have
presented as irrelevant to a control group.
While limitations are evident in this research design, as in all research, careful
planning, preparation and flexibility enabled appropriate steps to be taken to
minimise their influence on the selection of participants, as well as on

the

collection and analysis of the data in this field-based research.

SUMMARY
This chapter has explained the methodological procedures involved in conducting
this study, including how participants were selected and how data was collected.
The process for analysing the data has been described, and the limitations of the
research have been discussed.
Chapter Four discusses the findings from each of the interviews and concludes
with a composite summary of the themes that were evident across the eight
interviews.

This chapter presents a summary of each participant's interviews, together with the
themes that emerged during these conversations. It also presents a composite
summary of the interviews with the eight participants, and discusses themes that
were common across all interviews. Where possible, the language used by the
participants has been retained in the summaries, to more accurately reflect their
meaning and understandings. The interviews have been discussed with the
participants and any modifications they felt were necessary have been made so that
each individual was confident that the interview summary was an accurate
representation of their conversations.
Each interview summary is followed by a description of the themes that emerged
from that series of interviews.

Katherine is a Year Nine high school student who has just turned fifteen years old.
She is an only child and lives at home with her mother, a homemaker, and her
father: a truck driver in the local area. She attended one local primary school from
kindergarten through to Year 6. She now attends a local high school.
Katherine did not attend preschool regularly and Kindergarten was her first full
year away from her family. After a good start in Kinder, where Katherine had a
teacher she liked and was there for her, she did not really enjoy primary school. As
she moved through the primary gades, Katherine found that a lot of the work was
difficult and that very little special assistance was available to help her. Often
teachers seemed too busy and did not take the time to listen to her or explain things
to her. Without additional personal assistance Katherine felt unable to do the
required tasks. Sometimes after her mum came to talk to her teacher, such as in
Year 4, things improved a little and the teacher would take more time with her and

make her feel a little bit special. But generally, Katherine did not find her teachers
at primary school gave her the extra support she needed to complete her work.
Year 6 was her worst year at school. Katherine felt her work went downwards from
Year 5 , and she did not receive the extra help she needed from her teacher to do the
work required. He seemed to push her away and not take the time to help her
personally with her work. By the end of the year, she was doing virtually no work
at all in class. She would spend her time pretending to work or drawing on her
page. Other avoidance tactics included trips to the sick bay. On occasions her
teacher had told her she was stupid, and his example encouraged some students to
tease her about how learning was difficult for her. Katherine found this upsetting
and was often sad when she went home after school. Her mother was concerned
about this and went to see the teacher several times. After these visits, the teacher
explained to Katherine that she was upsetting her mother and she really should stop
creating problems. He indicated that she was at fault.
Her teacher's response to her work was inconsistent. Sometimes he ignored the
fact that her work was not done, but at other times he became upset and yelled at
her, although not always straight away. This may not have happened until a later
occasion, even another day. Katherine felt confused by this and was unsure about
what she had done wrong and exactly why he was angry with her. Although she
was a quiet student who was not disruptive in class, Katherine found it was not
unusual for teachers to yell at her for not doing work. Mostly she did not complete
tasks because she did not understand them; she just tried to ignore tasks she
couldn't do.
In Year 6 Katherine went out each morning with a small group of five or six
students to work on Spelling and Maths activities. She did not enjoy this extra help
and found it was not a valuable experience for her, as the activities were not related
to class work and the teacher did not give much help as each child worked silently
on their own activities. Katherine also felt she was missing out on things in class
and would need to catch up later when she returned. She feels having two teachers
working in the classroom all the time would be a much better way of helping

people with learning difficulties, so that one teacher is free to help students while
the other teacher teaches the lesson.
Katherine preferred to work alone on activities rather than in groups or with
partners, where she did not really like sharing her ideas. Often she would let others
in the group do what they wanted and take very little part in the activities. She did
not feel she learnt a lot from group tasks. Katherine also felt she received very little
support or encouragement from her peers in primary school, whether she worked in
groups or alone.
Katherine was very shy at primary school and found it was not easy to connect
with people to develop long-term friendships. She felt she had few friends and
spent most of her time alone throughout all her primary years. Her mother was
concerned about this and encouraged her to join a friendship group. In Year 5 she
asked a neighbour if Katherine could join her group of friends at school. Katherine
felt her mother was worried she may be alone when she went to high school. At
high school, she feels that she is no longer as shy and now enjoys the company of
friends at lunch and recess. She does not share a lot of activities with friends after
school or on weekends as she feel this is more a time for family.
Katherine has a close relationship with her parents. They enjoy spending time
together in the evenings and at weekends, not necessarily doing special things, but
just enjoying regular activities such as grocery shopping, gardening or going for
drives. A favourite family activity is watching a video together.
Katherine's favourite leisure activity is ballroom dancing, which she has been
doing for seven years. The things she likes most about this are having a good time
and enjoying the freedom to be herself She doesn't have to hide her true feelings
with people at ballroom dancing. At school, particularly in Year 6, she felt she had
to hide her thoughts and feelhgs or she could be teased about being dumb.
Katherine also enjoys riding her pony when she has the opportunity. She does not
really like playing team sports, but has played netball in a school team in her later
primary school years.
Katherine really enjoys high school. If she had to design her ideal school it would
be like her current school. The teachers are fun and you can have a joke with them.

She also enjoys all her subjects. If she could not have'a teacher to work with her all
the time, her next choice would be a resource room, which works like the one at
her high school. There is always a teacher there to help you and you are working
on activities you bring from your regular classes, not some type of extra work. The
teachers are ready to listen to you and are there for you if you need help with
anything, whether it's a work or a personal problem. She found that the teachers in
the resource room helped her to have confidence and trust in teachers, which she
feels she lost in primary school. Katherine also feels supported by friends in her
classes, who understand her dificulties and encourage her no matter what her
results.
Katherine lists the important things in making school an enjoyable place to be as:
4

good relationships with teachers;

4

friends;

4

fun lessons and

4

people to listen.

These things are all there for her at high school, but she felt that at primary school
they were mostly not there at all.
Katherine would like to go on to college in Years I I and 12. She would like to be a
pilot or possibly a truck driver after leaving school, but has no other definite ideas
of careers she might like to follow, except she knows she would not like a job
inside in an office all day. Her parents are'happy for her to choose any career she
\vould like.

Sense of injustice:

Although Katherine was a quiet student, rarely speaking in class and very unlikely
to create disruptions, she was conscious of a sense of unfairness or injustice in that
she seemed to be in trouble or 'yelled at' more frequently than other people who
were obviously behaving inappropriately or being disruptive in class. She felt the

only reason was that she didn't finish her work, which was not really her fault
because she didn't know how to do it.
Learned helplessness :
"Unless I had somebody, a teacher, that sat beside me and just worked
through it with me, I can't really work ..."
For Katherine, the reasons she was unable to do her work in Year 6 were due to
external conditions, beyond her control. She felt dependent on additional assistance
from her teachers, incapable of beginning or completing tasks without this
assistance. If it was not available, and the teacher did not provide further individual
support, she simply did not do the work. In Year 6 she spent much of her time
pretending to work as she watched others or she drew in her book.

Stigmatisation:

"I needed to hide my true feelings about stuff, because if I said
something they would tease me. My teacher, would sort of like,
encourage everybody to tease me too."

ath he he re&larly experienced teasing and put downs at primary school,
particularly in Year Six, where the teacher's attitude and his way of talking to her
encouraged her peers to feel it was acceptable to tease and call her names. For
these reasons, Katherine did not like to work in groups or with partners, preferring
to work alone so that she would not have to openly contribute her ideas and could
do things her own way. She felt people would not put her down as often if she
worked alone.
Acceptance:
"I can be myself around these people and not have to try to hide
what I'm like

..."

Katherine loved ballroom dancing because when she was there she felt free to be
herself. She didn't have to hide her 'true self, as she did at school, where she feared
that if people actually saw the 'real' Katherine they wouldn't like her and would
make fun of her. She could have fun and enjoy herself when she was dancing,
accepted for who she was, without being vulnerable to the taunts and ridicule of
others.

Lack of consistency and continuity in resource assistance:
While Katherine's difficulties were apparent from her earliest school years, the
assistance and support available in her primary years did not appear to be part of
any long-term remediation plan. Some years she was withdrawn from class for
periods of resource work, while in other years she relied solely on the support of
the class teacher. Assistance was short-term, and did not appear to be part of an
overall strategy to address her learning needs.
Disadvantages of withdrawal strategies:
". .. we

had to catch up on what the other students had been doing."

Katherine disliked being withdrawn from class for resource work, as she felt she
missed out on class activities during this time. The tasks she was engaged in
appeared to be unrelated to the class activities, and she felt that she had to catch up
on the work she missed on her return to class. There was also a sense of isolation
from peers as, even though a small group went out with her, they worked alone on
individual tasks, and then returned to their regular class, often with the expectation
that they had been excluded from something much more interesting while they
were out. Sometimes she felt she was sent out of class simply because the teacher
didn't want to help her.
Friendships:
"I just didn't connect with anyone."

"...but I was happy, with no friends."
For Katherine, while she indicated she didn't mind spending her recess and lunch
times alone for most of her primary years, she also expressed a desire to have
friends, to be an accepted part of a friendship group, and to be able to choose
friends to work with her. Having experienced a sense of belonging to a group at
high school she felt friends were an essential part of a good school.
"My friends give me a lot of help now. They understand and, if I
get a really bad mark on my test they still like say that's really good.
So, they're really good."
Positive influence of on-going structured support: :
"I enjoy all my classes now. I don't have a problem with any of them.

So, 'cos I know that all the teachers will help me and I won't be on
my own, trying to work stuff out."
Katherine's present resource assistance program, in which she had been involved
for the last two and a half years, offered her the security and confidence of
knowing that help was readily available, easily accessible, and part of her required
curriculum work, rather than something extra she had to work on. She felt that she
was confidently able to cope with all her work, whereas in primary school she
frequently felt she was not given the help she needed to do her work, and had to try
and work a lot of things out on her own.
Importance of good relationships with teachers:

"Well if they're fun and smiling and active, you seem to be fun
and smiling and active too. "
For Katherine teachers were an integral part of her enjoyment of school. They
detennined the atmosphere of the classroom, and promoted or diminished her
social acceptability by the level of respect they accorded her. Some "mean
teachers" had "treated me like I was just nobody", and pushed her away when she
asked for help. Good teachers listened, smiled, were "there for you" and had a
sense of humour.
"They're not really teachers when you get to know them, they're
friends, sort of."
Fun lessons:
"...not to make the lessons seem like work, but to make them fun."
Katherine expressed a desire for lessons to be enjoyable, not always like work
where they involved sitting and listening or writing about things, but where they
included interesting and fun activities.

Significant Other:

"Me and mum worked on it together, so we were really
proud of ourselves. "
Katherine had a good relationship with her parents, particularly her mother, who
worked with her on many home assignments and tasks, reading to her and offering

her support wherever needed. This support was an essential part of Katherine's
coping mechanisms, enabling her to successfully complete a wider range of tasks.
"She finds the bits of information that I need and makes me put
them in my own words."
Her mother was a consistent advocate for Katherine's individual needs throughout
school, regularly meeting with teachers to explain specific needs and overcome
problems, especially as Katherine was generally reluctant to discuss issues with her
teachers, fearing they would simply ignore her.
"It started off really bad, but then my mum went to speak to her
and then, she became really good."
"Her personality changed towards me, and she just like had more
time for me."
She also attempted to overcome Katherine's loneliness at primary school by trying
to ensure she had a friendship group to.belong to.
"Mum actually made me have friends. She put me into a friendship group."

Summary of themes: Katherine
Feelings of injustice.
Learned helplessness.
Stigmatisation.

'

Lack of consistency in resource assistance.
Reservations about withdrawal from class.
Need for fun lessons
Positive influence of structured, on-going resource help.
Importance of relationships with teachers.
Difficulties with friendships.
Consistent parental support.

Robert is a sixteen year old Year Nine high school student who lives with his
mother, stepfather and sister, who is 13 years old and has just started secondary
school this year. His mother works as a pharmacist and his step father is a financial
consultant. He is a very competent sportsperson who plays basketball at a high
level in local competitions.
He attended three different primary schools, the first from Kindergarten to Year 2.
His family then moved and Robert went to his second priinary school, where he
repeated Year 2. He remained at this school for three years and then went to a
private Catholic school for Years 5 and 6. His inother was keen for him to move
from that primary school because he had been in some trouble, for mainly minor
things such as mucking around in class. She felt he would receive more discipline
at the private school. Robert enjoyed year 5, but found year 6 was harder; he was
not as happy and became more aggressive, which lead to several fights. He had the
same class teacher but his friends were not in his class as they had been split up
from the previous year.
At the beginning of secondary school Robert moved to ive with his father, whose
company he had been missing, as he didn't see him often. He attended a private
Catholic high school for Year 7, but was expelled in the latter half of the year, after
\\forking his way steadily through the ,disciplinary procedures in the school's
behavioural policy.. He was unperturbed by this, and spent the remainder of that
year hanging out with friends in the flats where he lived with his father. He began
to feel that his father was not a good role inodel and that if he continued to live
ivith his father and follow this lifestyle with his friends he would end up in
Quamby Detention Centre as he was beginning to hang around with people who
were becoming involved in some criminal activities. After some time to think
about things, he returned to live with his inother and went back to a local high
school at the beginning of the school year in Year 8, where he met up again with
some of his earlier friends from primary school.

Robert found that the return to school was not easy and he made a few enemies in
the beginning. He had several suspensions, ranging from two days to a week, for
incidents such as fighting, and was facing possible expulsion if things continued in
the same way.

Towards the end of Year 8 he made a significant change in his

behaviour and has remained virtually detention and suspension free for the rest of
Year 8 and so far this year in Year 9. He feels he has really pulled his socks up and
is on the straight and narrow now. Year 9 has been a really good year so far and
his mum is happy with the progress he has made.
Robert explains the reasons for this change as deciding that he didn't want to
spend his life on the dole. He wanted a good job where he had money to spend on
things he wanted, and felt that the only way to get that was through a good
education. He knew if he was expelled from both a private and a public school it
would be very difficult to find another school who would be prepared to accept
him, and he didn't want to end up waiting around to claim the dole. He also knew
his behaviour had caused some distress to his mum and didn't want to upset her
any further.
Social relationships are an essential part of Robert's school life. He enjoys being a
class clown, entertaining others and is easily distracted from tasks by events going
on around him. When he is in a class with .his friends, Robert is slow to settle to
work, usually preferring to talk and socialise. He realises that if he didn't muck
around as much in class his marks would.be much better.
While finding learning difficult at school was not the main reason Robert
frequently found himself getting into trouble, it did exacerbate his problems. If he
hadn't had learning difficulties he would certainly have been in less trouble at
school. When work was too hard, boring or seemed to have no point or connection
with skills needed in real life, he tended to ignore it and spend his time talking with
others. He was often in trouble for talking and not completing work. He found
copying work was one way of getting things completed when you didn't
understand how to do them yourself Visits to the sick bay and going for drinks of
water were also good ways to avoid difficult tasks. Partner work, where both

people can share their skills to get the task completed, is a more enjoyable way for
Robert to work, rather than too much silent, individual work.
Robert was worried at first about repeating a class, in case other people knew about
it, but was quiet comfortable when everyone just accepted him at his new school as
a Year 2 student. He feels that if someone repeats a class like he did, when they
move to a new school, it does not present any major problems. Repeating Year 2
gave Robert the chance to understand his work better, as it had been very hard for
him the year before.
There were times in his primary school days when Robert did not want to come to
school because he didn't understand the work and thought he must be dumb. It
seemed pointless to keep going, because if he didn't understand work now he
would never be able to understand it. He is grateful that his mother kept
encouraging him and helped him overcome this attitude towards school. He is
confident now and has few concerns about what people might think of him. He
feels he overcame that paranoia about what others thought around Year 6, when he
was a senior at' primary school.
The resource room at his current school has offered Robert heaps of support and
assistance with his work and has played an important part in helping to achieve the
marks he has this year. He feels without their support he would probably have
failed several subjects. He finds he oflen does not get a lot of work done in his
classes but when he brings work to the resource room he usually achieves a lot
more, (except on occasions when his friends are there too.) He is able to have the
one-on-one-assistance he needs to learn more effectively. While he is not
personally concerned by what others say about the resource room, such as calling it
the retard room, he doesn't think that there is much that can be done to prevent this
stigma, but feels it is more a maturity thing, with younger students in Years 7 & 8
more likely to be influenced by this. He feels that if this stigma wasn't there, more
people would like to use the facilities in the resource room. For him, it is much
more important to go there and get the help he needs to achieve the things he wants
in life rather than to worry about what others think.

Good relationships with teachers are important at school because with out that
relationship students are not going to be prepared to work and cooperate with
teachers. Characteristics that help make effective teachers include a happy
disposition, where anger and tension are not generally part of the classroom. They
take the time to explain things fully and check regularly to make sure students
understand what they are doing.
Robert felt that teachers generally did not treat children with learning dificulties
differently from other children in the class, but personality conflicts between
students and teachers did lead to different treatment. He felt that students could
tell: and so could their classmates, if a teacher did not like a student, by the way
they talked to them and treated them. This was wrong, in that all students should be
given the same respect when in a class.
School can be 'pretty full on' places and Robert felt that an extra break or recess,
say between recess and lunch, would be helpful to students in that it would make it
easier to concentrate during a long period of work and give students more
opportunity to relax during the busy school day.
Robert's mother has been a significant influence in his life doing 'everything there
is to do do' to encourage and support him to stay at school and to do as well as
possible academically. He has not had a tutor for additional assistance after school,
even though he believes it would probably help him. He knows he would not be
interested in making the commitment of time and effort needed for this to be
worthwhile.
Robert has always preferred to go out of class for extra assistance with his work as
he finds he is easily distracted in class, and feels he learns better in a one on one
situation. He feels he has received a lot of assistance and support with his work
from teachers throughout his primary school, but feels that access to a resource
room such as the one at his present school would have helped him to fully
understand his work at primary school, and reduced the need for resource
assistance now. He feels this would be a valuable part of all primary schools and
would greatly reduce the need for resource assistance in secondary schools.

Robert would like to go to college to do Year 1 1 and 12, and to then get an
apprenticeship as a mechanic. He wvould eventually like to set up his own business
after first getting the experience he needs.
The support of his mother and the resource room at school have provided Robert
with the opportunity to make for himself the kind of future he would like to have.
He is confident he can achieve that.

Withdrawal from class for resource assistance:
"I reckon its better, one on one.

.. . 'cos then

I can understand i t better. "

Robert regularly went out of class for resource assistance in most of his primary
classes. He found withdrawal from class gave him the opportunity to work and
learn without the distractions of friends and other class events. He felt he was able
to understand things better in a one-on-one situation. When support teachers
worked in class with him he found it was harder to focus on the task at hand, and to
isnore what his friends were doing.
Significant other:

"Oh, she's done everything there is to do. There's nothing she hasn't
done to get me to work."
"...

I don't think I'd be here today if my mum didn't do it."

Robert's mother has been a constant source of support throughout his school life.
She encouraged him through the tough times, from his early years when he didn't
want to come to school because the work was too hard and he thought he was
dumb, through to beginning at a new high school in Year 8, after expulsion
midway through Year 7. Her support has been instrumental in enabling him to
come to the decision that education has value for him, as it holds the key to
creating the kind of future he would like to have.

"I woke up to myself. I don't want to be on the dole.... I want a good job."
Behaviour:
"I s'pose I'd have been in less trouble, cos if I couldn't do something,
I'd get in trouble. I don't know how, it just happened."
Difficulties with learning exacerbated Robert's behaviour problems, in that when
work was too hard he tended to occupy his time in other ways. He enjoyed being a
class clown and entertaining his friends and was easily distracted, from the tasks at
hand.
"If my friends were there, yeah, I'd rather muck around."
These behaviours greatly increased the likelihood of getting into trouble in most
classes. The more difficult or tedious the subject, the more likely he was to engage
in off-task activities, and the less time was spent on-task acquiring the knowledge
and skills of the lesson. This helped to perpetuate a cycle of poorer learning
experiences and increased behaviour problems, compounding his learning
difficulties. In spite of this, Robert readily recognised that all his behaviour
problems, particularly his expulsion in Year 7, did not stem from learning
difficulties. There were other factors, environmental and personal, that also
significantly influenced his behaviour and were not related to school issues.
Relationships with teachers:
". . .

if you've got a nice teacher and you like them, you're going

to work with them. If you don't 'like them, you're not going to
cooperate or nothing."
Teachers Robert most enjoyed and worked most productively with were generally
happy, rarely angry and explained tasks clearly. They checked regularly to see if
you were working confidently or struggling with the task. They also treated all
students with respect He felt it wasn't right for teachers to show their dislike for
students in their actions and attitude towards them.
Learning Styles:
For Robert, working quietly on individual tasks was boring and frequently
unproductive.

"...

'cos when you're bored, you don't listen, you just sit there."

This diminishes time on task, and further exacerbates learning problems. It also
encouraged avoidance tactics, such as simply copying others work to get it
finished, trips to the sick bay or regular drinks of water, to alleviate boredom or
avoid having to complete work not understood. Robert also felt lessons needed to
have a point, to be relevant, with students able to see the point and the wider
connections.
". .. 'cos

like if there's no real point in doing them, what's the point

of doing them?"
If he couldn't see any reason for doing a task, he was less likely to persevere or
remain focussed on the activity.
Partner work offered support for learning and was a preferred way of working for
him.
". . . if I couldn't get it most of the time they could get it. If they

couldn't get it I could, so pretty much we could work it out."
Partners could use each other's skills and knowledge to find solutions to problems
and successfully complete tasks they might struggle with alone. Partners provided
support for learning.
Awareness of strategies that work for him as a learner:

Robert felt learning was more effective for him when he had:
one-on-one assistance, to minimise

distractions

and

increase

understanding;
smaller classes where the teacher "has enough time to go around to
everyone to help them out."
shorter lesson times to maximise attention, and preferably with an
extra break between the longest part of the day, recess and lunch, as
concentration seemed to wane considerably during this period.
Value of resource room in providing on-going support structures:

"I don't think I'd be at the resource room now if I had this
in primary school. I would have fully understood everything.. . "

Robert had been involved in the resource program at his current high school for
approximately eighteen months. The resource room provided a structured yet
flexible system for him to receive learning assistance. He was able to bring work
from any curriculum area to the resource room for one-on-one support. He had the
freedom to choose the times he would come as well as the work he would bring.
He knew he was always welcome 'as long as he had the permission of his class
teacher. The work he did there was always relevant to his curriculum needs at the
time.
Grade Repetition:
". . . I

was too young for it all. I just couldn't keep up."

" . . . it helped me out a lot. Yeah, it was good."

Robert felt repeating Year 2 at a different school worked for him in that it gave
him a chance to catch up on work he didn't understand. Although initially he was
worried in case anyone knew he was repeating, he found he was accepted as just
another year 2 student, so there was no stigma or social dislocation. He feels it
would not have been as easy if he had remained at his old school, and his friends
moved on without him. Academically he thought it had been valuable for him.
Stigrnatisation:
"When I was little, I used to be real paranoid about that [what
others thought]. Now I've learned as long as I like it that's it."
While he was aware the resource room had attracted the nickname the "retard
room" this no longer caused Robert any major concerns. He knew in his early
primary years he would have been worried about what others thought, but now he
felt he was mature enough and had the social standing to ignore such issues. He
felt incidents which had lead to conflict with others, or being "paid out" by peers,
particularly when he was in Year 6 and was 'a bit aggro', and when he first arrived
at this high school, were less related to learning difficulties, and more to.his social
environment.

Summary of themes: Robert

Preference for withdrawal for resource assistance.
Consistent parental support.
Behaviour problems.
Importance of relationships with teachers.
Active learning style.
Awareness of productive learning strategies
Need for relevance in cumculum.
Positive influence of structured resource room.
Social concerns about grade retention.
Importance of friendships, socially and academically
Use of avoidance tactics.
Value of smaller class sizes.
Stipatisation.

Sarah is twelve years old and lives with her mother, step father and older sister on
a property just outside the ACT. She is in Year 6, and has attended the same
primary schqol since kindergarten. Her mother is a teacher.
Sarah enjoys subjects such as Art, Music and Science. She likes to paint, draw and
have opportunities to do experiments as well as activities where she can make and
do things. She enjoys these more than subjects where she has to sit and write or do
work sheets. She does not like Mathematics or Japanese, which she finds hard to
understand, and has found these difficult since her early school years. Sometimes
maths is fun, such as when you get to cut up a cake to explain fractions, but usually
it is hard to grasp the main ideas. Sometimes that can make her feel frustrated, so
65

Sarah's mother is going to organise a private tutor after school to help her with
maths and she feels that will benefit her a lot.
Spelling is also difficult. Two days a week Sarah goes to a resource teacher at
school with a group of three other students, for extra work with spelling. Earlier
this year Sarah did a special term-long program to help her reading. She felt her
reading really showed a big improvement after that program.
Homework is something Sarah doesn't like doing very much, as it takes away from
her free time and means she can't do as she wants after school. But she has a lot of
support from her mum with her work and knows her sister is always there too if
she needs help. She enjoys the help they give her, which usually seems to be just
the right amount. But sometimes she finds she becomes a little moody because
they want to explain too much and Sarah just wants to get it finished.
Sarah generally doesn't mind going out of class for assistance with the resource
teacher, although this depends on what's happening in class. Sometimes it can be
annoying if the rest of the class is doing something interesting or fun while she is
not there. At other times it can save her from some boring class work. Sometimes
too, being asked to go out with a resource teacher draws attention to her need for
extra help and this can make her feel uncomfortable in front of her peers.
She is aware that sometimes people will tease others about going out for resource
assistance or for doing easier work in class, and they call them names or say they
are dumb, but this does not generally wony her, as it is usually just done by some
boys, who like to find something to tease you about. Sometimes though, it can be
upsetting. She likes the way her friends support her when people tease her.
Sarah feels that it is sometimes a good idea for students to do different work in
class, as those students who race through their work quickly do not have to wait for
others, and those who don't quite understand what to do can receive extra help. It
gives everyone a chance to work at their own level.

Sarah repeated Year 2 at this primary school. Her mother and teachers felt it would
be a good idea because she was finding the work very difficult. At first she was
upset and nervous, about having to make new friends and leaving old friends as
they went up to Year 3. But she knew some of the children in her new class and it
didn't take her too long to make new friends. Looking back, she feels it was a good
idea for her to repeat because now she understands her work a little better, and it
would have been harder for her,'going onto high school, without that extra year to
help her.
Her best year at school has been this year, in Year 6. She enjoys being a senior and
having the opportunity to choose things she would like to do at school, such as
being a peace mediator, which only seniors can be. She likes to help the younger
students with their problems, especially things like finding them a friend to play
with at lunch or recess. Sarah also likes her teacher this year, who has a helpful,
friendly personality, and a good sense of fun.
Sarah enjoys working with partners or in groups with her friends. She can share
ideas with others and friends can help if there is something she doesn't understand.
But she is not comfortable when she is working with people she doesn't like or
know very well.. Then she is very quiet and doesn't say or do much in the group.
She would prefer to choose the people in her group. Although she likes to work
with friends, she knows it can sometimes it can be hard to concentrate on the work
that needs to be done. At other times it works well. There are also times when
Sarah likes to work alone, such as when she had a test to do or problems to solve.
Friends are an important part of her life, both in and out of school. She loves to
spend free time, lunch and recess playing with her friends. They are often happy to
just sit around and talk. Her favourite weekends are when she has friends over to
stay, which she does fairly frequently. She also enjoys school camps and
escursions. She has been to several camps in the last few years and feels they are
like giant sleepovers where all your friends are with you at the same time. They are
also good times to just be with friends and to share experiences with them.

At times, some of her work at school can cause her to feel worried or stressed, such
as when she is asked difficult questions in class or has to read aloud in front of
others. Reading to other people's parents can be worrying, as they might discuss
your reading with others. Doing difficult work and having to stay in to complete
unfinished work can also be stressful at times. Giving speeches and talking to the
class are also things she does not enjoy doing. They make her feel hot and nervous.
Activities such as plays or acting can be embarrassing some times too. She is also
cautious about joining in class discussions and does not often put up her hand to
offer suggestions or information. Sarah can remember a few miserable days at
school when she has felt very unhappy, but she tries to put them behind her and
does not dwell on them. Generally she enjoys school and looks forward to going
there most days.
Sarah feels that it is important for teachers at school to be cheerful, patient and
happy, with a good sense of fun. This helps her feel confident that they will give
her the help she needs and they will understand her problems. It also makes the
classroom a more welcoming place to be.

Good teachers are able to give

explanations that you can understand, so that you know what to do, they listen to
you and are willing to give you help and support when you need it. Some teachers
can be impatient, a bit gumpy or even angry, and make you wonder if they really
like teaching any more or if they are sick of being a teacher.
Sarah feels that coming to school is an important part of our lives. If, in the future,
students were able to learn at home using computers and the internet, and only
come to school occasionally for social and sporting gatherings, she thinks that they
\vould miss out on many valuable things such as learning to live with others and to
share and cooperate. They would also miss opportunities to do things and share
experiences first-hand, rather than just seeing things on a screen, (even though the
opportunity to sleep in or take a break whenever you wanted to would be great!).
While she feels a little anxious as to what next year will be like, and the changes it
will bring, Sarah is looking forward to high school, when she will attend a
secondary private college.

Good relationships with teachers:
"If they have patience

... and

.

.

if you can talk to them about

problems and they understand... "
Sarah's well-being and security increased at school when she enjoyed her teacher.
She felt that they would understand and listen to her. She listed the qualities of a
good teacher as being:
cheerful, patient, happy;
ready to listen;
gives clear, easy to understand explanations;
has a good sense of humour, and
readily offers assistance to their students.

Withdrawal from class for resource work:
". . . sometimes

it's a bit annoying 'cos we're in the middle of something,

but sometimes it's good if we're doing something boring."
Sarah expressed some reservations about withdrawal from class for resource
assistance. While on occasions it rescued her from some boring class work, at other
times she felt she had missed out on something more interesting in class. She was
also concerned that when a resource person came to collect her from class it could
be embarrassing as it drew additional attention to her learning difficulties, like a
subtle put-down.

Stigmatisation:
"Some of the boys can tease you and make you feel really unhappy."
"It's just because they want to pick on you, they just want to find
something to make you feel upset."
Sarah experienced some teasing and put downs on occasions, mostly from boys in
her class. She wasn't generally too concerned, as she rationalised that they tried to
p~lt most people down, using whatever means they thought would be most

effective. But did upset her sometimes. She liked the way her friends were her
main defense and source of support in these circumstances.
Friendships:
Friendships for Sarah filled two important functions:
They were a valuable part of her learning strategies. If she couldn't
understand something or was unsure what to do in some activity, she
wvould ask a friend. Group and partner activities with friends were also
a preferred way of working, as they could share ideas and work things
out together. If she was working with people she didn't know well or
didn't like, Sarah would be very quiet, contributing little to the activity.
She needed to feel confident that her ideas would be accepted before
offering them in groups. Friendship groups gave her that security.
Friends were central to her leisure and free time activities, both during
school hours and at weekends. Her favourite times always involved her
friends.
Learning styles:
Sarah preferred lessons where she was actively involved in doing things, such as
painting or drawing in art, playing games in sport, playing instruments in music
and doing experiments in science. Lessons that mostly focussed on listening,
reading or working quietly on her owvri were her least favourite ways of working.
Grade repetition
"I didn't feel that good inside, I was a bit upset 'cos I

didn't have my friends.. . "
". . . it would have been a little bit hard if I went straight

on to high school."
Sarah felt that academically it was valuable for her to repeat Year 2. Socially she
found it hard at first, especially when her friends all moved to Year 3. Once she
had made friends and settled into her new class, she felt much more comfortable
about repeating. Looking back she thought it would have been hard for her at high
school if she hadn't repeated.

Susceptibility to Stress:
" I feel hot and nervous."

Sarah would feel stressed when she lacked confidence in her ability to do a specific
task particularly if it was very public. Reading out loud in front of others or to
parents, giving a speech to the class or doing something in front of the school at
assembly would cause her to feel stressed. She was not usually too worried about
class tests because she didn't feel pressured to know everything and others didn't
usually know how well she went.
Significant Other:

Sarah's mother acted as an advocate for her at school. She kept in regular contact
with her teachers, making them aware of Sarah's needs and helping to arrange
additional support, such as friends to be in her class when she repeated Year 2, to
help ease the transition.
"My mum made sure that I got in a class with people I knew, from
the grade before, so I had a couple of friends."
She also helped with homework (although sometilnes she gave too detailed
explanations!), and was organising a tutor to help overcome some of her
difficulties with maths.

Summary of themes: Sarah

Importance of relationships with teachers.
Some reservations about withdrawal.
Importance of friends, socially and academically.
Active learning style.
Stigmatisation.
Social concerns about grade repetition.
Consistent parental support.
Susceptibility to stress when confidence is lacking.

Adam is twenty three years old. He completed his Year 12 certificate four years
ago and is currently unemployed. His father is a toolmaker and his mother a
homemaker. He lives with friends in a rented flat.
Adam has completed a range of training programs, including courses for bar and
room attendants, kitchen hands and chefs, as well as computer and office
administration. He has recently had several computer contracts, ranging in length
from a week to three months, which he hopes will develop into a permanent job in
the future.
Adam was diagnosed as dyslexic around four years of age, before he began school.
At the time he and his family were living in Malaysia, where his father was
working for three years. He commenced school on their return to Australia and
repeated Kindergarten, after changing schools halfway through his first year when
his family moved to a different suburb. In spite of his diagnosis, assistance for his
learning needs was inconsistent during most of his primary years. Although he
remained at the same school, government cutbacks saw some initiatives such as the
learning centre close. Changes in teachers, a short period in an ESL class and
intermittent withdrawal from class for resource assistance characterised the support
her received in his primary years. Sometimes, as in Year 6, he relied solely on the
support of his class teacher. He felt that this lack of continuity sometimes restricted
his progress, a little like he was taking three steps forward and then two steps back.
He began in Year One with the basics, "By Year Six I was still learning the
basics."
For Adam, school was not generally an enjoyable experience. It was not until
college, where he did Years 1 1, 12 and 13, that he really began to enjoy school life.
Here he had the freedom to make choices and to take responsibility for his
learning. He felt he was accepted by his peers for himself.
Friendships were the most positive aspect of Adam's primary years. He enjoyed a
close friendship with a small group of children who remained together through to

Year 6. His favourite experiences at school involved spending time with his friends
in simple pursuits such as bike riding and playing games, or just hanging out
together. In class when working in groups, he preferred to work with friends who
knew how to work together, and with whom he felt comfortable. He liked to be an
organiser in group activities, but sometimes found himself left to complete the
tasks if others did not accept his authority.
Secondary school began positively, with the learning centre operating very
effectively for Adam. He did English and Maths in the centre and went to regular
classes for the other subjects, where an assistant would accompany him. But after
the first year, cutbacks again lead to changes, which saw him do all lessons in the
learning centre, except for electives such as woodwork. It was then that high
school became a time of some frustration and boredom for Adam, as he felt
unchallenged in the centre, restricted to work at the pace of the group rather than
his own pace and at his own level. Students in the centre had a wide range of needs
and abilities, and it seemed that the work was focused at the lowest practical level.
There were few opportunities for him to become involved in more stimulating
learning activities in the mainstream classes. Sometimes people thought he had it
easy, having less complicated tasks to do, but he often found it boring, and
unchallenging, and felt unfulfilled during this time. Requests to be reintegrated for
some classes met with arguments about needing to prove himself first, but this was
difficult when he was unmotivated by mundane and repetitive activities.
Many of Adam's more positive school experiences related to extra-curricula
activities, such as joining the school choir, which gave him increased confidence in
himself. School camps were enjoyable, when everyone broke out of the regular
school patterns of friendship and behaviour, although these were often only shortterm changes and things reverted to nonnal when they returned to school. Writing
and selling a series of four comics with a group of friends, for which they received
a school award, was also a positive experience at high school, as were
opportunities to develop more personal relationships with his teachers as he
matured.

In contrast to the lack of stimulation in his secondary education, primary school
held challenges academically for Adam, as there were still new information to be
learned. He enjoyed the learning experiences in school, but disliked social
interactions out of class hours, as it was at these times he was most susceptible to
the bullying and teasing which overshadowed most of his primary and secondary
years. He was subjected to taunts about his spelling and reading skills. Adam also
disliked being forced to participate in sporting activities, as he felt he lacked
coordination and had put on some extra weight, which left him more vulnerable to
ridicule, and provided further opportunities for spiteful people to pick on him.
The bullying tended to flow on from primary school into high school, where Adam
created an image for himself of being unpredictable and 'slightly insane', a
protective mechanism against being picked on. People became wary of him and
tended to leave him alone.
Sometimes Adam was frustrated by, and intolerant of, other students in his
learning centre classes who faced similar problems to him, but appeared to make
little or no effort to overcome them, seeming to accept that they were dumb or
incapable of doing the work. When angry or frustrated with others he tended to
use sarcasm as a form of retaliation.
Adam's main area of difficulty remains spelling. It is a personal frustration for him
that he can spell quite complex words, such as "quantum," but is unable to spell
relatively simple words, or decide which "two/to/too" to use in a sentence. At
primary school most of his learning problems were more broadly based, relating to
the basic skills of reading, writing and spelling, which prevented him from gaining
access to information he wanted to learn, and this was frustrating for him. He
taught himself to read through perseverance and effort, beginning with a
concentrated effort around Year Four and Five, as he learned to read the Hobbit.
Although he was confident when talking to the class or giving a speech, reading
aloud was stressful for Adam. When he encountered unknown words he could not
use the same strategies, such as reading on to find the meaning, as he did when he
was reading silently. By Year 8 he felt he had overcome his reading difficulties,
and had learned to read as well as any 'normal' person. In college, textbooks did

not present any special difficulties for him. When he encounters words he doesn't
know, even today, he knows he has the skills and strategies to be able to work
them out.
For a time Adam wore coloured lens to assist with his reading, and found they did
help in the short term, but it was expensive to replace the lens over a longer period
of time and they seemed less effective as prescriptions changed and the lens
became darker. They also inspired some taunts and cynical references to wearing
sunglasses to school. "I got the kids bursting into that old song, 'I wear my
sunglasses to school."'
At college Adam was often frustrated by having to explain his written answers in a
given number of words, finding his essays might be several hundred words short,
even though he felt he had explained the answer fully. Efforts to get him to pad out
answers seemed pointless to him. If the information was there, the number of
words he felt should be incidental.
Adam feels he is a kinesthetic learner who learns most effectively through doing
but there were limited opportunities to work this way at school. He found constant
repetition tedious and boring, taking away from his opportunities to learn new
things, and leaving many half remembered scraps of information, with no meaning
or relevance for him, burned into his mind. Repetition did not generate
understanding. For Adam, copying notes from the board was an exercise in
converting rather than a learning experience. It was slow and laborious, often with
notes being rubbed off before he had a chance to complete them. Adam frequently
had no idea what the notes said after he had copied them and rarely returned to the
notes for study purposes. It was not an effective way for him to learn. In contrast,
he has a good memory for infonnation he hears and sees, and enjoys watching and
learning from television documentaries. This also helped to compensate for poorer
written communication skills at school. He has a talent for working with computers
and can readily understand their operation. He sees the ability to spell as a talent
also; a talent with which he is not endowed. When asked why he can't spell, he
usually responds with the question, "Why can you spell?"

There were periods throughout Adam's school years where individual teachers
gave him support and assistance, at a personal level. Positive assistance involved
giving him extra time to complete tasks or giving him their notes to copy from,
rather than copying from the blackboard. Teachers he enjoyed also made lessons
fun, finding the interesting aspects of different subjects and presenting them in an
enjoyable'way, so that information was easily acquired. Having a good rapport
with teachers was also an important part of effective learning for Adam: 'I learnt
most from the teachers that I liked.'
Adam feels that ineffective teachers do not take the time to listen to students and
understand their needs. For him, some communicated low expectations, indicating
that his reading and writing skills would not be adequate for success in the future.
Derogatory comments such as these have.the power to become lasting memories.

-

Adam also encountered some teachers who felt dyslexia was not a legitimate
complaint and if he wasn't so lazy or had more internal drive he wouldn't have the
problems he did, inferring the responsibility for his learning problems was largely
his own.
Sometimes teachers behaviour was perceived as negative and critical. Their putdowns could be very subtle, such as wall charts displaying class marks for spelling
tests, which for Adam stirred feelings of guilt at not being able to spell better. In
spite of increased efforts to learn the words, his chances of success were minimal.
Adam's approach to learning spelling, trying to program the word into his mind by
constantly reading it, was ineffective for him. He was failing to learn the words
because he was using an inappropriate strategy. Giving out sheets of different work
in a way that draws attention to its difference he also felt was a subtle put down. If
everyone is working at their own level, different work is not an issue, but it can be
negative if only one person is doing different work and it is distributed in a public
way.
Adam did not really enjoy going out of class for resource assistance in primary
school, but he understood why this happened. He ofien felt he was missing out on
the more interesting activities that were occurring in the classroom, such as art
lessons, during this time.

Adam's parents have been very supportive throughout his schools years. His
mother and father did a course for children with learning difficulties to help him
find new strategies to cope with learning. They encouraged him and rewarded him
for positive school report cards. He credits his mother with encouraging his love
of reading, as she regularly read to him in the evenings. She has made many
sacrifices and has always been there for him.
While recognising its value, homework'was something Adam was never keen on,
feeling it infringed on his own time. School was for school work while home was
free time for your own interests. Although his parents tried to ensure he did his
homework he managed to avoid doing a significant part of it.
Adam enjoys, and has a talent for, drawing. At high school, his Year 9 teacher
encouraged him to attend art school but he wasn't sure if it was the kind of
occupation from which he would make much money. He was also keen to go to
college to get his Year 12 certificate, as he wanted to. be able to get a more than
just a labourer's job when he left school. He has pursued his drawing only as a
hobby at this stage.
Adam feels that being presently unemployed is more a consequence of the current
employment market rather than the direct result of having had learning difficulties
at school. For Adam, learning difficulties have been both a teacher where, with
detennination, he had to strive to overcome the problems it presented, as well as a
hindrance, where it sometimes restricted his opportunities and left him susceptible
to the taunts of peers.
Adam compares dyslexia to piloting a jumbo jet, trying to take off on a shorter
runway more suited to a smaller, more agile plane such as a Cessna. Children who
can spell well are piloting the lighter Cessna's, taking off with ease. Children with
learning difficulties are still capable of being able to take off and pilot the jumbo
plane, but they need some extra assistance along the way, such as a longer runway.
He sees the job of schools as providing that longer runway.

For Adam, the ideal school finds the level at which each child is capable of
working and then challenges them to strive to achieve at their highest level. There
is no stigma, no feelings of being dumb because learning is difficult, and there are
opportunities to make choices and take personal responsibility for learning. He
sees the most important responsibility for schools as being the provision of
challenge for its students, for as he explains,
"Without challenge we stagnate, without challenge
\ve can't advance. "

Stigmatisation:
Adam found that teasing and bullying, including verbal and physical abuse, were
part of both his primary and secondary school years. Some of the abuse was
directly related to his learning difficulties, some to personal characteristics, such as
poor coordination in sporting activities and increasing weight gain. He disliked
contact sports because other children had bullied him under the guise of playing
games. The tinted lens in his glasses for dyslexia were also a source of ridicule.
By high school, Adam attempted to solve the problem by creating an image of
being slightly insane or unpredictable, so that others were hesitant about picking on
him in case he became violent.

Frustration:
"There were so many things I wanted to know, and those things
I couldn't get access to."

"Not being able to work at your own level, that's the main
thing that frustrated me."
Adam felt frustrated from two perspectives: in primary school, his lack of skills,
particularly literacy skills, limited his access to information. At high school he was

frustrated by a lack of challenge. He felt constrained to move at the pace of the
other students in the learning centre.
"...people reckoned I had it easy because I had to do things like
easy maths and fill out stupid little fun puzzles and things like that ..."
For Adam, the most important role of schools was providing all students with the
opportunity to work at their own level, but work seemed geared to the lowest
common denominator, with most activities mundane and boring.

"I can understand why teachers have everyone doing the same work,
cos its easier like to set out and to lay out, but the ideal is that each
person works at their own individual level."
Adam was also frustrated by the fact that while he had strived to overcome his
reading difficulties others in the learning centre seemed prepared to just accept that
they were unable to do better.
". . .

but its sort of like they sold themselves out. "

Relationships with teachers:

Adam felt good teachers had an awareness of the needs of students, and
communicated high expectations for them. They treated students with respect, and
made learning fun.
"...do the work, but make it fun. They say the most effective
way to educate people is to educate them without them being
aware they're being educated."
He enjoyed his relationships with teachers at college where he was given choices
and responsibility for his own learning.
Lack of continuity in support assistance at primary school
"

Well, it kind of got screwed up because of the cuts and things

like that, but it started off, I loved the way it started off."
For Adam, assistance at primary school was intermittent, changing frequently over
the seven years. Budgetary constraints and staff changes dictated the level of
support he received, and he felt like progress was interrupted and sometimes
reversed as he experienced a variety of intervention strategies, including the
learning centre, an ESL class and withdrawal from class for reading programs.

"...then another teacher would come in and basically I would have
gone, like taken four steps forward and then another one would
come in and like start three steps back."
Reservations about withdrawal from class for assistance:

"I understood why I was going out, but sometimes I didn't like it,

I saw it as a hassle.. . "
"Sometimes I felt like I was missing out.. . "
There were times when going out of class was inconvenient, particularly if Art or
Science lessons were in progress, and Adam felt that he was missing out on more
interesting activities. He also disliked the simplistic nature of some activities he
was given to do when he was in resource classes.
Early diagnosis of learning difficulties:

Adam's dyslexia was diagnoscd before he went to school, when he was about four
years of age. He commenced Kindergarten in the learning centre for half a day,
returning to his regular class for the afternoon. He repeated kindergarten after
changing schools midway through the year. After his diagnosis, he received
varying levels of learning support for the rest of his school years. He recalls very
little about having repeated Kindergarten.
Learning styles:
". . . show them

how much fun maths can be and physics can

be and whatever can be, rather than just sitting.. . "
Adam felt he was a kinesthetic learner and that there were not many opportunities
to work that way in class. He preferred lessons to be fun, to actively involve the
class and teach the interesting aspects of subjects rather than the mundane and
repetitive points only.
Significant Other:

"Probably my mum, like she's given up a hell of a lot for me."
"She did a course basically for parents to help their learning
difficulties children out."

His mother had "always been there" for Adam. She and his father had undertaken a
SPELD course on learning difficulties, so that they would be able to help him more
effectively.
His parents rewarded him for improvements in his grades and he knew they were
proud of his achievements.
Teacher Expectations:
"...they said you'll probably never be able to read or write to a standard
that will get you anywhere in this world."
"From the time I was very young, I've had a level that I was going
to strive for and it was always going to be a higher level than
people expected of me."
Adam was aware of differential treatment by teachers. He had been subject to
derogatory remarks about his abilities, in that some teachers told him he would
never amount to much, and others expressed their opinion that his difficulties
stemmed from his own lack of effort. He once saw and read one of his personal
files, aware that teachers did not put it out of his way because they thought he
wouldn't be able to comprehend its contents.
In primary school he sometimes did different work to the rest of the class, and had
his own spelling words, separate from the class list. While there were occasions
when he could have done the work the rest of the class were doing, he mostly
disliked the overt way his work was given to him, drawing attention to the fact that
it was different

Like I didn't mind the separate work, it was how it was given to me."
"If everyone is doing their own thing, different work isn't an issue."
Positive strategies to minimise learning difficulties:
"...

sort of like you've got a runway right, and at the end of the

runway is a solid brick wall. All the other people that can spell
are in the sort of light aircraft, like Cessnas, . . . . but the people
who have learning difficulties are piloting a Jumbo and they
need a lot more time to get that run up to take off."
Adam was aware of strategies he could use to overcome his learning difficulties.
He saw his problems as something that imposed limitations on him, but could be

circumvented using other techniques. He knew he was capable of achieving, he
just needed a longer time and a little more support to reach his goals, just like the
jumbo jet that needed a longer runway to take off. He was aware that increasing
personal effort could have a major impact on his achievements, as he found when
he taught himself to read in late primary school through persistence and hard work
He also used strategies such as developing his memory skills and breaking words
into syllables when reading and spelling, and felt he had developed the skills to
analyse words he didn't know.
Friendships:

"I really like kept to myself in primary school. I sort of like, hid."
Adam had a very small group of friends throughout primary school, and did
not socialise with his peers on a broader scale. He maintained a close friendship
with one girl who had been in the learning centre with him in early primary school.
He chose to forget high school as much as possible, and felt it was not until college
that he really established solid friendships with peers that remain important to him
today.
Working with others:
Ah, me, I didn't really work well in g-oups or by myself ... "
Adam found that he would spend his time daydreaming when working alone.
When working in groups, he would often take over and find that those who didn't
accept his authority would leave the group. Frequently he ended up doing the bulk
of the work himself. When he was working in groups, he preferred to work with
close friends, because "...we basically knew how to work together and things like
that."
Stress:
"I could read to myself quite well, but when it came to reading

out loud, ... "
Adam experienced significant stress in situations like reading aloud to the class,
where he couldn't use read-on techniques as he did in silent reading. He felt he
became like a broken record, stuck in a groove. Late assignments or overdue
homework did not generally stress him, and he felt he coped well with tests.
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Zac is a Year Five student who lives with his parents and his older brother, a Year
Eight student at high school. His mum is a child care worker who works from
home and his father is a caretaker at a local school. He enjoys a close relationship
with his family. They all share a common interest in rock climbing and enjoy
spending time together on family activities and camping holidays. He has attended
three primaq schools, the first in Kindergarten, and the second for Years One,
Two and Three. Zac has been at his current school for a l m o z t w o years, doing
Years 4 and 5 there. This is closer to his home, and allows him to ride his bike to
school. In his spare time, Zac enjoys soccer and roller blading.

Zac repeated Year I, as he had been sick in Kindergarten and had missed quite a lot
of school. He suffered from tonsillitis and had several ear infections, which lead to
him having grommets inserted in his ears. He felt he had missed a lot about sounds
and spelling during that time. He also thought he was quite young in his class. At
first, Zac missed his friends a lot when he repeated Year One, but things improved
when he made new friends, which he managed to do fairly quickly. Now he has
really forgotten about having repeated a class. It doesn't make any difference to
him. Occasionally he misses days at school now, because of asthma.
Zac describes his best subjects as art, sport, music, and maths. He enjoys more
active lessons where he is involved in making or doing things, rather than lessons
where he spends a lot of time sitting and writing. He becomes bored quickly when
he is doing these things. If he had the choice, he would have less time in class to sit
down quietly doing activities like writing and more time to do things like Art and

PE. He also enjoys doing projects where he is finding out new facts and
information about topics, and finds using the computer to print his information and
pictures makes it much easier to do and helps get better marks too.
During terms one and two, Zac went out for extra work in spelling four days a
week with a small group of students who were also friends. He was happy about
doing this and was not concerned he may be missing out on anything in class
because he knew the rest of the class was all working on spelling skills at that time
as well. Zac feels that his teacher would have had difficulty giving him the extra
time on his sounds that he needed if he had remained in class, and his resource
teacher knows how to teach sounds well. He feels extension classes are also a good
idea for those who need them.
Zac's school does not have straight grades; there are three Year 415 classes in one
larger open plan unit. He does Maths and Reading in ability groups, which are
organised across the three Year 415s. There are four maths groups and eight
reading groups. Zac enjoys this way of working and thinks this is probably the best
way to help all students learn as well as they can, because everyone gets to work at
their own level. Those people who are good at Maths or English don't get bored,

because they have harder work to do and those who aren't as good can have the
extra help they need. It also means that the lower groups, where people need more
help, are smaller. There are only about eight people in Zac's reading group.
Friends are a very important part of Zac's life, both socially and in class. He
regularly spends his time after school and at weekends riding around and playing
with his friends. During his school day they are important too, bringing fun and
enjoyment to recess and lunch, as well as helping with work in class that might be
difficult. He finds his friends don't care what group he is working in in Maths or
English and feels they all tend to look afier each other. Zac has never found that he
has been teased because work was sometimes difficult to do. He did experience
some teasing at his previous school, around the Year Two, mostly about general
things like haircuts and things like that. He feels it was probably just something
kids of that age do.
Zac finds working with groups and partners in class is really helpful, because
everyone can share ideas and you can share around the tasks to be done. It also
means you can finish activities more quickly and this can help you get on top of
your work. Sometimes though, if your group or partner isn't helping, or is mucking
around, it can be annoying. He also likes to have some time working by himself,
especially when it is easier work he knows how to do.
Zac enjoys school, this year being his best so far. He likes the extra-curricula
activities especially. This year was his first experience of school camps, when his
class went to Birrigai.

He was away on holidays when previous camps had

occurred. He really enjoyed this camp, especially the opportunities to share
experiences with friends. The Activity Night was the best, when he and his friends
put shaving cream on their faces and were shaved with spoons, which hit them in
the head a few times! He also loves excursions and days like swimming or
athletics carnivals, which he feels, are the happiest days at school. Another school
activity Zac did find enjoyable was singing in the school choir, which practices
during school time and is voluntary for anyone who would like to join. He has
since lefi the choir because of a change in teachers.

Zac's present teacher is the best he has had. He likes the way she helps out and
doesn't yell or get angry about a lot of things. Zac has not liked some of his
teachers, who he felt were unfair, and didn't take the time to listen. He felt that if a
teacher didn't like you or care about you, you could tell by the way they talked to
you. He sees the qualities of a good teacher as being able to give clear, easy to
understand explanations, offering help whenever it is needed, and being patient, so
that they are not yelling or angry all the time. They listen to you too, and treat you
with respect. "If we respect them, tky'll respect us." He feels it is important for
teachers and parents to talk about things as well, especially if there is a problem.
When approaching difficult activities, Zac has worked out some strategies to help
him. He does all the things he knows first, then comes back to do the harder tasks.
He often asks a friend to help him if there is something he doesn't understand. If
they can't help, then he asks the teacher.
Once a week Zac has a tutor who comes to his house in the evenings and works on
reading and spelling activities with him. The tutor also helps with any homework
not yet completed. He feels the tutor is okay, something you get used to after you
have been doing it for a while. Before the tutor, Zac went to a learning centre after
school once a week for extra work in English .
Zac has had a few detentions over his school life, usually for more minor
disruptions such as talking and mucking around in class with friends instead of
listening or completin,o work, or playing in the wrong areas. On a couple of
occasions he has been involved in more serious incidents such as fights, which
have seen his parents contacted by the school. But Zac felt these were times he was
more caught up in things rather than fights he had deliberately caused.
Zac is confident about most of his work, and feels he is able to do most activities
fairly well. The only areas in which he would like to improve are English and
Spelling. His Maths, he thinks, is going well, except for times tables, which are a
bit hard. He finds that he is only worried about work at school when he is not
confident about what he is doing. But because he works in groups at his own level,
he can usually do most things. Things like not having his homework done on time,

having a class spelling test or having to stay in to complete work can make him
feel worried. Sometimes extra time to complete tasks would be helpful, as Zac
ofien feels he has to work really quickly to keep up with everything he needs to do.
Talking in front of the class is not something that worries him very much. He
enjoyed the time when he talked to the whole school about his rock climbing.

Zac would like to work outdoors when he leaves school, preferably in a sporting
area, or as a caretaker, like his father. He would also be interested in landscape
gardening, possibly starting his own landscaping business when he has the
experience.

Withdrawal for resource work:
"Every afier recess they do writing and we do writing too of our own."
Zac enjoyed going out of class for resource assistance. He went with a small group
of friends and was aware of what his classmates were doing while he was with the
resource teacher. He was unconcerned about missing out on anything interesting in
class as he knew exactly what was happening while he was away. He felt he got
extra help with his sounds and vowels that he wouldn't have been able to receive in
class.
"We get more time with Mrs. W and our teachers can't do it properly,
with our vowels and everything."

Good teachers
"They help you out a lot, like they explain things better than some
other teachers do. And they're more nicer. Some teachers are really
mean to some kids especially they don't like."

Zac felt the teacher had an important part to play in making students feel welcome
at school. It made learning easier too when teachers gave clear explanations and
assistance when you needed it. He felt that good teachers:
listen to students;
don't yell or get angry often;
include fun in the day;
are fair in their treatment of students;
care for you;
give clear explanations, and
help you when needed

Tutors:

"It's okay. You get used to it."
For the last eighteen months, Zac had a tutor who came to his house one evening a
week. They worked on spelling, reading and maths skills and the tutor helped with
any homework not yet completed for the week. Before he had a tutor, Zac went to
a private tutoring centre once a week to work on English .
Friendships:

Zac enjoyed a close relationship with his group of friends. They were a central part
of his day, providing companionship and fun at school as well as in his social life
outside of school. They were often his first choice for assistance, before the
teacher, when he was unsure about work.

He found working with friends in partners or groups was easier and quicker than
working alone.
Learning Styles:
"I don't really like doing it [English] 'cos I get bored of it."

"I'd rather be outside."
Zac preferred to be outside, rather than inside, to be actively involved in his
lessons, rather than sitting and listening or writing, which was boring for him and
he lost concentration quickly. He really liked the way some teachers included

games throughout the day so that they had a chance to do something fun. He loved
excursions and sports days best of all.
Stigmatisation:

Zac has not been aware of any stigma attached to having learning difficulties. In
his present school where each child works in a group at their own level for Maths
and English, little attention is paid to what group everyone is in as they all move to
different areas for these sessions. His friends, who are in both higher and lower
groups to Zac, are unconcerned about what work he does.
"My friends don't worry. " "We just look after each other and practise."
Sometimes in his early primary years he found children teased him about

". . .

hair

and all that. Just normal things." He thought it was probably just related to their
age at the time, more so than any form of victimisation.
Positive learning strategies:

"Break up the classes like we do, in groups like .the lowest and the
highest, and you have like in the top about fifteen people. The
lowest's about four or five."
Zac felt the way his school structured lessons was the best way to help people learn
because everyone could work at their own level. If people needed harder or easier
work their group would be able to cater for that. The groups that found learning
difficult had smaller numbers of children, so the teacher had more time to work
~ vthi everyone.

Personal strategies included doing the things he knew first, then asking a friend or
the teacher for help on the other tasks. He would usually have a go at work, even if
it looked too hard, because his teacher didn't mind if he didn't get it right, as long

as he had a tv.
Behaviour:

"Not much really, just mucking around with my friends."
Zac had found himself in trouble on several occasions at school, mostly for talking
and playing with his friends at inappropriate times. These infringements were
usually treated by time out in another class area.

Detentions had related to some fights over the last eighteen months where his
parents had been called to the school. He had been grounded after the last one. He
did not feel any personal responsibility for the last fight, as he had tried to protect
someone else and just got caught up in things.
Stress:

Zac felt confident about doing most of his work. The structures set up to help, such
as the streamed ability groups for Maths and English provided him with the
support to successfully complete activities while working at his own level.
Times he felt stressed related more to events or activities where he lacked
confidence in his ability to succeed, such as when he had a spelling test in class,
rather than with his resource teacher, or when he knew he would have to stay in to
complete unfinished work such as homework. Events such as arguments with
friends were also stressful for Zac.
Parental Support:

Zac's parents organised a tutor for him and helped with homework when needed.
His mother kept in close contact with the school, which Zac felt was important, so
that if any problems occurred they could deal with them straight away. Their
support also involved encouraging his participation in sports such as soccer and
rock climbing, a family hobby they enjoyed doing together. His brother also helped
him on the computer when he was doing assignments.
Grade repetition:

Zac repeated Year One. He knew his spelling was a problem area, and he felt one
of the main reasons for this was the large amount of time he had spent absent from
school in Kindergarten, because of a series of ear infections and tonsillitis. He felt
he was young for his class too, as his birthday was in April.
Zac really missed his old friends at first, but after he settled in and made new
friends in that grade, he no longer gave repeating much thought at all. He had
almost forgotten all about it.

Positive attitudes to withdrawal for resource work.
Importance of friends academically, and socially.
Assistance of a tutor.
Stress when confidence lacking.
No stigmatisation.

Importance of positive teacher characteristics.
Behaviour.
Positive learning strategies.
Smaller classes.
Opportunities to work at own level.
Parental support.
Grade repetition.
Active learner.

Craig is a ten year old Year Four student who lives with his mother on the outskirts
of the ACT. He has attended the same primary school since Kindergarten, and
catches two buses to his school each day. His favourite leisure activity is playing
soccer. He plays for a local Under 10 team in a Saturday competition. He looks
fonvard to soccer training twice a week.
Craig has generally had the same group of friends at school since Kindergarten,
even though they have sometimes been in different classes in the multi-stream
primary school. They play soccer most lunchtimes throughout the year. At home
he has a large group of friends who live nearby, and he enjoys playing with them
after school and at weekends.

Craig's mother has given him a lot of support and assistance, particularly with his
homework and work on projects. Craig and his mum have been reading each night
lately to help him improve his reading skills. He feels that he and his mum will be
able to 'fix' his reading problems with their consistent efforts. On the weekends
they enjoy spending time together, when possible, just to relax. Craig also helps his
mother some evenings, tidying up and helping to organise dinner.
Craig enjoys subjects like Art, for which he has a talent, as well as sport, science
and technology, where he can learn new information by making and doing things.
He also likes the challenge of making new discoveries. He enjoys doing projects
and often feels very proud of all the effort he has put into them. Sometimes finding
information and reading information books can be difficult though, especially if he
has to use the dictionary often. Craig dislikes subjects whe,re he spends a lot of
time sitting at his desk writing, as it quickly becomes boring. Handwriting too is
something he doesn't enjoy as it is slow and laborious for him to do.
During Term One and Term Two, Craig was going out of class for special help
with his reading, usually about four days a week. During this time he was involved
in a special reading program. He generally didn't mind going out but was reluctant

to have any further help because he felt he missed out on more interesting class
activities. Once he missed an AFL .football clinic when he was at reading. He
prefers to work in a small group when he goes out for assistance, rather than by
himself, as he feels more comfortable with others than when working alone with a
teacher. He also feels it would be more fun with other students there. This tenn he
has not been going out for any extra help with his work, probably, he feels,
because he passed all his tests last time and doesn't really need any additional
help.
Craig enjoys working with partners and in groups as that gives everyone the
chance to share ideas and tasks, as well as to work with friends: It also means that
work is finished faster and there can be time left to play. Craig likes to be able to
choose his groups, so that he can work with his friends, but sometimes has found
himself left out, especially if he was slow to get organised and there were enough

people in the group already. Sometimes people's ideas get left out in groups too,
but he feels there isn't much that can be done about that. For Craig, working
quietly at his desk on individual tasks is a slow process for him, although a lot of
class time is spent doing that.
Craig finds some areas of Maths are easy to understand, such as division, but finds
times tables fairly hard. He is also not keen on long complicated sums, or solving
written problems. Spelling and reading can be difficult, especially the long words.
Japanese too, is fairly hard. Although he has been learning Japanese for most of his
time at this school, he is still unfamiliar with most of the words. Craig likes to
offer suggestions in class meetings, but is usually reluctant to join

in class

discussions on work topics, often feeling he doesn't really have any other ideas to
add.
Craig likes being in a Year 415 mixed class as it gives him the chance to play with
friends who are in Year 5, but he feels school is often boring, as many of his
lessons don't seem to involve fun or interesting activities. He still enjoys coming to
school most days, (unless he is tired or a little grumpy from not having enough
sleep), especially if the class is going to be making something interesting, like a
detective device. He feels there should be more time allowed for free time
activities, as they spend most of the day, every day of the week, working.
Teachers he has enjoyed teaching him have made classes interesting, with fun
lessons and time for games regularly included. They also allow extra time to finish
work, as he does not always work as fast as some others in the class.
Craig has had several detentions over his five years at school, mostly for things
like talking and mucking around with friends at inappropriate times, or some
inappropriate behaviour. On a couple of occasions it has been necessary for him to
see the principal. Once when he went to see the principal, his mum was
telephoned. This year, he hasn't had any detentions and has been to see the
principal only for a Principal's Award.

Teasing is sometimes a problem at school. This year Craig made a suggestion to
the SRC at a class meeting that they look at doing something to stop teasing at
school. He feels people are often teased, being called names that they might not
like, especially at lunchtimes when they are playing. It also happens in class on
occasions. Some names people like being called, like nicknames, but other names,
like "stupid," are hurtful. Sometimes the Year 6 students seem to like to tease some
children just because they are younger and smaller than them.
When Craig has a difficult task to do, he-has worked out some strategies to help
him. He does all the things he knows first, then comes back to do the harder tasks.
In spelling, he breaks the word up into syllables, and tries to sound it out. He often
asks a friend to help him if there is something he doesn't understand or is unsure
of. If they can't help, then he asks the teacher. There are times the teacher doesn't
mind if he doesn't do some activities, if she feels they are too hard for him. He
likes to keep this a secret from the others though. On other occasions she might
give him an easier worksheet to do.
Sometimes at school, Craig feels concerned about work that he knows will be
difficult to do. He finds reading aloud to the class or to other parents makes him
feel very nervous. He doesn't really want them to know how well he reads. Tests
and problem solving activities can also be worrying, and sometimes he is
concerned that he will make a mistake when he is doing a task. But when Craig
feels confident about his work and knows he can do the activities well, he feels
very little stress or wony at all. If someone is able to come and help him do
difficult tasks he also feels less concerned. He feels sure school would be a more
enjoyable place if there were no stressful or worrying times to deal with.
Craig feels that people can learn and have fun at the same time, if they have more
opportunities to make and experience things rather than simply read about things
and answer questions. Learning can be fun with a little imagination.

Stress:
For Craig, reading aloud to the class or other parents, some tests and problem
solving activities were worrying for him. He also worried about making mistakes
in his work. Craig felt confident when he was doing tasks he found easy. These
gave him the chance to successfully and quickly complete work.
Significant other:
"...my mum and 1 can fix it.'
Craig's mother was very supportibe, and generally helped with his homework
sheets and home projects. He attempted the activities he could do first and his
mother helped with the more difficult questions when she returned home afler
work. He and his mum worked together to overcome his reading difficulties by
practicing each evening, and she also helped to scaffold tasks so he was able to
complete them.
Learning Styles:
"I don't like much about school. It's a bit boring."

"There's not much fun things to do."
Craig's favourite lessons were art, where he loved to draw, and felt he was very
skilled, sport where he enjoyed games, technology and science where he liked
making things and doing experiments, "so you can make something that's never
been discovered before. "
Reading and spelling are hard for Craig, "cos I can't read, well I can't read big
words," so lessons where these skills were the main focus became difficult for him
to fully participate in.
He was also reluctant to join in class discussions as he found he frequently did not
have any information to contribute to the discussion.

'I can't really think of

things." Handwriting was also hard, slowing him down when he is working.
Memory:
"it's a bit hard. I can't even remember one word out of it."

Craig finds memory tasks, particularly times tables and Japanese, where he has
vocabulary words to learn, are difficult to remember. After doing Japanese three
and a half years, he doesn't feel he knows any words at all.
Withdrawal for resource assistance:
". . . sometimes

I'm missing out on some really fun things in the morning."

Craig was involved a ten week intensive reading program where he went out with a
parent four days a week to work on reqding, comprehension and word recognition
skills. AFter the reading program finished, he was going with the resource teacher
for additional work in spelling. While he usually didn't object to going out, he was
cautious about receiving any further help because he already felt he was missing
out on more interesting activities when he was out of class.
He also felt it could be a bit daunting to go out just by yourself particularly if you
didn't know the person very well. He thought it was more fun if there was a small
group of people going out together, rather than working individually with an adult.
Friends:
Craig enjoyed opportunities to work with friends. He was able to share ideas, work
more quickly than by himself, sometimes even finishing work with time to spare,
which hardly ever happened by himself. He saw some disadvantages to working in
groups, in that sometimes one child's ideas were ignored, so they left the group or
simply didn't do the work.
Sometimes too, he would be left out of a group and have to work with others who
didn't have a group. On other occasions he found that the group had the right
number of people before he got there. He thought maybe he could fix that by
running to get there sooner, "but you're not allowed to run in class."
Teacher expectations:
". .. she usually just says if it's too hard you can do free time

or something like that."
Because some tasks were very difficult, Craig found that he was not always
required to complete all class work. There was a distinction for him between the
work he had to do and what he saw as the optional tasks. If his teacher felt a task

was too hard for him to do she didn't mind if he drew or othenvise occupied
himself quietly at his desk.
Good teachers:

For Craig, good teachers made lessons fun, and regularly included time for games.
They also gave you extra time to complete tasks, because he found i t was
sometimes difficult to finish work in time.
Positive Learning Strategies:

Craig had some strategies to use when he had difficult tasks to do. He broke
spelling words up into syllables, a trick he learned from his resource teacher. He
began work doing all the tasks he could do first, then came back to more difficult
things. When he needed help he would ask a friend. If that didn't work, he would
ask the teacher for help.
b

Behaviour:
" ... sometimes like most of the time when I'm not doing much and I'm just

sitting there these other kids used to make me get into trouble, so I used to
go to the Time Out."
While Craig had been in trouble most years for inappropriate behaviour in class,
mostly talking and mucking around with friends, he recalled being in more serious
trouble on two occasions, when he had been sent to the principal's office and his
mother had been telephoned. These incidents reflected inappropriate responses in a
given situation, and did not seem to him to have a direct relationship with his
learning difficulties. He appeared to be influenced by the behaviour of others,
particularly older children. Distractability in class appeared to be intensified when
work was too difficult.
Stigma tisa tion:

"That's the only place I get teased, at school."
"...like teasing about how big they are and what they look like."
"...like when I go to kick a ball and I make a mistake, they all start cracking
up so I just walk off and play with somebody else."

Craig made a suggestion to the SRC at a class meeting that something needed to be
done about teasing and put-downs at school. Sometimes name-calling, using terms
such as "stupid," was about learning dificulties, but other times teasing related to
physical or personal characteristics. Some names, like nicknames, were fun, but
most were hurtful.
Craig also expressed a dislike of other people being aware of his difficulties. He
was reluctant to read to other people's parents, "cos then even more and more
people will know ..." and they might tell others about his reading. He also liked to
keep it a secret when he didn't have to.do work the others were doing, because he
preferred them not to be aware of that. He was concerned that other people might
like him less if they knew he couldn't do things so well.

Summary of themes: Craig.
Stress when confidence is lacking.
Consistent parental support.
Active learner.
Difficulties with memory tasks.
Reservations about withdrawal for resource assistance.
Positive teacher characteristics.
Teacher expectations.
Importance of friends, academically and socially.
Behaviour.
Disadvantages of working in groups.
Stigrnatisation.

Kyle is a ten year old Year Five student who lives with his parents and older sister.
He travels by bus for about forty minutes to school each day. This is his second
primary school. Before this, he attended a local primary school near his home from
Kindergarten to Year Three. He has been at his current school for almost two
years. He and his mum came to visit the school and liked all the facilities here.
Kyle especially liked the computers, so they decided to change schools. His mum
also works nearby. His favourite leisure time activity is playing Aussie Rules
football with a local club. He has training for this two nights a week. He also
loves to play his Nintendo 64 and computer games.
Kyle enjoys being in a Year 516 mixed class. He likes the opportunity to play with
his friends in Year 6 and to see them during class times. He also likes to be able to
have their help with his work when he needs it. He can't see any disadvantages to
this system of mixed classes. Kyle enjoys the privileges that s o with being a senior
at school. Sports shed duty is fun to do at lunchtimes, and on wet days only the
senior students in Years 5 and 6 are allowed to stay upstairs and play in the
computer room.
For Kyle the most enjoyable part of his school day is playing with his friends. He
likes coming to school and loves to play games with friends, especially on the
equipment. He is looking forward to a maze being built around it. In class friends
are also important to Kyle. When he is unsure about how to complete some task,
they help him with work he does not understand, and when he is working in groups
and with partners, there is the opportunity to share ideas and to help each other as
well as spend time with friends. He finds learning with friends easier than working
alone. All of the fun times Kyle has had at school have involved experiences with
his friends.
Subjects Kyle enjoys most include sport, science and technology, as they give him
the chance to make and do things. The best lesson he remembers is when he made
a chainsaw in Technology. He also enjoys projects and work where he has a choice
of activities or topics. Kyle likes maths because he feels he is quite good at most

topics, except for things like perimeter and area. He finds working on operations
like addition and subtraction easy, but he is not keen on really coinplicated sums
involving several different operations.
The subject Kyle finds most difficult is reading. Sometimes when he reads out loud
he tends to miss out words, but he feels this doesn't prevent him from making sense
of what he is reading. He was going out of class for an individualised reading
program with a parent three days a week in tenn two. He liked reading the story
and the comprehension tasks, but wasn't keen on the rest of the activities, such as
probes and spelling. Kyle thought he was the best person who had been on the
program since the school started doing it. He improved his average reading age by
the most. One thing he didn't like about going out to reading was that when he
returned to class, everyone else was doing other work and he didn't know what was
happening. He had to ask a friend or the teacher what to do. One area he would
like to improve in is being able to write more quickly, as he feels his handwriting is
a little slow, and this can mean it takes longer to finish work sometimes.
Kyle has missed several days through illness this year. He doesn't enjoy staying
home from school when he is sick, as he would prefer to be at school with his
friends. Sometimes when he feels worried about things at school, he finds his
stomach begins to hurt and he feels sick inside. Sometimes this happens without
him being aware of it. The doctor discovered the cause of his sore stomach after he
had been home from school sick for three days. His stomach reacts badly when he
worries about things and this makes him feel sick. Things like having a hard story
to read, not completing his homework on time, having to stay in at recess or lunch
to finish work, or having worksheets to complete which have several very difficult
questions to answer all make Kyle feel worried, and his stomach hurt. When he
feels confident about his work, knowing that something is easy for him to do, he,
doesn't worry at all.
Kyle doesn't dislike homework and thinks it is important for people, so that they
will have a better education. He finds it easier to do his homework than some of his
school work because he does not feel pressured to finish things to a time schedule.
He can do some work, take a break and return later to complete further work. His

parents were going to organise a tutor to help him with his homework after
school. He liked the idea of being able to finish it in two nights instead of four, so
that he would have extra time to play after school. But now, since he has done so
well recently and has become a lot more mature, his parents don't feel he needs a
tutor any more, so he probably won't be having one.
Kyle enjoys teachers who make lessons fun, and include time for games and sport.
They generally do not get angry or yell. If you make mistakes, they are not really
concerned, as long as you've put in your best effort. They give good explanations
and are always available if you need help. Teachers he has not liked have yelled a
lot and been very strict on finishing work. They also liked everyone to work
quietly without much talking in class. One teacher he remembers even threw a
duster in class.
This year he has not found the work as hard as he was expecting it to be. Some
things were difficult in Year Four and he wasn't looking forward to the work in
Year Five. He thought it was going to be more difficult. But he finds he is coping
quite well with most areas of his work. He usually asks friends first when he
doesn't understand some activity, as his teacher can become annoyed if he needs to
ask about something and she has already explained how it is to be done. He tends
to do the easier questions first and leave harder things until last.
Kyle finds that he needs to stay in at recess or lunchtimes on several occasions
each week, to complete work he has not finished in class. He also spent quite a lot
of time staying in last year in Year 4. He likes to talk to friends during class and
knows he would work a little quicker if he didn't spend as much time talking. But
even if he didn't talk at all, he feels he would not be able to finish all the work he is
given. Sometimes there is too much work for him to complete in the time
available, and sometimes it is too hard for him to finish. He dislikes having to stay
in, especially if he is the only one, although there are usually others who also need
to complete work. His mum did discuss this with his teacher at parent teacher
interviews. He has not had to stay in as often since then.

Kyle's class is going on a trip to Bali this year for seven days. He would prefer not
to go, because even though the school has had lots of fundraising activities to pay
for travel and accommodation, he feels it will be expensive to provide spending
money. His cousin will be coming at that time and will be left to amuse himself if
Kyle goes to Bali. He also feels his family would miss him for that Ions. He has
elected not to go on this trip with school.
Kyle is quite comfortable when talking in front of the class, either when telling
them about a project he has done or when making suggestions in class meetings.
He always has plenty of ideas to offer in their class meetings, which are held each
week. Sometimes he has more ideas than turns to talk. In discussions about work
topics he also likes to contribute his ideas, although he feels he has more ideas
about general things discussed in class meetings than about school topics.
Friendships and fun lessons where work can easily and successfully be completed
in the time allowed help make school a more interesting and enjoyable place for
Kyle.

Stress:
There were several times each week in class when Kyle experienced physical
symptoms of stress, which made his stomach hurt.
" My acid goes, cos like I get so worried my acid goes up like that

and it starts going, its struggling to get up here and it can't."
These symptoms most frequently occurred when he:
felt pressured to complete work in a given time frame;
had difficult activities to complete, including reading and problem
solving, where chances of successful completion were limited, and
was required to remain behind at recess or lunch to complete work,
including homework. He always felt worse if he was staying in alone.

His stomach was also moderately sore if his friends were away for the day, but i t
never bothered him if work was easy to do, and he could complete it successfullv.

Friendships:

"[I like] working in a group because you get to work with all your friends."
Playing with friends was the most important part of Kyle's school day. Lunch,
recess, free time and games with his class were the times he enjoyed and looked
forward to most.
Friends were also a vital part of his coping mechanisms in class and were usuallv
the first place he went for help with difficult work. He liked to be \vith friends
when working, to share ideas and chat about things.
For Kyle, friends made coming to school enjoyable. He can't think of any years he
hasn't really wanted to come to school. He can remember feeling sad when he had
to stay home because " when I was sick I couldn't come and play."

Withdrawal for resource assistance:
"When I come back I don't like it because when I come back to my
class they're doing something and I don't know what to do."
Kyle generally didn't mind going out of class for his reading lessons, although he
had some reservations when he returned to class, as he was unsure what was
happening and what he was supposed to be doing.

Good teachers :
". ..

he always played games with us and he always laughed."

For Kyle, good teachers made school enjoyable. They included lots of games,
weren't often an,gy and didn't yell at the class very much. He felt no pressure to
perform perfectly, as they didn't mind if you made mistakes, as long as you tried.
They were always willing to offer assistance and were patient. They made lessons
fun. They also gave good explanations, so you knew what to do.

Learning Styles
Kyle preferred to be actively involved in doing things in his lessons. His favourite
subjects were sport, science and technology. Tasks that involved a high level of
listening, writing and working quietly were tedious and he would lose

concentration quickly. He looked forward to times when the class would play
games. He found it hard to work quietly without talking to anyone.
Behaviour:

Kyle found he was frequently in trouble for talking in class when he was supposed
to be working. He was easily distracted by events around him and enjoyed talking
with his friends. Sometimes, as a consequence, he had to stand at the door for
talking.
Attribution:

Kyle found it difficult to finish most of his work in the time allowed, regularly
needing to stay behind to complete tasks. But he felt this wasn't really his fault, the
reasons were more related to the teacher giving them too much hard work to do,
and his calculator which sometimes broke down, rather than his being distracted
while working. Even if he worked faster he wouldn't be able to do all the work in
time. He felt the amount of effort he put in would not make much difference to the
outcome, he still wouldn't be able to finish. He felt it was a bit unfair because they
got so much work, "....and she only gives us fifty minutes to do it."

..

i

Summary of themes: Kyle

Importance of friends, socially and academically.
Physical symptoms of stress.
Reservations about withdrawal for resource assistance.
Importance of good teachers.
Active learner.
External locus of control.
Distractibility in class.

Susie is a twenty five-year-old teacher who has been married for two years. After
attending pre- school in Queensland, Susie moved to the ACT where she
completed her primary and secondary education. She has been teaching full time
in a permanent position since completing her university de~geethree years ago.
Susie has a keen interest in sport and has participated at a high level of competition
in several different sports during her school years.
Throughout her primary school years, Susie knew she was not reading well, but
she was not aware that she was significantly worse academically than the rest of
her class. Her work in Maths and other curriculum areas did not present any
problems for her. She disliked reading, and would be anxious when reading aloud
in front of others as well as when reading to other people's parents. She sometimes
tried to avoid this in her lower primary years.
Comprehension activities too were difficult, and looking back, Susie feels that
although she could decipher words, her understanding of their meaning was
sometimes lacking. Spelling also caused her some anxiety, and she can remember
writing her spelling words on her hand before a test in year 5, although i t did not
concern her as much as reading. Her dislike of comprehension is something that is
still with her today; a comprehension activity at a recent staff meeting was still
able to rekindle feelings of concern and unease, even though she was able to
complete the exercise competently.
Susie did not receive any special assistance at primary school to help her with
reading, such as withdrawal for resource work or special class programs, although
her parents first voiced their concerns when Susie was in Grade One. They felt that
her reading was not developing as they had expected. But indications were given
that she was not that bad and there was nothing major to wony about. She was
just not as bright as her older brothers. It was not until Year 5 that a teacher first
expressed concern, feeling that "there was not much hope" and that she had little
chance of improving academically. But he agreed that sending her to a private
school with a good learning assistance program would be advantageous.

Her entrance tests for high school clearly indicated a need for assistance with
literacy skills and placed her in the lowest of five classes. Of the twenty-six
children going to R from her school, only three other students, two boys and a girl,
were in her class. She was both shocked and embarrassed at being in the lowest
class, but this increased her determination to work her way out of there. At first,
she was also concerned that her friends would leave her out of things, but they
reassured her this wouldn't happen. Susie never found teasing or bullying about
academic ability was an issue for her or for the majority of her classmates at high
school. Even though the learning assistance classes had names like the "veges,"
these had no malicious intent, and many of the children in these classes were
popular with their peers. There was no stigma attached to the LA classes. Any
teasing she experienced was unrelated to learning difficulties.
From Year 7 to the end of Year 9 when she was in the learning assistance classes,
Susie received a high level of support for her learning needs. The LA classes
provided a sound scaffolding to increase the opportunities for students to be
successful with their tasks. Assignments were coordinated to reduce the workload
at any one time. Classes were small, often with two teachers available in English,
with other support staff such as the library teacher also available when needed. For
the most part, there was continuity of staff over the years, so that the program was
not dependent on a particular teacher to implement it. There was also flexibility,
which enabled students to move on to other classes as they were ready. Susie found
that assistance from teachers was always readily available, whatever the task. By
the beginning of Year 10 she had worked her way to the middle classes and was no
longer receiving learning assistance support. Almost all the students in Susie's
class had moved out of the lower stream classes by Year 10.
In Years 11 and 12 Susie chose to do a tertiary package, with encouragement from
her teachers. He mother, although very supportive, privately had some concerns
that it may be too much for her to cope with. It was a heavy load, entailing frequent
late nights studying, often until midnight. The ASAT too was difficult, really
pulling her down as it involved a lot of reading and writing. In spite of these
challenges, Susie managed to achieve a T score, which although fractionally below

the cut off for teaching, enabled her to gain a place at university. She feels a real
sense of pride now that she persevered through the tough times to achieve her goal.

Over time and through experience, Susie developed several strategies that enabled
her to cope with her workload, both at high school and university. While the
reading at university was sometimes a problem, particularly if i t involved scientific
and educational theory, Susie found she was able to compensate by listening \\,ell
and actively participating in discussions. She had a good memory and tried to
ensure that what she didn't pick up from reading the papers and texts, she took
from the tutorials and discussions. Another strategy, which was very important for
her, was frequent repetition, which she found really helped her to consolidate
information.
Other strategies that worked well included:
A quiet environment, as noise tended to be a distraction;

Reading information onto a tape and replaying it while asleep. This was a
particularly valuable technique in Years 1 I and 12 when preparing for exams, and
a set working area, as this programmed her mind to think that being in a specific
place meant it was time for work.
In primary school there were not many opportunities to work in groups, but Susie
feels this was not really a disadvantage for her as she wouldn't have had the
confidence to share her ideas at that time. She feels she may have been intimidated
offering suggestions and ideas with some of the bright sparks in her classes. In
secondary. school she also preferred to share only with friends, even though she
was working with students of her own academic ability and she felt more confident
about contributing productively to discussions and activities. She also found that
talking information over with a partner really helped her define her ideas. If left to
consider ideas alone for too long she found she could sometimes become muddled
and over analytical. By contrast, at university, group activities and discussions had
become an important learning tool for her.
For Susie, one of the most effective ways for her to learn, as well as through
repetition, was having the opportunity.to use manipulatives, to actively touch,
make and do things. She has never forgotten some of her Year 8 science

experiments, such as those where they ate Sao biscuits as they learned about saliva
or lifted dumbbells as they studied muscles. Learning on these occasions was fun,
with lots of activity and discussion, and information was effectively retained. Susie
found that teachers who talked a lot and expected students to listen for any length
of time caused her to switch off, and she ended up having little involvement with
the lesson, as she did not learn well from oral lessons.
Teachers she has enjoyed and learned most from were happy and friendly, smiling
frequently. They had a sense of humor and made lessons fun. Fun, productive
lessons included a range of media, from going on excursions and making models to
viewing videos, rather than just pen and paper tasks and listening. They were
encouraging, building her self-confidence through their positive support. They also
acknowledged each student's individuality and were prepared to meet their needs.
Her Year Six teacher did this brilliantly.
Her most stressful experiences at school have been related to times when she has
lacked confidence in her ability to do a required task. Susie would be stressed
when she didn't know how to do something, irrespective of what curriculum area it
involved. Tests were also a time of high anxiety, right through to Year 12. Susie is
a perfectionist and was frequently concerned about whether her performance
would be good enough, in spite of studying hard beforehand. She also didn't want
to let down teachers who had supported and believed in her. She found the support
structures built into her LA classes at high school were well organised to reduce
stress because there were ample opportunities to successfully complete tasks.
Students felt confident about their ability to cope or to readily obtain the help
needed to cope. Research assignments were not stressful as she knew she could
always bring them home for any assistance she might need to complete them on
time.
In primary school Susie sometimes felt she was a fringe dweller, probably she
thinks, because she could be hard to get a long with. This seemed to change later in
high school, around year Nine and Ten, as she gained confidence in herself, and
didn't feel the need to put on a front or present an image to others.

Her main interests outside school all related to sport. Susie did swimming, hockey,
softball and dancing for most of her school years, and performed at a high level.
She was school captain for swimming in Year 12, which she feels is probably her
proudest achievement at school. She was very competitive, and felt she may have
been a little arrogant about her ability at primary school. This seemed to disappear
during secondary school, as her self-confidence increased and other students
physically began to catch up to her performance levels. Sore ankles also saw her
dancing levels drop, causing her to quit by Year 10.

A dislocated shoulder also

limited her swimming prowess around Year 1 1.
Her parents have been her main source of support throughout her school and
university years, offering her the encouragement and assistance that has been
instrumental in helping her achieve her successes in her life, both acade~nicallyand
socially. Their support was on-going and unconditional, and recognised her
individuality. They did not compare her to her two older brothers, both of whom
were high achievers at school. One was an honors student at university. Susie
appreciated the way her parents were always supportive and positive without being
pushy or nagging. They had high expectations for her, but never so high as to be
unachievable. Her husband now too is a major source of support, happy to help in
any way needed. He is understanding of the demands of teaching, and enjoys being
part of her after school hours life, such as on Saturday mornings for sport. This is
something Susie really enjoys, coaching a softball team in a local competition. She
always appreciated the time and effort some of her teachers put in when she was at
school and would now like to help her students in a similar way.
Whenever she found there was work she didn't understand, Susie usually brought it
home to her parents or older brother for help, often before asking for assistance
from her teachers. She feels she tended to hide things she didn't understand from
her teachers, particularly in primary school, and in some ways, was quite
successful. She remembers having problems with long division in Year Four, and
after taking it home to mum and dad, who helped her work them out and
understand them, was the first person to get them right in the class. Although she
has no recollection of hiding things from her peers, she felt she probably wouldn't

have wanted them to be aware of any difficulties she was experiencing, in case this
affected their opinion of her.
Susie first became interested in teaching when she was in Year 12. She was
shocked to learn at that time that her Year 5 teacher had felt she had little hope of
achieving academically, and she felt strongly that every child had the right to
experience success, and not to be constrained by low expectations. Her aim was to
ensure that no child left her class feeling they could not succeed.
The aspect of her work she most enjoys is programming, which has provided her
with the opportunity to plan innovative and interesting units of work. Her
professional experiences as a teacher have not all been positive to this point. While
recognising the advantages of working collaboratively with her fellow
professionals in multi-age classes, she is also very aware of the disadvantages,
such as teachers who can be domineering or dismissive of her youth and
inexperience. She is looking forward to next year, when she will be working with
two teachers who are experienced in collaboration and teamwork. She feels that
this is generally a successful enterprise when all teachers get along well, are equal
partners in the relationship, and share the workload equally. She sees the ability to
work with others as a life skill, important in all walks of life and doesn't feel that
the situation would necessarily improve if these skills were given a higher profile
at university. It would be more beneficial, Susie feels, if university courses placed
more emphasis on providing all teachers with the skills of learning assistance
specialists so that they could more adequately meet the needs of all their students.
Susie feels that for students who find learning difficult several strategies would be
effective in supporting them:
every teacher trained in phonological awareness and the processes involved in
learning to read, to write and to spell;
opportunities for positive experiences, so that success can help to build selfesteem;
individual learning styles, rather than individuals teaching styles, provide the
foundation for learning experiences;
manipulative materials in all curriculum areas;

smaller class sizes, where a lower ratio of students to teachers increases
opportunities for positive and more frequent student-teacher interactions;
individual rather than multi-age classrooms so that distractions and
interruptions can be minimised, as well as allowing for a smaller range of
individual differences to be catered for.

For Susie, reading difficulties have had both positive and negative effects on her
life. One negative influence has been that she is even today a slower reader,
unable to skim texts and needing to read each word to understand the content. This
makes reading long novels difficult, but with perseverance, she has enjoyed books
such as April Fool's Day by Bryce Courtney. From a positive perspective, her
learning difficulties have helped her to develop the determination and the belief in
herself to succeed against the odds. It has also given her an understanding of and
an empathy with students who are struggling with their learning, as well as an
increased awareness of the need to cater for all differences, including learning
difficulties and giftedness, in our classrooms.

" The need [for all children] to succeed is paramount."

Learning difficulties were specific to one academic area:
"Anything to do with reading, especially out loud, was the biggest
negative for me. "
Maths and most other curriculum areas did not present major difficulties for Susie.
It was reading and comprehension that caused her most concern, although their
influence became more apparent in other curriculum areas, particularly as she
moved through high school and on to university.

Early appearance of learning difficulties:
"Mum and dad were always told that I wasn't bad enough. And then in

high school they found out I was worse than bad enough."
Susie's parents were concerned about her reading early in her schooling. They first
spoke to her teacher in Year One, but they were told that her problems were not
that severe at that point. It wasn't until Year 5 that her teacher expressed his
concerns to her parents. At the high school entrance exams her scores placed her
in the bottom of five streamed academic classes, in the learning assistance
program.
Learning Styles:
Susie was an active participant in a range of sports throughout her school years.
Her recess and lunch periods were spent in physical activities. Her learning style
too was kinesthetic.
"...if people talk to me about somethins I'm not totally interested
in I switch off... "
Lessons which involved any lengthy periods of sitting and listening were most
likely to be ineffective for Susie, as she would switch off and pay very little
attention.. She learnt most when she was actively involved in the lesson, making,
doing or manipulating things.
"And we had to stand there and eat Saos until we couldn't eat
any more Saos and of course our saliva had gone. And you
know, I've never forgotten about saliva."
Repetition was also an important way for Susie to learn, in that it helped her to
consolidate information.
"Funnily enough, like if they were able to give me numerous
examples of the same thing it would eventually sink in.. . "
Fun lessons
Susie referred to the need for lessons to be fun. These lessons involved a variety of
techniques and resources such as videos, excursions and manipulatives to engage
students interest and were most likely to result in effective learning for her
because, as a reflection of her learning style, she remembered things far better
when she was an active participant in the lesson and her interest was stimulated.

Significant other:

"They gave me any support that I've ever needed and to this dav I've been
very appreciative of that."
Susie's parents have been a constant source of support for her throughout her
school years, both at an academic, social and emotional level. They were usually
the first point of reference whenever she needed help of any kind. She has never
felt pressured to do any more than her best. Susie always felt accepted and valued
for herself, not compared to her high achieving older brothers. She credits their
support as being instrumental in helping her to develop the determination to
overcome difficulties she faced and to achieve the goals she aspired to.
Positive learning strategies:

"I listened very well in tutorials

...

to make sure that what I wasn't taking

from the papers I was taking from discussion. I remember things very
well from discussion."
Susie had developed a range of strategies to help her learn effectively. She was
aware of what strategies worked for her and how to maximise her efforts to
achieve the best results possible. "...I'd got strategies that were working for me."
Theses included repetition, a quiet environment, listening to information on tapes,
and having a set working area for studying. Her memory skills helped her recall
information she heard in discussions.
Resource Assistance:

Susie did not receive any special learning assistance in primary school. She has no
recollection of any programs being offered at that level. In high school, the
learning assistance classes offered her the support and the structure she needed to
successfully complete tasks as well as the skills to move from learning assistance
to mainstream classes where she was able to successfully complete Year 12 and

achieve a university degree. The program was structured with a high level of
support, assignments scheduled to spread the workload and the form tutor liaising
with other teachers so that they were aware of individual student's needs.
were also opportunities to move on to higher classes as necessary.
"Surprisingly enough you could move on quite easily, and almost all
of us were out of that class by Year 10."

There

Clsssroom practices:

"That worries me, and I just think so many teachers don't know their
sounds and how to teach them."
Susie was concerned that training for teachers was inadequate for the knowledge
and skills they were required to teach. University did not provide sufficient
understanding of how children learn, especially how they learn to read. She felt all
teachers needed the specialised skills of learning assistance teachers to be able to
meet the needs of their students. Smaller class sizes, a greater focus on learning
styles, and increased opportunities to experience success would all benefit students
with learning difficulties.
Relationships with teachers.

"They made it fun and made learning fun and realised there is a
personal side to children and were quite happy to meet that side."
The teachers Susie enjoyed most were happy people, who smiled often and had a
sense of humour. They knew how to make lessons interesting and enjoyable and
recognised that their students had personal and social needs as well as academic
needs, and made a concerted effort to meet those needs. Her Year Six teacher
provided her with a great example of how to do this.
"I know I learnt a lot, but I also had an enjoyable time."

Friends:

"I shared with friends only."
"If I can talk about the same thing with somebody I can sort of
sort things out in my mind a lot clearer."
Susie felt she would not have learned well in groups in primary school as she
lacked the skills and the confidence to work cooperatively, particularly if there
were children who were very bright in her group. By secondary school working
with partners was very important for her, while by university, group discussions
and activities were a major part of her learning strategies.
Friendships and social acceptance were important for her sense of well being and
belonging . While Susie felt she was sometimes on the outer of groups in primary

school, by the middle of high school her self-confidence grew, and she established
firm friendships which remained strong throughout her school years.

"I didn't feel as though I had to put on this front that sort of said
something else about me."

Stress:
" If l couldn't do something I got stressed about it, whether it be in

maths or literacy. "
Susie would be stressed when she lacked confidence in her ability to complete
tasks. Exams were a time of high stress, as were activities such as reading aloud or
talking to large groups of people. The learning structures at high school reduced
stress in that it provided a level of support that enabled her to have confidence in
her ability to successfully complete most activities and assignments

Learning difficulties apparent early.
Difficulties with literacy only.
Active learning style.
Need for fun lessons.
Consistent parental support.
Preference for smaller class sizes.
Development of positive learning strategies.
Positive, structured resource assistance in high school.
Susceptibility to stress when confidence is lacking.
Importance of relationships with teachers.
Importance of friendships - academically, socially .
Need for effective teacher training

4.9 C
O
W

OF INTERVIEWS

The eight participants in this study ranged in ages from ten years, in Year Four at
primary school, through to twenty five years. All were aware that learning was
hard early in their early primary years, with literacy skills being the area of greatest
concern. By Year 2, four of the eight students had been retained in a class because
of academic difficulties.
With the exception of Kyle and Susie who had experienced only one style of
intervention, the students had all been involved in a range of support measures.
In primary school, these interventions had generally been characterised by chan~es
from year to year, with staff availability, level of need and financial constraints
being major influences. Three of the four primary students had recently
participated in an intensive ten week reading program, involving up to five
individual lessons a week. On other occasions they had pull-out lessons for varying
lengths of time, from a term to a whole year. The exception to this pattern was Zac.
At his current primary school, support was structured into the school system. His
withdrawal from class for small group lessons coincided with class work in the
same curriculum area. For his regular Maths and English classes he worked in
ability groups across the three grades, with additional support teachers available to
reduce the size of the classes where more assistance was required. Zac's school
support structures gave him the opportunity to feel successful with most of his
work.
The four students who had been to high school had all been part of a learning
assistance program at their respective schools. Support was structured into their
school system, at a whole school rather than class level, to offer on-going support
over a period of years. Three of the four found the sustained level of support very
positive, feeling that it had enabled them to achieve well, academically. Adam was
an exception, in that his experiences of his learning centre at high school had
mostly been negative. He did not find the system was supportive of his needs,
leaving him feeling unchallenged and trapped to work at a level below his
potential, with no foreseeable way to change his status.

Relationships with teachers were significant in the quality of school life
experienced by the students. AI1 eight identified very similar characteristics for
effective teachers and for what they saw as poor teachers. Where teachers had
created positive relationships and a positive learning environment, students felt
school was a more welcoming place to be and their willinipess to cooperate and
their level of participation in the life of the classroom was correspondingly geater.
There were only two stated examples where a teacher's negative attitudes and
behaviour to students seemed to be directly related to learning difficulties. In these
instances, teachers had used derogatory comments and sarcasm when speaking to
students, both individually and in front of their peers. Their attitudes also appeared
to influence the behaviour of classmates. Only one student expressed feelings of
injustice in relation to teacher behaviour, although four of the students recalled
times when they felt teachers' attitudes towards them had indicated personal
antipathy.

All students saw themselves as active learners, who looked forward to "fun"
lessons, where they were actively involved in the learning process. There was
unanimous agreement about the boredom and lack of attention that ensued from
lessons where they spent most of the time writing, sitting and listening.
Concentration was quickly lost under these circumstances. Lessons where
interesting activities were included were enjoyable, with the infonnation and
events seeming to be remembered more, academically and socially, than regular
lessons. "Fun" was mostly related to involvement, both with the content of the
lesson as well as in the social context of the class. Three students commented on
the preference for doing projects or assignments where they had some choice in the
topics selected or the way they did the project.

Four students, half of the sample, experienced difficulties with handwriting,
finding it was a very slow and tedious process for them, and had a significant
influence on how much work they were able to get through in their lessons. Seven
of the students frequently found there was insufficient time to complete tasks in
class. For half of the students, using the computer for finding and typing up
information was an advantage, helping them to achieve better marks and making it
easier to complete tasks.

Friendship was of major importance for all participants, both in providing

academic support and as the focus of their social life, both in and out of school.
Most of the school and recreational events they recalled as special in some way
involved occasions with friends. While all expressed some concerns about
friendships at some periods of time, and two had experienced serious social
isolation over extended periods of time, the majority did not see the quality or the
frequency of their social interactions as a pervasive and continuing problem for
them. At this point in their lives, all saw thernselves as an accepted part of a peer
F"-P.
For all students except one, learning with peers in group or partner activities was
preferable on most occasions, and more productive, than working alone. Friends
were usually their first choice for help when work was difficult. The advantages
included being able to complete tasks more quickly, having more ideas to work
with and someone with whom to discuss issues. AI1 of these students expressed a
preference for working with friends rather than in randomly selected groups. For
some it was a more secure environment, so that they were less susceptible to
teasing or ridicule with their friends. For others it was a personality adjustment,
finding if they didn't like some people they wouldn't work well with them. The
down side to learning with friends was the tendency for socialising to dominate the
lesson, so that little was achieved. One student preferred to work alone as she was
then free to do things her own way, without worrying about what others thought of
her ideas or her abilities.
Two participants found that they suffered a significant and sustained degree of
teasing and bullying because of learning difficulties, one mostly just in her

primary years, the other for all of his school years until he went to college. The
other six participants were unaware of intense teasing or bullying from peers that
had a direct relationship to learning difficulties, although Sarah had been upset on
occasions by boys in her class calling her names and teasing her. Everyone
acknowledged times they were picked on or called names, but felt these mostly
related to general issues, such as weight or size, possessions or "coolness," rather
than their academic abilities.

Seven of the eight the students expressed feelings of apprehension and
vulnerability related to their learning difficulties being openly exposed to peers
and others. There was an underlying concern that the opinions of others could be
adversely affected if the extent of their problems were revealed.
For the four participants who repeated a class in their early primary years. social
concerns such as losing and re-establishing friendships were the most important
issues for them. None expressed the view that, after an initial period of adjustment,
it had caused them sustained problems, academically or socially.

For all eight students, stress was found to relate to a lack of confidence about their
work or situations they found themselves in. The most worrying events were
generally when they thought tasks were too difficult, and they knew they would
perform poorly, such as in tests, or they would have to stay in to complete
unfinished or late work, including'homework. Reading aloud in front of others was
stressful for everyone. Conflict with friends too was sometimes a trigger for stress.
None of the participants indicated that learning difficulties was the major factor in
any behaviour problems they experienced at school. One had had significant
behaviour problems over several years at school, eventually leading to expulsion,
but he felt there were other personal factors and pressures that had also been
involved. A further two students had been involved in two to three serious
incidents such as fighting or infringements of school rules over the past eighteen
months, which had necessitated detentions and visits to the principal. Both saw
these as occasions where they had been caught up in events that were not of their
instigation. One other student was frequently in trouble in class, most often for
talking to friends. For all four of these students a major factor in their behaviour
was distractibility in class, which tended to increase when work was boring or too
difficult, with a corresponding increase in behaviour problems.
Two of the older participants attributed much of their success at school to their
own determination and personal effort, feeling that they had been able to make a
real difference to how much they achieved. One student was aware that with more

personal effort and motivation he would be capable of achieving much more at
school. The remaining five students saw their achievements as more dependent on
external factors, such as whether the tasks were easy or too hard, how clear the
directions were and how much help they received.
All students referred to their reliance on parental support. This assistance, most
often provided by mothers, was a major factor in their ability to cope with the
demands of school, from providing extra help with homework, assigments,
spelling and reading, to organising tutors, visiting teachers to discuss their child's
need, and encouraging their involvement in a variety of sporting and social
activities. Relationships with parents appeared positive for virtually all students,
irrespective of age. Spending time together, either in specific activities or just
casually at home, was mentioned as a preferred activity for six of the students.
The most influential factors in promoting learning at school for the students in this
study related to the quality of their learning environment, including the level of
assistance they received, how welcome and accepted they felt by both peers and
teachers, and how stimulating and engaging the learning activities were. The
support of their families remained an integral part of their adjustment.

410 TBEMES ACROSS INWVIEWS
There were significant commonalities in the school and learning experiences of all
participants, irrespective of age, background or school attended. The issues that
emerged from the interviews related to three main areas:
Academic

-

teacher behaviours and expectations
early awareness of difficulties
significant difficulties with literacy
learning styles
grade retention
resource support

-

Individual

attributions
parental support
behaviour
stress

-

Social

Friendships.
Peer interactions
Stigmatisation

ACADEMIC

0

b

ROLE OF THE TEACHER

IN CREATING T H E CL.ASSROOM

ENVIRONMENT.
The teacher was the single most important factor in determining the climate of the
classroom for the students.
Positive attributes included teachers who were:
happy;
willing to listen;
made lessons fun and enjoyable;
readily available to offer assistance;
treated students with respect;
caring and sensitive to their needs;
had a sense of humour;
were flexible, allowing more time to complete tasks.
Negative characteristics were seen in teachers who:
didn't listen to students;
regularly displayed angry behaviour, including yelling or shouting at students;
included few interesting activities in their lessons;
showed a lack of respect for individuals, and
were inflexible in their demands and expectations.

TEACHER EXPECTATIONS.
Teachers communicated lower expectations for some students, not expecting them
to complete tasks they assumed were too difficult, or providing overly simplistic
and unstimulating tasks for them.
Negative assessments of students' abilities were conveyed through derogatory
comments.
Positive expectations encouraged students to feel they could successfully complete
tasks.

GRADE RETENTION.
Grade repetition appeared to affect students most notably and negatively at a social
level.
m

Loss of friends was the most disconcerting feature of grade repetition for
students.
The length of disruptions to friendships determined the speed of their
adjustment in the following year.

ACADEMIC DIFFICULTIES APPARENT EARLY IN SCHOOL YEARS.
Difficulties with learning were apparent from their earliest years at school and
remained apparent throughout their school years.

DIFFICULTIES WITH LITERACY.
The most significant difficulties were experienced with reading, spelling and
writing, including handwriting. One student experienced difficulties in language
related areas only. The other students experienced a broader range of difficulties
across curricul urn areas.

STRESS.
Stress was an issue for the students when they were faced with activities or
situations where they felt they did not have the ability to cope. They indicated:
Opportunities to regularly work at own ability levels and experience success in the
learning process increased self-confidence and reduced feelings of stress or worry.
Lack of confidence in ability to cope with activities or events created stress and
worry.

RESOURCE ASSISTANCE

All students had experienced at least one style of resource assistance. Issues raised
related to:
Withdrawal for resource assistance. There were two perspectives on
withdrawal from class :

*
*

Reservations about withdrawal from class.
Preference for withdrawal from class.

.Lack of continuity in support over a period of years.
Positive attitudes to structured on-going resource processes.
LEARNING STYLES

Active involvement in lessons, where there were opportunities to learn in a variety
of ways promoted learning for the students. 'Fun' lessons engaged and held interest
throughout the lesson. Lessons in which reading and writing skills were the
dominant mode of learning and excluded opportunities to learn in other ways
quickly became tedious and boring.

ATTRIBUTIONS.

There were two aspects to students' beliefs about their learning:
learned helplessness, the belief that they are not capable of learning
without individual assistance, and therefore do not begin or persevere
with tasks as they feel they are not able to succeed on their own. They
perceive the factors involved in completing tasks are external, outside
their control,

rather than internal, relating to personal effort and

behaviours.
Self efficacy, the belief that internal factors, such as personal effort and
actions enable them to make a difference to their learning.
BEHAVIOUR

Behavioural problems experienced were viewed from two perspectives
As a direct result of learning difficulties

as a result of other, more varied causes

SIGNIFICANT OTHERS
The continuing support provided by another person, most frequently a parentls, in
an academic as well as an emotional context, had a significant influence on their
ability to cope with the demands of school life.

THE IMPORTANCE OF FRIENDSHIPS
Friends were important for students:
in an academic context, as an integral part of the learning process, and.
as an essential part of the social context of school, contributing to a sense of
well being and enjoyment of life in and out of school.

SOCIAL INTERACTION
While friendships were a primary issue for students, social experiences included :
fringe-dwelling on the edge of peer groups;
being left out of friendship group on occasions;
social isolation at recess and lunch;
social experiences limited to small group of friends rather than broader
class, and
being a central figure in the peer group.

STIGMATISATION

For almost all students, name-calling and teasing were part of the fabric of school
life. There were two aspects to the teasing phenomena:
experiencing teasing and bullying from peers as a direct consequence
of having learning difficulties, and
experiencing teasing and bullying as a result of other causes.

The passive reflection of stigmatisation was an unwillingness to expose the extent
of learning difficulties to others. There was a perception that it would adversely
affect the way others thought of them, and leave them open to ridicule or teasing.
Tables 4. 1 and 4.2 present a summary of the relevance of each of the themes for
the participants in the study.

SUMMARY
This chapter has presented a summary of the interviews of each participant in this
study, and noted the themes emerging from each of these su~nmaries.Information
from all the interviews has then been compiled into a composite summary of
findings. The chapter concludes with a review of the themes that were common
across all eight interviews.
The following chapter discusses the themes that have emerged from the
experiences of the students in the light of current research findings and in relation
to their impact on the process of students' learning.
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Zac
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Academic Themes Across Interviews.

Reservations about withdrawal for assistance
Preference for withdrawal for assistance

Difficulties with literacy only
Difficulties across curriculum areas, including literacy

Positive support form resource centre
Negative support from resource centre

Positive teacher expectations
Negative teacher expectations

Preference
for learning
with friends

Craig
9 years

0

Kyle
10 years

0

Susie
25 years

0

Some
Difficulties
in social
relationships

0

0

4.2

Passive
Stigmatisation

Inappropriate

Parental
Support

Attributions

confidence
lacking

0

0

0

0
0

D

Social and Individual Themes Across Interviews

Stigmatisation directly related to learning difficulties
Stigmatisation related to other causes

Attrributions to external factors
Attributions to internal factors

This chapter discusses twelve issues that emerged from the eight interviews and
appeared to have a significant impact on the lives of the students at school. It
examines the role of these issues in the learning process, and discusses the findings
with reference to the research literature.

5.1

EFFECTIVE TEACHERS
"I learned most from the teachers I liked."

The literature clearly identifies the teacher as a significant determinant of student
achievement in schools. Their creation and management of the classroom
environment, physical, social and organisational, can have a powerful influence on
the success or failure of students. (Creemers 1994, Batten & Russell 1995, Speece
and Keogh 1996)
Each person in this study referred to the importance of having happy teachers who
smiled often and had a sense of humor. These teachers conveyed a sense of
welcome and security in the classroom, where students felt they were respected
and would be treated fairly, listened to and helped when needed. They inspired the
confidence to discuss problems and make mistakes, without concern for
consequences. For these students, this was an essential part of their enjoyment of
school. It influenced their attitudes to themselves and their learning, as well as their
level of participation and cooperation in class.
Conversely, negatively perceived teachers appeared to be frequently angry,
sometimes yelling or shouting at students in class. They were inflexible in their
expectations of work and time frames. The impression they created, as Sarah
explained, was a jaded one, as though they did not enjoy what they were doing.

While most participants felt there was no differential treatment of students with
learning difficulties by their teachers, it was not uncommon for some teachers,
consciously or subconsciously, to communicate personal dislike to students.
"Some teachers don't like you."
This dislike was conveyed, sometimes with &Teat subtlety, in the manner in which
they spoke to the student, the level of positive feedback and encouragement they
provided, and how actively they listened to their concerns or interests. From the
student's perspective, they did not always take the time to help, were not seen as
fair in their treatment of them, did not listen or appeared to pick on them without
due cause. Robert concluded:
"I think it's a personality clash, still you can't do that. It ain't right. If
they don't like me then they don't have to, but while I'm here they
should give me the same respect."
Teacher attitudes to students are central to establishing a productive classroo~n
environment, and fostering a positive attitude to learning (Batten & Russell
1995:43). All students have the right to feel they are respected by the professional
who teaches by example as well as by instruction. Katherine's understanding of her
Year Six teacher's attitude towards her reflects the power of unprofessional
behaviour to diminish the social acceptance of a child, and exclude them from the
life of the classroom. It also exemplifies how teacher behaviour can have a potent,
negative influence on students' academic achievement. Katherine completed Year
Six doing virtually no work in class and spending most of her out of class time
alone.
A contrast was provided by the teachers in her current resource centre. Their

positive attitudes and on-going support had given her the opportunity to gain
greater self-confidence, make academic progress and fonn some friendships with
peers and teachers.
Each student in the study also had experienced the positive influences of at least
one teacher who was able to make a significant difference for them at school,
either socially or academically, or both. They expressed clear views about what
constituted "good" teachers. These are summarised in Table 5.1

Create a friendly, happy learning environment.
Readily provide assistance to students.
Have a sense of humour.
Provide concrete materials.
Have a purpose for their lessons.
Present interesting, 'fun' lessons.
Provide opportunities to be successful in tasks.
Provide opportunities for practice.
Are flexible - allow extra time to finish tasks.
Include games regularly.
Give clear, easy to understand explanations.

Table 5.1
Student perceptions of "good" teachers.
Westwood's review of research on effective teachers shows significant agreement
with the students' perceptions. He describes the practices of effective teaching in
terms of the creation of a friendly, supportive learning environment, where tasks
are presented in progressive, structured steps, with frequent opportunities for
success and regular practice of skills. Resources are appropriate to student needs
and time is managed effectively to promote increased time on-task. Explicit
teaching, modeling and demonstrations ensure clear understanding of tasks, while
the teaching of metacognitive strategies assists students understanding of how they
are learning. Harper, Malheady and Mallette (1994) concur that effective teachers
create learning environments characterised by:
high levels of student participation;
opportunities for everyone to be successful;
purposes for instruction clarified explicitly;
opportunities to practice and perform tasks successfully;

a close relationship between assessment and teaching and learning
activities.
These classroom practices are influential factors in student achievement. For the
students in this study they determined the social as well as the academic contest of
the classroom for students.

Greenwood's (1996) research on the Jupiter Gardens Project in inner city lowincome schools in the American state of Kansas brings into clearer focus the
relationship between effective teachers, student achievement and time on task. The
ineffectiveness of traditional teaching approaches in actively engaging all students
in the learning process was highlighted. The level of attention and participation bv
students varied significantly in conventional instructional situations where
individual work, lectures and teacher directed discussions with intermittent student
responses, were the dominant modes of classroom interaction.

Vaughn and Schumm's (1996) findings support Greenwood's concerns about
traditional teaching modes and student engagement. They found that the students
with learning disabilities displayed a low rate of interaction, both socially and
academically, in the classroom. Their level of engagement was characterised by
infrequent asking and answering of questions and a low level of involvement in
academic tasks and self-monitoring strategies.

Whole class instruction was the

dominant mode of teaching and they hypothesised that this low level of interaction
was caused by the divide between the knowledge and understanding of the students
with learning difficulties and their peers. They seemed to be disengaged from the
activity around them, spending lengthy periods of time as passive observers rather
than active learners. The findings of this study also confinned this tendency for
students to "switch off' during periods of work they found boring or too difficult.
They were physically present, but were not engaged in learning.

Greenwood (1996) contends that it is this active involvement of students in
learning that is a major determinant of academic achievement. Time off task
correlated highly with poor achievement, and was cumulative. Uniform instruction
on the part of the teacher, by its very nature, excluded certain students from the
learning process at certain times of each day. Effective teachers engaged in specific

practices that increased the time their students were actively participating in
lessons. Ineffective teachers demonstrated practices that reduced the time their
students were involved with the lesson and so, decreased their learning
opportunities.
His study showed effective teacher behaviours as providing direct instruction or
explicit teaching to ensure students knew what to do. They moved the lesson at a
faster pace and involved students in a range of specific, often small group,
activities. There were opportunities for group responding and individual
conferences, with feedback provided in a variety of fonns. Ineffective practices
included a slow pace of work, time spent waiting by some students, discussions
and lecture followed by frequent individual desk work, individual students
volunteering answers to teacher questioning, and feedback only on incorrect
answers. Ineffective practices such as these were consistently related by the
students in this study as regular events in their school day, effectively reducing
their time on task and promoting less involvement in lessons for them. Wang,
Haertel and Walberg's (1993:76) synthesis of research studies confirms the role of
student engagement and effective classroom management in improving student
outcomes. Teacher practices that increase students active involvement in the
learning process have a significant effect on their achievement.
Greenwood's research also brings into focus issues of the effectiveness of teacher
training, in that the adoption of specific practices was shown to increase student
achievement. When effective techniques were employed by less effective teachers,
there was evidence of improved academic gain by their students. But in spite of
substantial research supporting particular strategies, Zigmond's studies ( 1 996)
indicate that changing teacher behaviour remains a major challenge in the longterm implementation of effective teaching practices. In spite of professional
development programs, including a five day workshop and follow-up inservice
days, the majority of teachers in her study, while acknowledging the advantages of
cooperative learning and peer tutoring techniques, did not adopt them as part of
their teaching strategies in the classroom. Their patterns of teaching remained
whole class instruction followed by individual seatwork. Critics of Zigrnond
argued that short-term workshops and intermittent follow-up days are insufficient

to effectively introduce real change in practices, as teachers take longer to
internalise new approaches so that they can be used with confidence (Elrich 1996).

Participants in this study also voiced concerns about the appropriateness of
preservice teacher training. Two participants described specific occasions when the
expertise and experience teachers required to meet their needs had been lacking.
Susie's concerns related to the lack of teacher knowledge on the developmental
processes of developing literacy skills and the necessity for all teachers to have the
skills of learning assistance specialists if they are to effectively meet the diverse
needs of their students. Her concerns had developed over time, both in relation to
her role as a teacher, catering for the range of abilities and learning needs i n her
multi-age class, as well as a her days as a student.

"I did not know my sounds. I probably only learnt my sounds by
late high school, early college, by myself."
Katherine also expressed concerns about the adequacy of one teacher's skill to
offer her appropriate help.
"She was nice, but she didn't know what she was doing... . she was
there for me, but she knew as much as I did... "

Cooper and Valli (1996) point to the inadequacies highlighted in the literature on
preservice training, which have largely focussed on traditional teaching
approaches, and have not prepared teachers adequately for creating enquiryoriented, collaborative learning communities. They see genuine change in teaching
practices as requiring "long-term staff development and mentoring programs that
include examination of personal theories, beliefs, and practices; intensive coaching
and constructive feedback; and regular opportunities to learn from and with
colleagues" ( 1996:152).

Teacher training, both preservice, in the context of

training institutions, and as professional development throughout a career, is a
fundamental component in the creation of effective learning environments.

"Ultimately, teachers are the crucial factor in education at the
classroom level"
(Creemers 1994:97)

For the students in this study, teachers were one of the most vital elements in
determining the quality of their school day as well as the quality of their learning
experiences.

TEACHER EXPECTATIONS
Teachers implicitly and explicitly communicate expectations for their students.
Their beliefs about student abilities influence their interactions with and their
attitudes towards them (Westwood 1997). For three of the students in this study,
teachers communicated lower expectations for them in comparison to the rest of
their peers. This was most frequently conveyed to the students through a subtle
condoning of non-completion of set tasks. Indications were implicitly given that
certain work was going to be too difficult for them, and there was no expectation
that they would complete the tasks their peers were working on. Craig experiences
highlight this approach. He had identified two categories of work in class, tasks
that were compulsory, things he must do, and the optional extras, when he knew it
would be okay if he unobtrusively drew at his desk or otherwise quietly amused
himself. Katherine too was aware of the many occasions her teacher turned a blind
eye 'to her consistent non-completion of regular class tasks. His attitude
communicated the expectation that she would be unable to do the tasks anyway, so
it would be futile to insist on her doing them.
Adam's experiences reflect a further variation in communicating low expectations
to students. He recalls many occasions when he was presented with very simplistic
tasks that were readily completed, but were given with the expectation that they
would keep him occupied for quite some time. He also remembers times when he
was the only child in the class to be overtly given a simplified version of work.
Good and Brophy (1986195-6) outline some of the teacher behaviours that can
implicitly communicate differential expectations for lower achieving students:
less waiting time, clues or paraphrasing when asking questions;
less frequent smiling, eye contact and non-verbal gestures of support;
less acceptance and use of ideas and contributions;
increased exposure to an "impoverished," less stimulating curriculum;

less praise for success and more frequent criticism;
acceptance of lower quality work, without clear criteria for success;
less detailed and less frequent feedback to questions.

These behaviours can have a direct influence on students learning, in that they are
exposed to less information and feedback, as well as tacitly encouraged to
participate less in classroom discussions and activities. They are called on less
frequently for answers and opinions and given less time to formulate their ideas.
Because teacher treatment towards lower achieving students can be more varied
and inconsistent, it can encourage them to become more passive in the classroom,
as they wait to adapt their responses to the behaviour of the teacher.
"If students are consistently exposed to low expectations, however,
they will internalise those expectations in time."
(Good and Brophy 1994:100)

In contrast to the negative expectations of some teachers, Susie and Zac's
experiences reflect the advantages for students' when positive expectations are
clearly and consistently communicated by teachers. They found that in their
resource structures, assistance was always readily available, with indications that
everybody was capable of completing all given tasks with the right support.
"The teacher worked on the principle that if we can't do something
she's given us then she hasn't taught us well enough."
Support was structured into their learning programs so that it implicitly
communicated the expectation that everybody was able to do the task successfully.
Positive, realistic expectations help to inspire perseverance and self-confidence
(Johnson 1996)

Teacher expectations can work for and against student achievement. They
influence perceptions, and create the potential for teachers to notice what they
would expect to see and ignore what they don't anticipate. They also affect
interpretation, in that what teachers see can be interpreted in accordance with what
they expected to see (Good & Brophy 1994:114). The challenge lies in ensuring
that expectations do not apply ceilings to achievements, but open windows to
challenge and stimulate students to accomplish as much as possible.

52 EARLY
"It seemed to me the longer we left the child failing the
harder the problem became.. . " (Clay 1993:15)
All eight participants experienced difficulties with learning from the beginning of
their school lives. Problems were evident to both teachers andlor parents at a very
early stage in their school lives.
Over their years of schooling, each student has experienced a variety of support
procedures to overcome their learning difficulties, including extra help in class,
either from the teacher or an aide, withdrawal for specific individual or small
group lessons, or working in a learning centre for part or all of their school day. Of
the six students remaining at school, some fonn of learning assistance remains a
priority.
Clay (1993) contends that the biggest hurdle faced in intervention programs is that
they are not commenced early enough. Research into intervention strategies has
been shown clearly to be most effective when they are administered earlier rather
than later in a child's education.
Greenwood's (1996:60) studies indicate that after the first three or four years at
school, the likelihood of successfully bridging the accumulated gap in academic
knowledge diminishes significantly, and that after this time, remedial work can
only perform a 'catch-up' function. The cumulative effects of consistently spending
significant periods of time off task become too great to overcome using
conventional instructional practices. The earlier appropriate intervention
commences the greater the long-term benefits for the student. He describes the
most effective way to assist students at risk of failing as preventing accumulated
deficiencies from occurring by providing instruction, from kindergarten, that
promotes high levels of academic engagement and reduces time off task. This was

indicated as a central environmental component in determining academic
achievement.
Slavin (1991) contends that with appropriate prevention and intervention proLga1ns
in early primary grades, virtually all students can be successful, so that academic
failure does not become a reality. He describes this policy as a process of
'neverstreaming', reflected in programs such as the American 'Success for All'
project, which relies on intensive early intervention and preventative best-teaching
practices for children from Kindergarten to Year Six. These are supported bp a
range of initiatives to assist children in their home environments, so that all factors
that contribute to possible school failure are catered for. Training for teachers was
also a central part of the program to ensure that quality instruction, which reflected
research findings, formed the basis of teaching practice.
Reading Recovery, another early intervention program, offers intensive support for
Year One students who are not achieving after their first year at school. It is based
on daily individual lessons with specially trained teachers, with the aim of
returning students to their classroom programs as soon as possible, usually after
approximately twelve to twenty weeks. As well as some methodological criticisms
of Reading Recovery research, some researchers have suggested that gains may be
more related to the individual, intensive lessons rather than the program itself. The
extent of long-term progress remains unsubstantiated, in that there are indications
that gains may be lost as little as two years after completion of the program
(Chapman & Tunmer, 1991). However, there is evidence that the majority of
children do show improvement in their reading skills and enjoyment of reading
after being involved in the program. Its strengths remain:
one on one instruction;
daily sessions;
current knowledge and skills form the starting point for children, and
independence from the program is promoted as soon as possible
(Clay 1993).
A common theme in Clay's (1993), Greenwood's (1996) and Slavin's (1991)

research is that it is the intensiveness and the consistency with which early

intervention programs are implemented that are the essential components of their
for success. While the majority of students in this study were identified very early
as requiring learning assistance, for those that were involved in programs, there
appeared to be a lack of intensity in the process, so that the gap in their learning
continued to accumulate as they moved through the classes. For several of the
students, a "wait and see" approach was more evident, where there appeared to be
an assumption that they would "catch up" as they got a little older and more
mature.
Westwood (1997:25) identifies the major attributes of early interventions that have
been shown to be more successful for students with learning difficulties:
individual assistance provided for substantially increased periods of
time, with daily instruction being preferable to two weekly sessions;
high quality instruction by trained professionals. Tutors, whether
parent volunteers, aides or peers, need to be trained in the skills and
functions of tutoring;
a focus on appropriate behaviours and attention as part of intervention
strategies, to minimise time off task through avoidance tactics and
disruptive activities;
withdrawal from class for individual and small group assistance needs
to be supported by the regular class program, rather than as "standalone" interventions, as gains in achievement can dissipate when
withdrawal is completed;
frequent opportunities to experience success and to practice skills;
explicit teaching of knowledge, skills and strategies;
additional support and practice outside of school hours appears to
maximise gains in achievement.
While no program can guarantee that all students will learn to read with great skill
and enthusiasm, several programs that have provided intensive assistance at an
early age have been shown to be very effective in reducing the need for special
assistance at a later stage in their schooling, as Slavin reports (1996:6). He
contends that the broader the base of support, the more effective it is likely to be.

Intensive, consistent early intervention is a major factor in minimising or negating
the pervasive effects of learning difficulties on future academic achievement. For
the students in this study, it appeared to be this lack of intensity and consistency in
their early intervention programs that failed to adequately address their learning
needs, and so helped to perpetuate their need for assistance indefinitely.

5.31

INCONSISTENCY OVER TIME

A consistent finding between the students' experiences of resource assistance over
their years of schooling was its often intermittent and inconsistent nature,
particularly in primary school. While the importance of being flexible and adapting
any resource assistance to the changing needs of the child cannot be overestimated,
generally the inconsistencies were of a more fragmentary, ad hoc nature, related
less to adapting to individual needs and more to budgetary and administrative
constraints. Frequently resource assistance was a year by year proposition,
dependent not so much on the needs of the child, but more on the demands on, and
limitations of, school resources.
Almost all students had experienced a variety of additional support for their
learning, including withdrawal from class for weekly or twice weekly sessions. At
other times they relied solely on the support of the class teacher. Only one of the
students had some form of withdrawal for virtually all of their primary years, at
several different schools. Three of the students presently in primary school typify
current approaches to withdrawal, where they have been withdrawn from class for
an intensive, term-long program, which has focussed on a particular area of skill
development. For the remainder of the time they rely on their class teacher for
additional support.
Adam's experiences provide a clear example of the disruptive influences of
fluctuating finances and policy changes on the level of support provided for

students with special learning needs. He began school in a learning centre, which
was discontinued in his middle primary years because of budget cuts. He had a
short stint in an ESL class, which was found to be inappropriate for his needs, then
some withdrawal classes in Years 4 and 5. In Year 6 no additional support was
provided beyond that given by his class teacher. He began high school in a learning
centre for core subjects, with an aid to assist in regular classes in all other subject
areas. But again this was discontinued as part of cost cutting exercises. He spent
the remainder of his high school years in the learning centre for all his subjects,
except electives, and had no further opportunities to join mainstream classes,
where he felt he would have received more challenge and stimulation. Levels of
support varied significantly and frequently, depending on the resources available to
the schools at the time. Adam expressed the least satisfaction of all participants
with the assistance he received at school, and felt that his needs as a learner, more
often than not, were not addressed.
Of the five students who had attended, or were currently attending, schools where
resource assistance was built into their regular class structure, with the exception of
Adam, all displayed positive attitudes towards their school work. They exhibited
feelings of confidence in being able to cope with the demands of most tasks, and
felt they had made steady progress, with no curriculum area presenting particular
problems for them. They were happy with the level of assistance that was
available.
In contrast, for the three primary students who were not part of a structured
resource program, and relied on occasional withdrawal sessions for support with
learning, specific areas of work remained problematic for them, most notably
difficulties with reading, spelling, maths and memory tasks. They were all looking
to something outside their school to help them cope with their difficulties. Craig
felt that his mum would help him 'fix' his reading problems, while the remaining
two students felt that a tutor could offer relief for their difficulties. In comparison
to the four students in on-going programs, they did not display the same
confidence that their school system would be able to make a significant difference
in their ability to cope with difficult work. They saw additional help outside of
school as a necessary component if they were to overcome their difficulties.

". . . efforts

often fail for want of experienced teaching, and for

want of persistence and continuity of efforts. They often fail
because they are begun too late."
(Clay 1993:15)
Interventions that are fra,mented and occur in isolation, without continuity and
consistent monitoring, can achieve little more than localised improvements.
Effective resource assistance which has the potential to achieve long tenn gains
needs to be commenced as early as possible, adapted to the student's individual
needs, and to be delivered in a systematic manner to ensure continuity over time
(Greenwood 1996, Clay 1993, SIavin 1991 ).

5.3b

METHODS OF DELIVERY

Five of the seven participants who had experienced withdrawal from class for
specific lessons expressed some reservations about this. There were two
perspectives to their concerns. The first related to concerns that more interesting,
important things were going in class when they had gone out for their lesson.

"I missed out on art.. . ."
"Sometimes they're doing fun things... "
"Once they went to AFL.. . "
There was also a perception that when returning to class from lessons, work that
was in progress in class needed to be completed. While this may possibly have
been a consequence of timetable discrepancies, with the length of the resource
lesson being of shorter duration to the class lesson, it was not the students'
understanding of the situation. They saw the work in the withdrawal lesson as
extra, easier and less important, and felt they still had to do the 'real' class work on
their return.
Kyle typified the uncertainty some students feel when they return to class and find
everyone else doing something they don't know about, highlighting the second

perspective. This issue was also reflected in the pilot study. After a general
knowledge test as part of a psychometric assessment, the student commented, 'I
didn't know a lot of that stuff. They learn that when I'm out with Mrs. W". The
perception of 'missing out' on both fun things and work that was important was
quite pervasive. Withdrawal can create feelings of isolation from both the social
and academic life of the classroom.
In contrast to this, Zac's and Robert's experiences reflect conditions that can
optimise the advantages of withdrawal sessions. Zac went with a small group of
friends at a regular time, when he was aware the rest of his class were also working
on the same skills. He was not missing out on anything, and he was working in a
secure, friendly environment. These sessions were also supported and built on
during his regular class lessons, where the three Year 415 classes worked in a range
of groups for Maths and English, allowing the students to work at their level more
effectively. Zac's English group only had about seven or eight students, the smaller
numbers enabling greater teacher-student interaction and increased individual
assistance. He had been working at his own level in Maths and English over a
period of about eighteen months. He did not feel pressured to keep up with
everyone else, and did not see himself as struggling with his work. He regularly
had the opportunity to successfully complete activities, and generally had
confidence in his own abilities. Withdrawal was part of a comprehensive support
package, not a stand-alone activity.
Robert had enjoyed going out for resource help two to three times a week through
most of his primary years. He was easily distracted in class and knew that to really
benefit from extra help he needed one-on-one-assistance. He worked well out of
class but when the resource teacher worked with him in class, he found it hard to
concentrate and he was inclined to talk to mates. It was possible that he was
uncomfortable with this assistance in front of his peers and this may have
accounted for his more reluctant attitude towards support in class. For him,
withdrawal was a positive experience, his main opportunity to receive learning
assistance that was ineffective for him under other circumstances.

Two of the three resource centres in the secondary system appeared to be very
effective in delivering assistance to its students. In the first example, students
attended lessons in regular streamed classes, with the resource centre available to
them at any time. They brought assignments or work they felt they needed help
with to the resource room where staff were available to provide assistance. These
two students felt it helped them cope with the demands of different subject areas.

In the second learning centre, students were provided with comprehensive support
in all subject areas in streamed ability classes, with the flexibility to move to other
groups as required.
Alternatively, Adam's experiences of a learning centre in high school were
negative. He attended core subject lessons in the learning centre and did elective
subjects in regular classes. He felt confined and restricted, held back to the level
everyone else was working at. The lessons seemed to him geared to the lowest
common denominator. The system did not allow him the flexibility to learn at his
own pace, or to move on as he mastered the work.
The experiences of the students in this study reflected the need for effective
learning support to be part of the regular structure of the class, not an additional or
extra activity tacked on to what they have to do, or administered as a visible
symbol of their failure to achieve academically. While the actual structures of
successful resource support varied, they shared several central characteristics,
including the flexibility to adapt to varying student needs and to allow students to
progress to more challenging levels as required, as well as to access resources as
needed. Work was relevant to curriculum requirements, with teachers conveying a
genuine interest in the student's well-being. There was also evidence of dynamic
leadership provided by both the support staff and the school executive. Their
enthusiasm and professionalism appeared to be significant factors in the innovative
way schools responded to the challenge of catering for the diverse learning needs
of their students.
The provision of resource assistance since the mid 1980's has shown a major
change of emphasis, from withdrawing children for individual remedial lessons as
the dominant model to providing greater levels of support within the classroom.

With conservative estimates of approximately three children in most classes in
most schools needing some additional assistance with their work in one or more
curriculum areas (van Kraayenoord and Elkins, 1995), the logistics of withdrawal
support on the scale required becomes untenable. Criticisms of withdrawal
programs have also focussed on the maintenance of a dependency relationship
between the child and the resource teacher (Clay, 1993), and the failure for gains
made in the program to be sustained and transferred to the environment of the
regular class. "...for every half hour spent in the resource room in a success
situation, five hours may be spent failing in the regular class" (Westwood
1993:196). Withdrawal for resource assistance does not generally increase the
child's ability to cope with the everyday demands of their classroom. The
experiences of Katherine, Adam and Robert, who have all experienced various
periods of withdrawal from class, support these findings, although the experiences
of the three students involved in the ten week withdrawal program for reading
skills add only qualified support, as all three felt their reading ability had improved
dramatically, although they were still functioning at a lower reading level that their
peers. They felt more confident about their ability to cope in class after the
program.
For children who may need more intensive support than is possible in the
classroom, the most effective withdrawal programs are accompanied by close
liaison between the regular and the resource teacher, so that progress can be
reinforced and maintained in the classroom. In reality, however, it appears to be
relatively common for classroom teachers to be unaware of the details of
withdrawal programs for their students (van Kraayenoord and Elkins, 1998:168).
Their effectiveness is diminished by the lack of collaboration. Zac's experiences
highlight the effectiveness of withdrawal where collaboration and reinforcement in
the classroom are evident.
As the emphasis for resource assistance changes, the role of the resource teacher
faces a corresponding change, from using their time predominantly to teach, to
coordinating and helping to establish and maintain programs that will assist the
child in their regular classroom throughout each day. The high school resource
centre currently available to Robert and Katherine provided a clear example of the

effectiveness of resource staff establishing and maintaining a system to support
students in the context of their everyday work requirements.
"Resource teachers can produce greater impact when they manage
a support system involving other personnel than when they merely
instruct groups or individuals themselves."
(Westwood 1993:195)
While research indicates the advantages of this collaborative approach to
intervention for the students, the pathways towards this goal involve attitudinal and
practical changes, by both resource and classroom teachers, which require a high
degree of collaboration, as well as professional training in appropriate teaching and
instructional strategies. The commitment of both teachers and administrators to
these changes is critical to more effective intervention at the level of the classroom
(Pugach and Johnson, 1989). It is then that students' concerns, such as missing
important class events or doing inconsequential activities, will be minimised, and
assistance will be more appropriately adapted to help them meet their everyday
challenges in the classroom.

Friendships are developmental advantages that promote self esteem,
self-efficacy and general psychological adjustment."
( Johnson & Johnson, 1994 : 168)

Friendships were of paramount importance in the daily school life of all the
students in this study. Times with friends characterised their most memorable
occasions, from playing games, hanging out at recess or lunch and working
together in class, to school camps, weekend sleepovers and after school activities.
Friends, enjoyment of school and life, and emotional well-being were intimately
related.
While the desire for close friendships was evident, the reality was sometimes very
different. Social relationships with peers reflected a range of levels of interactions.

For virtually all students there were periods of time when they had felt concerned
about friendships, including being excluded from friendship groups or activities, or
sometimes being a fringe-dweller, rotating around the edges of groups. Concerns
also related to arguments or disagreements with friends, or finding friends were
absent from school and having limited alternative choices of friends.
For two of the students, social occasions at school were frequently times of
solitude. Many lunch and recess periods were spent alone, uninvolved in activities
or conversations with others.

"I just enjoyed sitting down eating my lunch, being by myself."
" ... it was like, I just stuck to my own little corner and basically,

people left me alone."
Social isolation was a major concern for these students, an issue they dealt with on
a daily basis.
In relation to the severity of social problems, the study indicated that two of the
eight students experienced significant difficulties with social relationships, while
for a further three students, periods of difficult relationships were not uncommon.
The three remaining students, while they also expressed some concerns, felt that
they were generally quite popular and accepted in their friendship group. The two
students who had experienced significant social difficulties both felt that these had
been overcome at this point in their lives.
In a meta-analysis of research on learning disabilities and social skill deficits,
Kavale and Forness (1996) confirm that social skill deficits and learning
disabilities share an intimate relationship, with approximately 75% of students with
learning disabilities displaying deficiencies in social skills when compared to their
peers. They were generally perceived as being of lower social status, were less
popular with their peers, less likely to be selected as friends and were seen as being
less cooperative. A feature of their analysis was the frequently negative self-rating
of students with learning difficulties. They suggest this could possibly be
accounted for by the indications of their lower self esteem, which could have
engendered feelings of inferiority, leading to a low self-rating.

While supporting the findings of research on increased difficulties in social
interactions for students with learning disabilities, Vaughn and Schumm propose
that when discussing lower acceptance by peers, consideration needs to be given to
the social climate of the classroom and the level of acceptance sho\vn by the
teacher. Their studies indicated that when students were in classrooms where they
were highly accepted by teachers there were no significant differences in how well
liked they were in comparison with other achievement groups Vaughn and
Schumm 1996:1 17). If they were accepted by their teacher, they were more likely
to be accepted by their peers. Katherine's experiences tend to confinn these
findings.
The data from these interviews was insufficient to draw firm conclusions about the
interrelatedness of learning difficulties and social skill deficits for these students.
The study suggests that almost all of these students experienced some level of
difficulty with social relationships at school on at least some occasions, which
supports the findings of Kavale and Forness. But further research would be needed
to provide a comparison with the social relationships and level of interaction of
their classmates without learning difficulties.

Barga (1996:416) defines stigmatisation as "receiving differential treatment based
on others perceptions." She suggests that stigmatisation is a social construct used
to preserve the status quo in society. In the school context it can be used to
categorise behaviours or personal characteristics that are considered to be socially
andlor academically inferior. Students who are labeled as having learning
difficulties

are

automatically

assumed

to

possess

recognised

negative

characteristics. In this study, stigmatisation was most apparent in incidents of
bullying and teasing by peers, and by lower expectations and negative attitudes
from teachers. This section examines differential treatment from peers and from
attributing labels to people and resources. Teacher expectations and attitudes have
been discussed more specifically in the context of effective teachers. Passive

stigmatisation, defined as anxiety or apprehension in anticipation of receiving
differential treatment from others, is discussed in relation to stress.
This study indicated that teasing and bullying continue to flourish in schools, a fact
of everyday life for many students. But while everyone had been subjected to some
form of teasing or bullying, only two students felt this had a direct relationship to
learning difficulties.
These two students experienced a significant degree of harassment at school. For
Adam, physical abuse as well as verbal taunts were a regular part of his
experiences throughout most of his primary and secondary schooling. In secondary
school he created an aggressive, unpredictable image for himself, as a protective
mechanism against harassment from others. While this had short-term advantages,
it also created a negative legacy that remained with him throughout high school.
For the second student, teasing and verbal bullying occurred predominantly in the
later primary school years, and appeared to be directly. related to learning
difficulties. This was exacerbated by the attitude of her teacher, whose actions
explicitly conveyed his lack of respect for her and virtually sanctioned and
intensified the inappropriate behaviour of her classmates.
The six remaining students felt that any teasing they experienced was not related
to their learning difficulties, although it was not uncommon for words like "stupid"
and "dumb" to enter into altercations with peers. Teasing by peers seemed to be
mostly aimed at drawing a reaction from, or creating hurt or embarrassment for,
the individual, mostly in the form of derogatory humour or sarcasm. This related
more to personal characteristics, such as weight or size, rather than learning
abilities.
There was some evidence of stigmatisation accompanying the process of labeling
students. One student felt that, having been diagnosed as dyslexic, he was
restricted to remaining in the learning centre throughout high school, in spite of
feeling limited to uninspiring and repetitive tasks. The label provided its own
restrictions for him, minimising his opportunities and helping to define the

attitudes of others, most notably his teachers, towards him. He was judged initially
by the implications of his label, and if he wanted to escape from its parameters he
had to first prove his capabilities.
Stigmatisation was also apparent in the reaction of others to resource facilities.
Robert was aware of the resource room's reputation as the "'retard" room, which he
recognised was a deterrent for some students, who wanted to avoid the "retard"
label, as well as the accompanying put-downs. From his perspective, he had
sufficient social standing and self-confidence to ignore such issues, but he felt sure
that more students would have utilised this resource if there was no stigma attached
to attendance there.
This study did not indicate that the majority of students were bullied as a direct

consequence of having learning difficulties. Six of the eight students did not feel
they were more or less susceptible to this behaviour than their classmates. Teasing
at school related most to differences, frequently physical and social differences.
However, to the degree that learning difficulties cause people to be noticed as
different, it was a trigger for teasing and bullying. Poorer social skills or processing
of social information can also provide the stimulus for teasing or bullying, or
rejection by peers, as social responses can sometimes be inadequate or
inappropriate for the occasion (Goldstein 1995). Katherine's tendency to withdraw
silently to her own world when feeling shy or uncertain seemed on occasions to
cause irritation to her teachers and encourage further negative responses from her
peers, highlighting issues such as these. Where students were well-liked by their
peers and socially accepted, teasing appeared to be minimal.
DiGiulio (1995) suggests that the explicit teaching of prosocial behaviours, where
the values of respect and consideration for others are promoted within the
classroom and school contexts, can minimise unacceptable behaviours such as
teasing, bullying and put-downs. The teaching of social skills can also have a
positive influence in enabling the development of more appropriate social
responses to a variety of situations. Both of these approaches appear to be more
effective when implemented on a school-wide rather than a class basis (Goldstein
1995).

"But what is social life if not the solving of social problems,
behaving properly and pursuing aims acceptable to all?"
( Maria Montessori, cited in DiGiulio 1995)

Stigmatisation is a social construct, requiring the support, implicit and explicit, of
teachers and students to be successfully sustained, as Adatn's and Katherine's
experiences reflect. Deconstruction, through the development of social beha\,iours
that promote the value of, and respect for, each individual remains the most
promising long-term solution to this destructive and pervasive problem.

"The most important single factor in the lives of children with diverse
needs is their families" (Creemers 1994227).
"They have been my strongest support in everything to be honest."
For all the students in this study there was at least one person, generally their
mother, who provided a high level of support, emotionally and academically, and
whose assistance was instrumental in enabling them to cope with the demands of
school.
In her research on college students with learning disabilities, Barga (1996:417)
terms these individuals benefactors, and describes their role as "providing
emotional support and understanding, acting as a sounding board for personal
problems, helping with homework, [and] acting as an advocate on behalf of the
students... " Steiler (1997:473) confirms the centrality of parents' role in the
development of positive attitudes and self-esteem for children, referring to the
levels of trust that develop through the patience and encouragement shown by
parents as they support their children. A child will place greater value on their
efforts when they are seen to be valued by others who are important to them.

Parents, as partners in the learning process, provide invaluable assistance for their
child through:
individual, one-on-one support that realistically is not able to be sustained by
classroom or resource teachers in the regular classroom of approximately thirty
children;
on-going, long term support, which offers continuity and is predicated on an
intimate knowledge of the child's learning needs (Robinson 1996:252).
The practical interpretation of these factors is highlighted in the experiences of the
students in this study. Katherine's relationship with her mother reflected the
integral role she played in her child's survival at school. Her mum helped with
homework and assignments, often reading texts with her and helping her interpret
information in her own words, as well as regularly checking spelling and galnmar.
She provided " any help that I needed really." Her mum was also a staunch
advocate, visiting teachers on numerous occasions to increase their awareness of
her needs, and to alleviate apparent misunderstandings or conflicts. Robert's
mother's support further exemplifies the long-term nature of the assistance often
required. He acknowledged her patience and consistent support through several
crises over the years, helping him eventually to reach the point in his life where he
felt capable of taking responsibility for making necessary changes and developing
his own goals for the future, as well as having the motivation to achieve them.
Parental support helped to provide a more level playing field for these students as
they adjusted to the demands and expectations of school life. Support was
generally similar to that provided by Katherine's mother, and included help with
homework, reading, spelling and research tasks, as well as adapting or scaffolding
tasks and assignments to more adequately fit their child's capabilities. Consistent
liaisons with the school ensured an on-going awareness of their child's needs by
teachers. Most parents also encouraged their children to become involved in a
range of extra-curricula activities, as a further avenue to developing self
confidence and skills.
"Its interesting, the things they did to try and lift [my self-confidence],
but I never realised it."

No indications were given that support was overbearing or too demanding, or that
expectations were too high for them to achieve. These students appeared to be
generally comfortable with the level of support they received from their parents
and were confident that support would continue to be there for them.
Research into the relationships between parental involvement and student success
confirm the positive advantages that ensue for the child when their parents are
involved in their educational experiences (Robinson 1996, McInerney &
McInerney 1994). A study of high-ability students with learning disabilities
concluded that parents had played a vital role in their child's success, through their
constant encouragement, love, advocacy and monitoring of their learning. They
were also prepared to provide additional resources, such as private schools andlor
testing, as well as a range of out-of-school enrichment activities, to support their
child in whatever way seemed necessary (Reis, Neu & McGuire, 1997). Parental
support was found to be integral to their child's long-term success in life.
One study of the social adjustment of children with learning disabilities indicated
that they were less likely to turn to parents and family for support. The authors
hypothesised that the stress and tension created when parents were unsure how to
help and children were frustrated at having their weaknesses exposed, were
discouraging factors for children seeking parental support (Wenz-Gross &
Siperstein 1997). However, the results of this study do not support those findings.
For all the students in this study, their parents played an active role in supporting
their home learning projects, and were an integral part of their ability to adapt to
the demands of school.
The findings of this study confirm the necessity for schools and parents to maintain
close communication, to optimise the child's gains in achievement, and to maintain
a consistent approach to learning between school and home (van Kraayenoord and
Elkins 1995:282). While for some parents, schools can be daunting places they
prefer to avoid, or workloads and commitments may prohibit a high level of
involvement, most parents, with their intimate knowledge of their child's strengths
and weaknesses, are willing and invaluable partners in their child's learning. The
study does, however, emphasise the magnitude of the problems that confront

students with learning difficulties who do not have access to the practical, on-going
support of their parents as they confront the challenges of their school life. This
may occur for a range of reasons, including the non-valuing of academic
achievement by parents. While this was not an issue in this study, with all parents
valuing academic success, further research would be needed to explore the effects
of learning difficulties on children's lives when parents were not a major source of
support.

Attribution refers to the convictions we have about why we succeed or fail. In the
learning process, individuals attribute outcomes to circumstances that are within
their control, internal factors, or situations beyond their control, external factors.
Internal factors relate to effort, while external factors include luck or other people
(Westwood 1997:34).
Self efficacy is the belief that an individual has the ability to make a difference in
their learning. There is an acknowledgement of the relationship between personal
effort, actions and outcomes (Westwood 1997). Learned helplessness is the belief
that an individual has no control over the outcome of events in their lives (Ashman
and Elkins 1998:527). Students with learning difficulties have been found to be
more likely to attribute their success to external influences, such as luck, other
people or easy work rather than ability, effort, or use of appropriate learning
techniques.

The attributions of three of the students in this study reflected an awareness of
internal factors as a major influence in overcoming their learning difficulties. Two
students saw their own determination as crucial to the success they had attained.
They believed they could make a difference to their achievements through their
own personal efforts. As Adam and Susie explained,
". .. I had worked really hard and reached a level where I could read

and write legibly.. . ."

"I was putting in till 12 o'clock most nights. Yeah, it was horrendous,
but I'm glad I did it."
Both students referred to their use of learning strategies as an important influence
on their achievements. Adam's experiences reflect the value of his increasing
awareness of his learning needs.
"...

but now I know it wasn't that I was spelling the word wrong,

it was the fact that l didn't program it right in my head . . . "
Personal effort combined with appropriate strategies was an essential part of
learning for these students.
Robert also recognised the relationship between effort and achievement. He was
aware that if he applied himself to his learning with greater vigour and increased
consistency, his results would certainly improve.

"I reckon if I didn't muck around as much I could do heaps better."
Conversely, Katherine typified the student who displays learned helplessness. In
her primary years she felt unable to begin tasks without individual assistance From
the teacher. Without that assistance she simply left the task uncompleted, feeling it
was not her fault, because she hadn't been shown how to do it. She felt powerless
to complete the task, justified in not doing the work because she didn't know how.
She had few strategies to help her with difficulties. She had not acquired skills to
reflect on her learning, to determine what strategies worked for her or to plan ways
to approach tasks. For Katherine, whether or not she would be successful in the
learning process was outside her control.
An integral part of recognising internal factors as essential influences on learning

is an increased acceptance of responsibility for one's own learning, for knowing
how to learn and using effective strategies to achieve this. Motivation to persist
with learning tasks declines when there is an external locus of control (Westwood
1997:37).
"For learners to succeed, they must do more than be 'try-hard' students"
(Johnston, 1996:13).

Perseverance alone is not a guarantee of success; consistently trying and failing is
frustrating and self-defeating, with the effects of failure becoming cumulative.
Some measure of success must be attainable for the effort expended. But
frequently, students with learning difficulties show less awareness of how they
learn, and are less likely to use strategies such as planning, monitoring and
reflecting throughout the learning process. This is referred to as metacognition
(Van Kraayenoord, El kins 1998:145. Winebrenner, 1 996:62). Wang, Haertel and
Walberg (1993) found that a student's meta-cognitive processing was one of the
most powerful influences on achievement. Explicit teaching of specific techniques
and strategies for learning enhances student motivation, self confidence and
achievement. Ensuring students have knowledge of appropriate metacognitive
strategies, as well as an understanding of how to effectively apply them, transfers
the locus of control to the student as they are empowered to take responsibility for
their own learning (Johnston 1996:102-3, Westwood 1993: 35-36).
"Schooling will succeed when children are encouraged
to construct their own knoivledge."
(Santouk, cited in Johnston 1996:102)
For three of the four younger primary students, the locus of control for learning
appeared to be more external than internal, more dependent on the teacher than
themselves, while the older students demonstrated more thoughtfulness about how
they learned and the conditions that were beneficial for them. This may have some
relationship to age and level of development, although there does appear to be a
correlation between a more internalised locus of control and the style of resource
assistance the students had had access to during their schooling. Those who had
resource support as part of their regular class structure, over a longer period of
time, were more likely to display self efficacy. It may have been that the
consistency of the structures and the longer time period allowed more explicit
teaching and follow-up of appropriate learning strategies, or that the resource
structures developed feelings of success and confidence in their own abilities, but
this would

need further research to determine the extent of the relationship

between how students with learning difficulties are supported in their learning
environment and their self efficacy.

"We are losing millions of students by trying to fit them into systems
that actually prevenl them from learning."
(Carbo 1996:s)
For each of the students in this study, there were significant periods of time each
day in class when they were not engaged in the learning process. Writing, taking
notes, reading and listening for lengthy periods were tasks they struggled with;
lessons where these skills were the main focus were "boring" and tedious for them.
Their involvement diminished, their time off task increased, and learning was
hindered.
Without exception, the students referred to the need for lessons to be "fun", to be
interesting and to actively involve them, so that learning was occurring
instinctively, without the struggle that for them was usually an inherent part of
most lessons. In fun lessons, learning was something they wanted to do, not
something they had to do. There was a high level of engagement in the lesson, and
the motivation to learn became intrinsic.
Several approaches to teaching and learning have developed from theories of how
learning occurs, reflecting the individuality of each student, and how learning can
be most effective for them. The phenomenon of learning styles has developed from
theories about how the brain perceives and processes information (Winebrenner
1996:41) Dunn and Dunn's model of learning styles identifies sixteen elements,
grouped into four main areas: environmental, emotional, sociological and physical
elements. Criticisms of this approach centre on the unwieldy number of possible
combinations of diverse learning needs, and how many actually have a significant
influence on learning outcomes for students (McInerney et al, 1994: 499). But
when the elements are refined to three broader styles, as presented by Carbo Dunn
and Dunn, the practicalities become more realistic at a classroom level. They
defined three general learning styles:
tactilekinesthetic, where learning is acquired by touching and doing;

auditory, where individuals learn by listening, and
visual, when learning takes place by seeing and visualising information
(Winebrenner 1996:43).
School systems are well adapted to the needs of students who learn in an auditory
mode. They are logical, analytical and organised, they follow directions
sequentially and prefer quiet working conditions. Visual and kinesthetic learners
are global thinkers, they need to move frequently, they prefer to work from the
whole or global perspective to the parts, and to learn information in contest For
students who learn in these ways, the classroom environment is ofien constraining
The more confined physical environment does not encourage large scale
movement, and much of the infonnation they are expected to learn is transmitted in
discrete parts through auditory modes, and therefore is harder for them to access
The provision of a more flexible learning environment that presents infonnation in
a variety of styles allows greater access to material for increased numbers of
students (Winebrenner 1996)
The students in this study typified kinesthetic learners. Winebrenner (1996)
suggests that up to 30% of students in a classroom are kinesthetic learners. For
them learning is enhanced when they have opportunities for hands-on tasks, such
as construction, manipulating materials, role play or concrete examples to explain
concepts. Sarah could see the idea of fractions so much more clearly when they cut
up cakes to demonstrate the underlying concepts. Craig thought he could learn
more about boats if he could first make one and then read more about them to
expand his knowledge. Susie never forgot about saliva after eating her way through
a packet of Sao biscuits. Physical involvement created higher levels of
participation, enhancing learning, while the predominantly auditory modes of
transmitting information frequently increased the level of difficulty for them, and
decreased their participation.
A study by Grant (1985) on first grade students found that up to three years afier

instruction in reading, spelling and writing using a kinesthetic approach, the
children still continued to show higher achievement levels than the control group.
She hypothesised that it was the solid grounding and depth of understanding they

,

had gained from their kinesthetic-based instruction that enabled them to achieve at
a higher level even after returning to traditional teaching methods.
A meta-analysis of 42 studies on learning styles by Dunn and Dunn (Braio,
Beasley, Dunn, Dunn, Quinn and Buchanan 1997) indicated statistically significant
higher achievement levels where students learning styles had been accommodated.
In their study of urban low achievers, they confirmed the benefits gained by most
students when their learning styles were catered for, including an increased
acceptance of responsibility for their own learning. They further concluded that
discontinuing learning style accommodations adversely affected low achieving
students, and that persistence with traditional modes of teaching for them, such as
lectures and discussions, was hard to justifi.
An essential part of learning style theory is developing student awareness of their
learning styles and how they learn most effectively. In this way they do not
attribute failure to learn in traditional ways as confirmation that they are dumb or
incapable of learning. If they did not learn, the strategy may have been
inappropriate and with another approach they will be more successful. It also
encourages them to accept greater responsibility for their learning. It is not just
something that happens to them, it is something they actively construct for
themselves using their strengths and skills. Adam's and Susie's awareness of
strategies that made learning more effective for them confirms the value of this
approach from the students' perspective. Knowing how they learned and what
techniques worked for them enabled them to be more responsible for the success of
their learning, and to be active partners in the learning process.
Grigorenko and Sternberg's (1997) studies on the influence of thinking styles on
academic achievement found that thinking styles are not linked to ability levels, in
that higher or lower achieving students did not share specific ways of thinking;
styles of thinking prevail across ability groups. In a study of gifted students, their
results indicated that when students have their thinking styles accommodated,
academic achievement increases. They found that certain types of activities and
methods of assessment advantaged different types of thinkers, and that high
performing students of similar ability achieved differently according to the kind of

task given and the style of thinking it required. All students benefited from a
variety of assessment and assignment tasks, rather than tasks which required
predominantly one type of thinking only. In classroo~nswhere one style of thinking
is generally dominant, a significant number of students of varying abilities are
disadvantaged and will not achieve at their optimal level.
Gardner's (1997) theory of multiple intelligences proposes that intelligence is not a
unitary concept, there are many facets to human intelligence and individuals learn
and solve problems in a variety of ways He has currently identified eight
intelligences:
verbal linguistic :

the ability to read and use language adeptly;

mathematical logical the ability to calculate, perceive relationships, to
use logic and abstract reasoning;
visual spatial :

the capacity for creativity, spatial awareness,
artistic skill;

bodily kinesthetic:

the ability to use the body and hands skill fully,
a preference for learning by doing or touching;

musical:

the ability to understand theory, pitch and tone
in music, play instruments and sing well;

interpersonal :

the ability to understand and interacts well with
others, often displaying leadership qualities;

intrapersonal :

the ability to be self-motivated, with a clear
understanding of self, and

naturalistic :

an affinity with and understanding of the natural
world.

Everyone possesses each of the intelligences in varying degrees. They are not
static, and can be developed through training and conscious effort. Traditionally,
schools cater primarily for students whose main strengths are the verbal linguistic
and mathematical logical intelligences, but for those students who learn
predominantly in other ways, the classroom frequently does not provide the
stimulation and the motivation for effective learning. Zac, Kyle and Craig provided
clear examples of students who found the classroom environment constraining and

unstimulating, their enthusiasm reserved most often for outside activities, games
and experiments. Learning was harder and less inspiring in their more traditional,
linguistically and mathematically oriented classrooms.
Gardner stresses the importance of focusing on the theory of multiple intelligences
as a tool rather than an end in itself, an instrument that promotes the ultimate goal
of educating students for understanding (Gardner 1997, Campbell 1994) . "Fun"
lessons that engage students need to be able to move them beyond the
entertainment value to an understanding of the underlying concepts. The students
who recalled "fun" lessons they had really enjoyed were all able to spontaneously
articulate information and understandings they had derived from the experiences.
Education for understanding emerged from the fun experiences.
Johnston (1996) extends the concept of learning styles, defining learning as an
interactive process in which learning behaviours are woven together into personal
learning patterns or schema. She has identified four schema or patterns:
the sequential processor : methodical, consistent, neat, and likes a
global understanding of the completed task.
the precise processor : exacting, relishes facts and taking notes,
planning and measuring.
the technical processor : likes information to be concise and relevant,
and prefers to be physically involved in tasks.
the confluent processor : creative, descriptive, often with unique
perspectives, dislikes directions and repetition, enjoys freedom to
experiment.
We all possess each schema in varying degrees, but we have a primary schema
which influences the way we prefer to approach tasks. For each individual there is
a unique combination of patterns that interact to create their personal learning
profile. Johnston contends that it is in the mismatch between the individual's
approach to learning and the school that a range of problems are created, including
learning difficulties, behaviour problems, lowered self esteem and disaffected
learners who ultimately choose to drop out of school.

"Learners learn best when given the opportunity to understand
the learning process."
(Johnston 1996: 34)
A vital component of these approaches to learning is the awareness of and
reflection on the learning process, which informs further learning. Ultimately, the
tenninolo~gused becomes secondary to the need for the learner to be at the centre
of the process. Whether the modality is Carbo and Dunn's learning styles,
Gardner's multiple intelligences, Grigorenko and Sternberg's thinking styles or
Johnston's four schemas, their approaches share common goals:
the student is the central focus;
learning is adapted to fit their personal learning protile;
learning strengths and weaknesses, and ways of knowing and thinking are
identified and developed.
As learning becomes a more individualised experience, students become active
collaborators in acquiring knowledge.

For the students in this study who were able to recognise how they learned most
effectively, their understanding enabled them to be successful more often and to
appreciate that they were capable of learning when information and tasks were
approached in the most appropriate way for them. Learning became an engaging
process, and the real key to learning, intrinsic motivation, became a reality for
them.

The students demonstrated their ability to learn, to be stimulated and motivated,
and to actively participate in their classrooms when the environment was adapted
to more appropriately cater for their needs as learners. It is imperative that schools
and classrooms make the necessary adaptations and changes to traditional
approaches to reflect best practice, so that all learners needs are met. Ultimately, as
Braio concludes,
"The continuation of traditional teaching for non traditional
learners appears to be detrimental and unprofessional."
(Braio et al, 1997: 24).

"What children can do together today they can do alone tomorrow."
(Lev Vygotsky 1962 cited in Thousand, Nevin & Villa 1994)
"If I don't have anyone to talk to I can't work properly."
For seven of the eight participants, working in goups and with partners was more
desirable than working alone on most occasions. It provided them with
opportunities to share ideas with others, and they found it was easier to learn
infonnation when they were working in groups with friends than when they were
working alone. They were able to complete work faster, catch up with things, and
"...get on top of [their] work." Friends could also explain things they didn't
understand, and together they could use their individual skills to work through
problems. Working with partners also helped to clarify ideas and consolidate
understanding of issues. Collaboration was an integral part of their learning
process.
Ashman and Conway (1997:143) refer to student collaboration as a "collection of
teaching-learning approaches that use the skills and knowledge of students to
enhance strategic and meta-strategic behaviour in the classroom." While various
terms have been used to describe this concept, including peer mediated instruction
(Harper, Maheady and Mallette 1994:229), working together with peers has been
shown to enhance students ability to learn and internalise new information, ways of
thinking and problem-solving strategies. It becomes a powerful instrument for
constructing knowledge through interaction with peers (McInerney & McInerney
1993).
The two most common, and widely researched, approaches to collaboration in the
classroom are cooperative learning and peer tutoring.
COOPERATIVE LEARNING

A substantial body of research confirms that cooperative learning can be an
effective strategy for increasing academic achievement and prosocial behaviour.

Students are involved in a more active form of learning, working with peers of
differing levels of abilities, with an increased emphasis on personal responsibility
for their learning. However, there are clear indications that measurable gains in
achievement are generally only evident when group work is specifically structured
to include particular attributes. Traditional group work without key features of
cooperative learning has not been shown to offer any major academic advantages
(Good & Brophy 1994, Johnson & Johnson 1994)
While there is no universally accepted, definitive approach to cooperative learning,
there are several widely accepted models that demonstrate the essential criteria for
cooperative lessons. These include:
positive interdependence, where all members work towards a shared
product or goal. Each member's contribution is essential for the group's
success;
face to face interaction, where members support, encourage and help
each other achieve their group goal rather than compile individual parts
into one product at the finish;
individual accountability, where each person is responsible for their
own performance and contribution;
collaborative skills, where skills for working with others, such as
listening, sharing, asking and answering questions, giving and
receiving explanations, and resolving conflict, are specifically
developed;
group processing, where groups reflect on and evaluate how well they
worked together to achieve their goal (McInerney et al 1994:434).
The presence or absence of these criteria becomes the "yardstick" by which a
cooperative relationship is defined (Johnson and Johnson 199433).
While expressing their preference for working in groups or partners, the students
experiences reflected several of the more negative aspects of working together,
highlighting the shortcomings of group work in classrooms when essential
elements of cooperative learning are absent. The students indicated:

a preference for working only with friends. There was a dislike of being organised
into groups with people who weren't friends.
". . . sometimes teachers

put you with a whole lot of people you don't

really like or get along with. "
". . . You'd

be separated from your friends and you wouldn't really

work as well. You'd be so upset you weren't with your friends."

the misery of being left out when people chose their group.
"And I'm the only one sitting over in the corner. Waiting for
someone to pick me."
anxiety or feelings of intimidation when contributing ideas to the group, in case of
ridicule.
"Sometimes you get in a group you don't want to be in and people
laugh at you.'!
".. . if I had people in the group who might be more, intelligent, or

who I might feel inferior to then I don't think I would have opened up.. . "
off task. behaviour and socialising that can dominate the group.
"But sometimes you sort of get in a laughing mood and
you can't concentrate."
". . . sometimes I've

had other groups, they muck around all the

time, it's really annoying."
Disagreements about how to approach or complete tasks can occur.
"They just like sometimes walk off and don't do it any more, and
go and do stuff at their desk like draw."
" I'd just let them do it [their way]."

One person dominates and does most of the work.
"That's the thing., I usually took over."
". .. when I'm with a group I tend to take what they're saying

and I just want to do it by myself."

The experiences of the students in this study reflect the common difficulties that
arise in cooperative learning situations. They tend to fall into four main areas:
unequal participation, either by dominance or lack of contribution on
the part of some students;
o

socialising and off-task behaviours limiting group achievements;
exclusion of particular individuals from groups;
lack of cooperative skills to facilitate effective interaction.

The explicit teaching of essential social skills, the assignment of roles to group
members, the designing of relevant and appropriate activities, the organisation of
heterogeneous groups and the inclusion of team building techniques, the inclusion
of reward structures and the regular monitoring of individual progress are all
strategies that can minimise problems in this style of teaching (McInerney &:
McInerney 1993:438-44 1 ).
But the consistent occurrence of these problems emphasises the major requirement
for cooperative learning to be effectively implemented in schools: teacher training.
All advocates of cooperative learning models stress the necessity of appropriate
training for teachers as a critical feature of cooperative learning (Johnson &
Johnson 1994, Good & Brophy 1994 ). In this way its maximum value as a
teaching and learning strategy can be fully utilised.

PEER TUTORING
". . . if

I can talk about the same thing with somebody, I can sort things

out in my mind a lot clearer, whereas if I'm left to mingle things
around in my own mind, I get into a bit of a muddle."
Studies have verified the positive influence peer tutoring can have on student
achievement, self-esteem and motivation to learn (Ashman & Conway 1997,
Greenwood 1996, Good & Brophy 1994). This study supports these findings,
confirming the value of being able to work with peers, to share skills to solve
problems and use the process of explaining information to others to enhance
personal understanding.

Ashman and Conway (1997:146) have described four forms of peer tutoring:
parallel : students share information on the same task;
didactic: one student takes on the role of instructor;
collaboration: students alternate the role of instructor;
onlook: one student observes while the other works.
Cross-age and reciprocal tutoring are the more frequently used approaches to peer
tutoring in schools. While implementing cross-age tutoring generally invol\~esthe
cooperation of another class and teacher, Classwide Peer Tutoring is a system of
reciprocal tutoring within the regular classroom, where students alternate between
the roles of tutor and tutee. This American program evolved in response to a
research study on the low achievement of significant numbers of students in inner
city, traditional classrooms, and provides a practical example of how students'
needs to work collaboratively can be met effectively using a readily available class
resource, i.e. the students themselves. Implementation of Classwide Peer Tutoring
(CWPT) saw the time students spent actively engaged in lessons increase
significantly, with higher levels of achievement, reduced referrals for special
education services and lower dropout rates recorded for students involved in the
program (~reenwood1996:47). CWPT offered several advantages for schools in
that, besides training for teachers, no additional resources were necessary, so it
remained a cost-effective process, and it was structured around the general class
curriculum, so mandatory content was still covered. The students worked towards
individual and group rewards for their performances, changed partners weekly to
prevent boredom and encourage motivation and took an active part in on-going
evaluation. A diverse range of students, of varying achievement levels, were part
of this longitudinal study.
Programs such as these appear to meet many of the learning needs identified as
important by the students in this study. The students were actively engaged in
lessons, they had increased responsibility for their learning, and opportunities to
work with friends. They were able to work on material relevant to class
requirements, and could share ideas and work out problems with others.
Like cooperative learning, peer tutoring requires training for both teachers and
students for successful implementation at the classroom level, as well as a level of

commitment by teachers to accommodate the preparation and organisation
necessary for successful peer tutoring.
" When asked, " What is the best way to structure [group]

situations to increase the efforts to achieve of all participants,
the best answer is, 'it depends'. "
(Johnson &Johnson 1994:169)
Ultimately, the obligation remains to ensure that all strategies implemented in the
classroom are appropriate to the needs of the individuals for whom they are
structured, that they are appropriate to the task requirements and that sufficient
training has been provided for both students and teachers. I t is then that
collaboration becomes a genuinely effective teaching and learning strateyy, \\lhich
has the potential to benefit all students.
The findings of this study support the value for students with learning difficulties
of learning with and from peers, in an academic as well as a social context.
Research studies emphasise the importance of ensuring that collaboration takes
place within a structured, planned context, so that many of the problems the
students identified are minimised. The skills to implement effective collaboration
strategies need to become an integral part of all teachers' repertoire of skills to
enhance student learning.

5.10 GRADE RETENTION
For the four students who had repeated a class in their early primary years, they all
felt that this had been a beneficial course of action in retrospect, even though three
had felt uncomfortable at the time. They all felt they were coping better with their
work now than they otherwise would have been and that, relatively speaking,
things were easier now. Their subsequent experiences suggest it has not been
detrimental to their welfare, academically or socially, from their perspective.

For the students, social concerns such as friendships were paramount.
Apprehension and sadness at repeating seemed to diminish when new friendship
networks were established. There were no indications from the students that any
form of stigmatisation had accompanied their retention. Their responses suggest
that positive outcomes may be more probable when retention is well supported by
parents and the school, and presented in a positive light to the child. All four
students indicated that their parents andlor teachers felt it was best for them to
repeat, and they were given specific reasons as to why this would be advantageous
for them. This finding is supported by McLeskey, Lancaster and Grizzle's (1995)
review of studies, which indicated that parental attitudes to grade retention are
important considerations in its effectiveness as an intervention strategy.
While it is not possible to measure the academic advantages of grade repetition for
these students, as there are no indicators to show whether their performance now is
better or worse than it might have been if they had not repeated, it seems to be
better from their perspective. Positive parental support for this process appears to
have a significant influence on this attitude.
As an educational practice, grade retention is surrounded in controversy. The
arguments for and against this practice reflect firmly held convictions of its value
or potential harm for students. Research seems to indicate that there are no neat,
concise solutions to the questions of how beneficial or detrimental it can be.
Studies have appeared inconclusive, and frequently methodologically unsound,
with a range of findings available to support opposing views. Murray (1994:4)
contends that of the 650 studies conducted on grade retention since 1930, only
about 7% could be considered methodologically sound. He cites a meta analysis by
Holmes and Matthews (1984) of these studies, indicating that students who are
promoted for social considerations performed better on both social and academic
criteria than their retained peers. He concluded that retained students are no better
off than their promoted classmates and in some cases are worse off after the
intervention.
McLeskey, Lancaster and Grizzle's (1995:122) review supported the negative
consequences of retention, and highlighted the highly stressful nature of this

practice for children, who were anxious about their social status, and the reaction
of peers and family. They conclude,
"Indeed, grade retention practices provide still another compelling reason
for closely examining the structure of schools so that they may be
redesigned to meet the needs of all students, not just those who meet
arbitrary grade level criteria."
(McLeskey et al, 1995:122).
These studies reiterate the most commonly expressed criticisms of students
repeating classes, including the very public judgement of failure and potential
stigmatisation that accompany retention, as well as the social dislocation that
occurs. Research to validate long term academic gains remains inconclusive. The
high correlation in American research between grade retention and high school
drop out rates, reinforces concerns that there are few long term advantages of this
practice and greater potential for negative influences on life opportunities. Fine
found that grade retention sipificantly increased the chances of dropping out of
school, with 78% of drop-outs having repeating a grade at some stage in their
schooling. As school drop outs, they were more likely to be unemployed, living on
welfare or in prison (Fine 1991, cited in Alexander, Entwisle & Dauber, 1994:8).
Alternatively, after an eight year study of approxilnately 800 students in an
American urban school system, Alexander, Entwisle and Dauber (1994) suggest
that there are some positive aspects of retention in an academic context for
significant numbers of children. While spending two years in one grade did not
increase performances to average achievement levels, their studies indicated that
children who repeated a class were able to make some academic gains and achieve
at a higher level the second time they were in a class. These gains were apparent
for several years after retention. They also did not find evidence of stigma attached
to grade retention, 'emotional scarring' or diminished self confidence as a result of
the experience. In some cases self esteem increased, possibly as a result of having
achieved more successful results in the repeated grade. The experiences of the
students in this study tended to be more supportive of these research findings.

The American school system uses grade retention as a remedial strategy on a much
broader scale than education systems in Australia. It is estimated that the ratio of
retained students in the USA is as high as one in five students (Alexander et. al,
1994). For this study in Baltimore, a lower socioecono~nicarea, 40% of the 800
children repeated a class at some stage during the eight year period. In the
Australian school system, where there is predominantly an outcomes-based
approach to education, with an increasing emphasis on achieving at specific stages
of development rather than grade levels, grade repetition appears to be less
frequently used, although statistics on prevalence rates are difficult to verify as this
information is not officially recorded. The ACT Department of Education does not
have specific policy guidelines on ~ ~ a retention;
de
it is a practice that is most
frequently determined at the level of individual schools, after consultation between
parents, teachers and the school administration. The numbers of children who have
repeated a class remains elusive. The retention of four of the eight students in this
study, 50 percent, could not be considered representative of the Australian contest,
as this was an optional factor in the selection criteria.
". .. a

lasting solution requires more than simply going

over the same material twice. "
(Alexander et a], I 9 9 4 : N )
This study did not find that those students who had repeated a class were achieving
academically at a comparable level to their peers. The additional year in one grade
did not appear to have provided the chance to catch up to their classmates. Grade
retention did not offer permanent solutions for these students. However, it may
have offered greater opportunities for them to be successful than if they had been
promoted with their original class. Research provides no irrefutable evidence that it
offers universal academic or social advantages for students. While disadvantages
are well documented (Holmes & Matthews 1984), there are some indications that it
can provide an opportunity for some struggling students to move closer to the
achievement of their peers, socially and academically. As a stand-alone tool its
value appears limited, however as part of a resource support package it may have
value for some students. While for the students in this study, retention had been a
more positive rather than a negative experience, its use as an educational strategy

would need to be carefully considered in the light of the academic and social needs
of the individual child, and in the context of other support options available.

While there was evidence of a relationship between learning difficulties and
behaviour in this study, it lacked sufficient substance to sustain conclusions that
learning difficulties was a cause of behaviour problems for students. There were,
however, clear indications of a connection between finding learning difficult and
behaviour problems in class. Inappropriate behaviour and disruptive tendencies
appeared to intensify when work was seen to be too difficult, boring or irrelevant.
Robert's experiences provided a clear example of this relationship. Learning
difficulties exacerbated his behaviour problems in class, and had a significant
negative impact on learning. He was easily distracted from tasks by his peers and
activities going on in the classroom, and quickly lost concentration when doing
tasks he felt were boring or difficult. This frequent time off task created more
opportunities for mucking around with his friends, further compounding his
learning difficulties as he used class time less effectively. However, he
acknowledged the influence of other factors, personal and environmental, in his
patterns of behaviour. He enjoyed being a class clown and found a ready and
captive audience in the classroom. Aggressive behaviour and inappropriate
friendships in early adolescence created a series of problems which lead to
expulsion from one school and threatened expulsion from the second. Learning
difficulties did not create these behaviour problems, but he readily admits that his
behaviour did make his learning difficulties more severe than they might otherwise
have been.
Two other students reported several detentions and regular time-outs over their
school years for incidents including fighting, but this study could not sustain any
direct correlation between learning difficulties and their behavioural problems.
Arguments could be proposed that poorer social skills may have influenced their

relationships with others and increased the likelihood of them becoming involved
in fights and other anti-social behaviours, but further research would be necessary
to support such conclusions. The trouble in which the students fo~mdthemselves
most often related to mucking around with friends at an inappropriate time or in an
inappropriate way, particularly in class, suggesting that the majority of behaviour
problems at school are more related to persistent minor infringements, rather than
serious aggression, verbal abuse or violence.
These findings are supported by Beaman and Wheldall's (1997) review of the
literature on troublesome classroom behaviour. They concluded that the most
frequent and the most troublesome behaviours in the classroom contest for both
primary and secondary teachers were incidents such as talking out of turn,
hindering others, slo\vness and idleness.

While these were relatively benign

behaviours in isolation, they created stress, irritation and exhaustion for teachers by
the frequency with which they occurred, and the constant necessity for appropriate
responses. In the context of the classroom, they became problematic. For four of
the students in this study, these were the type of behaviours for which they were
most frequently disciplined.
The interrelatedness of behaviour problems and learning difficulties has been
clearly identified in the literature. Boredom, inappropriate curricula, instruction
which lacks challenge and flexibility and makes no allowances for learning styles
or individual needs, have all been shown to be major contributors to the behaviour
problems and learning difficulties of some students (Westwood 1997, Conway
1998, Sheehan & Clayton 1997, Batten & Russell 1995). Ineffective teachers and
inappropriate classroom environments can also instigate and perpetuate behaviour
problems, with students with learning difficulties most at risk in these contexts
(Goldstein 1995). These issues were highlighted in this study, where these factors
frequently compounded behaviour problems and learning difficulties for several
students.
However, while addressing these issues can demonstrably reduce inappropriate
behaviour for significant numbers of students, this does not substantiate a cause
and effect relationship between behavioural problems and learning difficulties. The

causes of behavioural problems encompass a far more complex and diverse range
of issues than a single variable, learning difficulties. Other social and emotional
issues, as Robert's experiences confirm, merge with learning difficulties to create a
unique behavioural profile for each individual (Sheehan & Clayton 1997). For
Robert, these issues needed to be addressed within the contest of the
environmental and social, as well as the academic, influences in his life.
Behavioural problems, like learning difficulties, require personally tailored
responses to most effectively negotiate solutions to individual circumstances.

Each student in the study was susceptible to stress to varying degrees and as a
result of a variety of triggers. The most common of these for the students, in the
context of school, was a lack of confidence in their ability to complete assigned
tasks or perform successfully in front of their peers in some situation. Social issues,
such as arguments with, and the absence of, close friends, were also stressful
events.
While stress can have a positive role to play in our lives, it becomes problematic
when it is prolonged, extreme and causes serious discomfort (King, Ollendick,
199 1 :43 1). While a range of personal characteristics and environmental factors are
related to stress levels and how individuals cope with these, there did appear to be
a significant link between the demands of school work and stress in this study.
For Kyle, stress had caused substantial physical discomfort, necessitating medical
diagnosis. This occurred most frequently when he lacked confidence in his ability
to cope with given tasks, or when he had to remain behind after class to complete
work. In contrast, Zac, who was consistently able to complete work successfully in
his groups, found relatively few school activities caused him major anxiety. The
resource structure in his school appeared to insulate him from undue stress. Susie
also found the level of support in her learning centre helped to minimise the stress
she felt. ". .. we were pretty well pitty-patted."

Varying levels of stress were also created for students when the extent of their
difficulties appeared to be exposed openly. It was this reverse side of
stigmatisation, anxiety and apprehension about possible social rejection, that
caused stress for students. In his narrative of the personal experience of having a
learning disability, Cohn (1998) referred to his need to create a mask of pretence,
"to put on a show to get people to like me...", so that he could protect and
camouflage the inner self. He feared that disclosure of weaknesses would reduce
the regard and esteem in which others could hold him. He lacked confidence in his
social acceptability, feeling that his disability diminished his personal value.
". ..

most of my anxiety is caused by fear of social criticism

and failure to achieve equal respect" (Cohn 1998:5 16)
Gregg and Ferri (1 998:5l8) refer to "the hidden or shadow self," or "imposter
syndrome" presented publicly by individuals with learning difficulties to prevent a
loss of face or protect a lack of self confidence, and the anxiety that can be
sustained and perpetuated by persistent image-making. Katherine echoed this need
to mask her true self from others at school, fearing that she would not be liked or
accepted if she openly revealed her personality. Adam too created a persona, one
of aggression, to protect himself from the ridicule of his peers at high school.
A further four participants also expressed concerns that at times they felt a need to
camouflage the extent of their problems in class, so that people's evaluation of
them would not be downgraded, and they would not be exposed to ridicule. They
expressed feelings of vulnerability, concerned that they would be less well-liked by
others if they were aware of the extent of their difficulties. Events such as wall
charts that recorded their lack of achievement, being "collected" from class by
resource teachers, correcting each other's work or calling out test scores, all caused
varying degrees of concern for the students, implicitly focusing attention on their
problems. Sarah and Adam referred to these as "subtle put-downs." Even though
the intention may not be to cause embarrassment, and in some cases may have
been meant to be positive, they frequently created anxiety or stress for the students
concerned because they felt these increased their vulnerability to the poor opinions
of their peers.

Other events too left students feeling vulnerable. Without exception, all students
were considerably stressed when they were required to read aloud in front of the
class or other people. They were unsure of their ability to perform adequately, and
were concerned about how a poor performance may affect their standing with their
peers. Reading to other parents was also quite stressful for most students, as they
felt it exposed their weaknesses to a wider range of people. Some students also
seemed a little concerned about confidentiality, in case the parents told anyone else
how bad they were.
Cohn ( 1 998:5 15) explained his mask as ultra-confident and brash, "pretending that
I can talk my way out of anything and seeming to be always on the move," and
emphasised the negativity of this strategy to cope with his disability. Barga
(1996:418) also discusses the stress created by negative coping strategies used to

camouflage the extent of learning difficulties, such as not participating in activities
where their difficulties are more obvious, or not going to or leaving special classes
until after the bell, so that the risk of being noticed was reduced. As one student in
her study explained, "The real challenge is, okay, how much do I care if people
think I'm stupid?"
The pilot study too highlighted the use of negative coping mechanisms to help
reduce stress. One student had developed a pattern of behaviour from an early age
at school, including regular toilet visits, drinks of water, sharpening of pencils (his
own and other people's) and recurring headaches that necessitated frequent trips to
the sick bay. While he used these tools to help him avoid work and so reduce his
stress level in class, in reality they exacerbated his learning problems as he fell
further behind, increasing his distress when he was unable to do tasks.
However this study did not indicate that the use of avoidance strategies to help
students cope was widespread. Katherine relied on some visits to the sick bay ,
while Robert would also indulge in a few trips to the sick bay and regular drinks of
water, although he was generally content to resort to copying others when he
wasn't able to do work. In reading circles, Susie tried reading ahead to practice her
section before her turn to read aloud. For the majority of these students, avoidance
techniques were not employed frequently or on a regular basis.

For the students in this study, stress and anxiety were most frequently experienced
when the perceived level of difficulty of assigned tasks were seen as high. Their
perception of their ability to cope was directly related to the stress they felt.
Anxiety was also reflected in their feelings of vulnerability when exposed to the
assessment and judgements of others. Positive management strategies, such as
scaffolded tasks, assistance to develop appropriate learning strategies and metacognitive processes to complete work successfully, consistent parental andlor
teacher support and increased self esteem, all appeared to foster an environment of
minimal stress and anxiety at school for these students.
SUMMARY
This chapter has reviewed the main issues raised by the participants during the
interviews and has discussed them in relation to relevant research findings.
The following chapter examines the imp1ications of these perspectives for
educational policies and for professional practice in classrooms. Directions for
further research are also proposed.
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SEX : CONCLUSIONS k

This chapter discusses the conclusions and implications of this study for the
development of policies at both the administrative and school levels. It also
discusses implications for the practitioner in the classroom, as well as possible
directions for future research.

The aim of this research was to look at learning difficulties from the perspective of
the individual, to view their school and social lives, including the strategies and
structures imposed upon them in our education system, through their eyes.
Individuals with learning difficulties were further chosen using criteria to select
key informants, to highlight specific issues identified in the literature as areas of
concern. The intention had been to develop a greater understanding of how their
experiences of school and learning may have been influenced by their
socioeconomic status, and how having learning difficulties influenced their
relationships with others, including peers and family. It was also hoped to highlight
relationships between employment opportunities and learning difficulties.
While the participants in this study were not formally identified in terms of the key
informant criteria, to respect the desire for privacy for some families involved, the
data was considered from these perspectives. However, in the final analysis, the
data proved insufficient to highlight to a significant degree the issues surrounding
key informant selection. In reality, key informants reflected the considerable
overlap that can exist when individuals are arbitrarily relegated to socially
constructed groups. Several students met criteria for more than one key informant
group.
The experiences of the participants reflected more commonalities than differences.
In reference to socioeconomic status, the data did not indicate significant

differences between the students that could be attributed to a higher or a lower
socio-economic background. The parents of all participants, irrespective of
socioeconomic status, were a major source of support and encouragement for their
children, both academically and socially. They communicated a sense of their
value of education to their children, and regularly assisted in a variety of w a y to
help them meet academic requirements. All had sought to involve their children in
extra-curricular activities, such as a range of sports, dancing or music, to help
develop self-esteem, friendships and a wider range of interests. For most of the
participants, spending time with parents was a valued leisure activity, and all
expressed an awareness of and an appreciation for the role their parenth played in
their achievements.
While only a minimal number of families actually followed this course, the use of
tutors and private assessments by specialists did not appear in this study to be
associated solely with the more affluent families. One family on a lower income
was prepared to make required financial sacrifices to provide a private tutor to
assist their child.
One area where a difference between socioeconomic groups was noted was that of
grade repetition. The student from a higher socioeconomic group repeated a class,
while the student from a lower socioeconomic group did not. While it could be
hypothesised that grade repetition was more a middle class expectation, any
relationship derived from this data would at best be tenuous, and of the four
individuals who did repeat a class, a range of family backgrounds was represented.
However, beyond their initial concerns, grade repetition did not appear to be a
major issue for the students in this study. Their vision was more of a positive
support measure aimed at making their academic life a little easier. Their
experiences did not echo concerns discussed in the literature in relation to social
dislocation, stigmatisation or public testaments to failure.
The data remains insufficient to draw conclusions relating to the influences of
socioeconomic status on the experience of having learning difficulties. With a
larger sample size, these issues may have been more apparent.

As discussed, almost all participants expressed some level of concern about social
relationships at some time in their school lives. For two students, these concerns

were major, significantly affecting their lives for a sustained period of time. Issues
of acceptability and vulnerability were raised, and further areas for future research
suggested, particularly in relation to the comparative experiences of students with
learning difficulties and their peers. Do their peers experience similar events and
feelings, and to the same extent or with the same frequency? Further research
would enable greater comparison of the patterns of social interaction amongst
individuals with and without learning difficulties, to establish where differences
may be apparent.
In relation to employment, both students completed Year 12 before finishing
secondary school, with one participant continuing to complete a university degree,
and the other completing a Year 12 accredited course over a two year period. One
had been employed since leaving university, while the other had spent
approximately two thirds of the period since leaving school unemployed, but had
been involved in a range of government training programs. He expressed the vie\\/
that the current economic situation was a more prominent factor in his
unemployment situation than his learning difficulties. It could be argued that
tertiary education provides greater employment opportunities, and that the process
of completing tertiary courses increases an individual's adaptability to workforce
requirements, however, the data in this study would be insufficient to support these
conclusions. It could also be argued that completing high school, rather than
dropping out before Year 12, provided both participants with increased
opportunities for employment. Further research would be necessary to clarify these
issues.
Two issues the study did highlight included the central role of parents in
enabling the participants to adapt to, and cope with, the demands of school life,
emphasising the essential nature of developing and maintaining positive parentteacher-school relationships. For the child, parents provided the support and the
continuity that remained constant through a range of school experiences, including
a variety of teachers and programs.

A further significant issue was the importance all students placed on the need for

lessons to be "fun." Fun appeared to be defined in terms of being actively

engaged in the learning process, and involved in a variety of activities where
participation was not restricted because of a lack of skill in a particular area or
areas. For even the younger students, there was a recognition of the need for work
to be done, but where interest and variety were able to be incorporated into the
lesson, the opportunities to become involved increased dramatically, as did their
ability to remain on task. Fun lessons were anticipated and reviewed with pleasure,
and learning became a valued part of the school day. For the participants in this
study, fun lessons and parental support were vital factors influencing their
academic achievement.
From the perspectives of the students in this study, it was these issues, parental
support and quality teaching and learning practices, that influenced their ability to
cope at school on a daily basis and held a high level of significance for them.
These issues have several implications for both policy and practice.
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ATION# FOR POLICY

The students in this study experienced a range of intervention strategies over their
years of schooling. The most effective appeared to be those where there was a
system in place at the school level to offer individual assistance to the students
within the framework of their regular classroom activities. While the resource
structures varied in many of their details, there were several key features evident in
those that seemed to be more successful in supporting students. These included:
individual needs as the central focus of resource support;
on-going support that was sustained over a period of years, providing
continuity in programs and systematic monitoring of progress;
support that was part of the school's regular class structures, and was
not dependent on specific staff members to maintain its operation;
structures that had the flexibility to adapt to varying needs, with
provision for students to receive more or less support as necessary;
work related directly to students' curriculum requirements;

dynamic leadership at the school level.
Interventions that include these characteristics appear to be more supportive of
students needs in an academic as well as a social and emotional contest.
The second implication for policy relates to early intervention., which has clearly
been shown to be a key issue in supporting children with, or at risk of developing,
learning difficulties. But as Slavin (1991) confirms, the most effective
interventions are multi-faceted, intensive, and sustained over time, all of which
require a level of commitment, financial and administrative, that can only occur at
a school or system level. The apparent advantages for students makes a genuine,
sustained commitment to early intervention programs a priority.
The third implication for policy decisions relates to the use of withdraival
programs. While current practice focuses more on collaborative proggams between
resource and class teachers, and as discussed, students showed a preference for
support that was part of their regular class structures, withdrawal can be a useful
strategy when developed in conjunction with an integated classroo~nprogram, and
focussed on intensive, usually short-term, skill development. Participants
highlighted the need for these resource lessons not to occur in isolation, but to be
related to class work, so that it remained relevant to their needs in their regular
class. Consideration also needs to be given to the timing of withdrawal lessons.
Problems such as missing out on preferred class activities and not knowing what is
happening on return to class can be minimised with appropriate coordination
between class and resource teachers.
The fourth implication relates to the necessity of restructuring current approaches
to teacher training and professional development, so that teachers are more
adequately prepared to adapt to the challenges of teaching in a dynamic society,
where learning is more a collaborative process rather than a strictly didactic
experience.
Education is an area remarkably susceptible to current social and political climates,
where changing governments and social issues bring changing foci to educational
policies and significantly influence the allocation of resources and the longevity of

interventions and innovations. Reforms can sometimes be no more than "pendulum
swings and reversals, rather than real change or progress" (Gregg, Ferri, 199623).
Policymakers, at both the departmental and school levels, need to provide the
leadership, as well as the financial and administrative support, to establish and
sustain innovations that have proven foundations in research. Combined with the
creative use of available resources and the flexibility to remain relevant to the
needs of the students they have been established to support, these innovations are
essential ingredients for creating effective learning environments for all students.
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CATIONS FOR PRACUCE

The implications of this study provide clear directions for classrootn practice.
Students' perspectives, summarised in Table 6.1, highlighted ways the classroom
environment could promote more effective learning for them.

Clear purpose for lessons.
Opportunities to work at own level.
Challenging activities.
Frequent opportunities for success.
Opportunities for learning with peers.
Explicit teaching of meta-cognitive strategies.
Opportunities to learn & show understanding in a variety of ways.
Resource support appropriate to individual needs.
Opportunities for choice in activities.
Flexible formats and completion times for activities.
Smaller class sizes.
Regular opportunities to practise skills.

Table 6.1
l82

These factors are interwoven into the fabric of effective teaching. They arc:
important for enhancing the learning of all students, including students \\*ith
learning difticulties. They also form part of a broader contest of teaching practices.
While the responsibility for learning ultimately rests with the student, the
responsibility for facilitating learning lies with the teacher. Key factors emerged as
essential components in this facilitation process. Figure 6.1 depicts the relationship
of these components to student learning.

Figure 6.1
Key components for effective learning.

Research has clearly indicated that the amount of time students spend actively
engaged in learning is a critical factor in student achievement. Effective teachers
demonstrate behaviours and .practices, including accommodation of students

learning styles and preferences, opportunities for collaborative learning and
explicit teaching of meta-cognitive strategies, which have a powerful influence on
intrinsic motivation, and place the student at the centre of the learning process,
actively involved in constructing knowledge and understanding. Additional support
in the form of intervention needs to be planned, progressive and relevant to the
students needs. Students' reliance on parental support reinforces the essential role
of positive teacherlparent relationships, in the context of partners in their child's
learning. These practices become the cornerstone for creating effective learning
communities for all students.
"We can grow in our ability to learn."
(Johnson l996:63)
The challenge for teachers is to provide the tools and the motivation for that
growth to occur for all students.

Current research has demonstrated that there are measurable gains in achievement
for students who have been involved in early intervention programs, and that their
effectiveness is closely related to how early they are commenced. But the shortterm nature of many studies has limited understanding of the preventative potential
of these strategies for students learning as they progress through primary to
secondary school. For the students in this study who were involved in some form
of early intervention assistance, significant learning problems were still a concern
in later primary and high school. Further research is necessary to claritjl:
How has involvement in specific early intervention strategies impacted
on students later academic achievement?
Under what conditions are immediate gains in achievement
sustainable?
Are certain types of early interventions more effective than others in
the longer term in preventing or minimising learning difficulties?

Because learning difficulties emerge from a complex web of interrelated factors,
personal and environmental, research also needs to focus on the effectiveness and
the practicalities of coordinating the services of various agencies to provide a
comprehensive approach to early intervention. Would programs incorporating
interventions from a variety of agencies such as family welfare and service
organisations, occupational and speech therapy professionals, as evidenced in the
American Success For All program (Slavin 19911, be feasible and sustainable in
the Australian context? Innovations that suggest the possibility of achieving
success for all students as a reality rather than an ideal need to be a priority in the
field of research.

SUMMARY

This study has emphasised the value of listening to the voices of students with
learning difficulties when conducting research in this field. Their articulate,
thoughtful and realistic visions of the practices and programs that are structured to
assist their journey through school to the wider community provide valuable
insights into how their needs can most effectively be met. Their perspectives
confirmed descriptions in the literature of effective teachers and quality teaching
practices, and added a unique emphasis to the need for lessons to be fun, as well as
the key role parents, particularly mothers, play in their social and academic
adjustment. Their experiences highlighted the fragmented, inconsistent approach to
intervention that frequently arises in school systems, and the clear advantages that
accrue for students from consistent longer-term resource assistance. Their
contributions underline the advantages of including students' perspectives in future
research, generating an awareness of their needs and creating opportunities for
change, as we endeavour to develop a broader understanding of learning
difficulties, and their influence on the lives of individuals.
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SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS

Socioecono~nicstatus is a tenn used to describe a person's o\erall social position
or standing. It is detennined by individual achievements, the most important of
which are:
educationalattainment;
e~nploylnentand occupational status;
income and wealth (Graetz l 9 9 5 : N ) .

Education will be measured according to the highest Icvels of education and
qualifications attained.

Occupational status will be determined according to the current Australian
Standards Classification of Occupations (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 199 1 )

The measurement of income and wealth

\\till

include indicators such as housing

characteristics and possessions (Graetz 1995:47).

Maureen Wood
University of Cnnberm
Kirinara Street
Bmce ACT
Telephone: 6 20 1 5 1 50

Dear Mr and Mrs

and

I am currently engaged in a research project for my Master of Education thesis at the
University of Canberra on learning difficulties. As part of rny research, I would like to
interview students who have found learning difficult, and would be interested in
discussing their thoughts and feelings about their experiences of school.
The project would involve approximately two to three hours of time, over three
interviews, to be arranged at times which are appropriate for you. 1 would like these
interviews to provide students with an opportunity to discuss their perceptions and
understandings of their time at school. You would be free to discontinue your
involvement at any stage throughout the project. Confidentiality of information and
anonymity will be of the highest priority.
1 have enclosed a Statement of Consent form whch outlines the main details of the

project. If you feel you may be interested in participating in this research, please contact
me to discuss the project further, at the following telephone number : 6258 4890. Your
assistance would be greatly appreciated.
Thank you for your consideration of this request.
Your Faithfully,

Maurecn Wood.

INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT
PROJECT TITLE:
The impact of learning difficulties on the lives of individuals

PROJECT DESCRIPTION :
In depth interviews of students with learning difficulties.
What is the experience of having a learning difficulty like ?
How does this influence the way they go about their lives?
What similarities 1 differences are there in their experiences of our education system?

RATIONALE FOR THIS RESEARCH:
Many children, over their years of schooling, fail to develop academic skills at a similar
rate and level to their peers, often in spite of intervention programs or resource assistance
at school.
This project has developed from concerns as to how finding learning difficult influences
a student's life, not only academically, but socially and emotionally, in a society where
an increasing level of literacy is essential to cope with everyday life.
As we try to create an environment where all children can learn effectively we need to
listen to those students who are most affected by decisions and policies made on their
behalf. Their unique perspectives may suggest solutions to the problems they face.

RESEARCHER:

Maureen Wood
Faculty of Education
University of Canberra
Canberra ACT
Tel. 02 6201 5150

SUPERVISOR:

Professor Anthony Shaddock
Faculty of Education
University of Canberra
Canberra ACT
Telephone : 02 6201 5 150
Fax : 02 6201 2263

REQUIREMENTS OF PARTICIPATION:
Subjects are asked to participate in a series of three interviews of approximately 40 - 50
minutes per session. The number and length of these sessions may vary according to each
participant's individual needs and circumstances, and will therefore be arranged by
mutual agreement.
Each participant will be given a summary of their interviews before the final report is
written, to help ensure accurate understanding of their meaning and also to check that
confidentiality has been maintained. A summary of the results of the research will be
sent to all participants. At the completion of the project a written copy of the final report
will be available to each participant and their parents or guardians.

There is a slight possibility that discussing experiences of school and learning may at
times cause discomfort. If the participant feels uncomfortable at any stage of the
interview, the session may be concluded in accordance with their wishes.
Interviewees are able to change topic at any timc and to take short breaks if required.
Access to follow-up counselling will be made available if necessary or desired.
The participant is also able to withdraw from the project at any stage if they so desire,
without any obligation.

CONFIDENTIALITY
Pseudonyms will be used to safeguard the identity of participants. Tapes and written
records will be stored at the University of Canberra, Education faculty, in a locked
cabinet, with access available only to the researcher and her supervisor.
BENEFITS OF TUE RESEARCH:
It is hoped that this project will develop a greater understanding of the experience of
learning difficulties for the individuals in this study, with some anticipated insights
for curriculum development and classroom practice.

STATEMENT OF CONSENT:
agree to participate in this research
project. I understand that I am not obliged to answer any questions I feel are too
personal or make me feel uncomfortable. I know that 1 am free to withdraw from this
project at i i l i j iiiiie I so choose, without any obligation. I understand that only the
researcher, her supervisor and an independent researcher will listen to the audio
cassettes or read transcripts of my interview.
I

Signed

(participant)

(parent / guardian)

If you have any cnquirics relating to this projcct, or any conccrns about the interview
process, please do not hesitate to contact me at the above address.
Signed

(researcher)

6 March 1998

Professor Wagner
The Chair
Committee for Ethics in Human Research
University of Canberra
Kirinari Street
BRUCE ACT 26 16.

Dear Professor
Thank you for your consideration of my application to conduct research with human
subjects for the project entitled The Impact of Learning Difficulties on the Lives of
Individuals. I believe I am able to respond to each of the required changes:
1. The subjects for this study will be selected after obtaining pernlission from the
Department of Education td approach. the principals of ten Departmental schools, six
primary and four secondary, to request assistance from teachers to identify students who
meet the selection criteria. A letter will be sent to possible students and parents,
describing the project and explaining what is required if they choose to participate. They
will be asked to contact me if they would be interested in taking part in this study,

2. Four of the students ~ 1 1 be
1 in the age range of 10 - 12, in Years 5 or 6 at primary
school. The remaining two participants will be aged 16 - 18, having left secondary
school before completing Year 12.
3. The counsellor will be Ms. Karen Foster, a psychologist who is currently Staff Adviser

at the Australian National University.
4. The Interview Focus Area will not contain information relating to the participant's
name, age, address or school, so that their identity will be protected by the use of a
pseudonym on the interview focus sheet.

5. The right of withdrnwal nt any time without obligation throughout the project will be
clearly identified in the Statement of Consent letter.
6 . The tapcs will be stored at the University of Canberra for a period of five years after
the research is completed.

7. The independent researcher being used for data analysis will be Mrs. Amanda

McKenzie, Master of Education.

8. The fax number of Professor Shaddock is 02 620 1 2263
The phone number of the researcher is
02 620 1 5 150

Yours Sincerely,

Maureen Wood

March 4 1998
Strategic Policy Section
ACT Department of Education and Training
P. 0. 1584
TUGGERANONG ACT 290 1

Dear Sir,
Thank you for considering my proposal to conduct research in departmental schools
in the ACT.

I have attached as Appendix 1 my research proposal and the approval of the
University of Canberra Ethics Committee. I am able to meet all the the requirements
of the Committee.
The confidentiality of the individual will be presewed in this study with the use of
pseudonyms and the final report will not include inlormarion which may identify
participants.
A copy of the report will be fonvarded to the Department on completion of the study.

Your attention to my proposal would be greatly appreciated.

Yours Sincerely,

Maureen Wood.

INTERVIEW FOCUS AREAS
'Name' :

Age:

Discussion points :

general health
family - cultural/social environment
parent attitudes to learning, expectations
siblings relationships, attitudes
peers - relationships, attitudes
leisure activities - relaxation, enjoyment.
experiences of school - groups, individual, recess.. .
teachers - attitudes, expectations, interactions
strategies for dealing with difficulties, approaching tasks
academic achievement
aspirations for the future
personal strengths, self concept.

* The interview guide included some possible questions h a t may have
been appropriate in some situations. These questions were trialed and
modified during the pilot studies.

INTERVIEW GUIDE

general health
(attendance from school roll, parents...)
Family - cultural /social environment
Tell me about your family - siblings, occupations of parents
How does your family usually spend the weekend?
Describe some of the best times in your family.
Can you describe some of the happiest experiences you can remember?
Parent attitudes to learning, expectations
How do your parents feel about your school work?
What sort ofjob would they like you to.do when you lcavc school?
Do your parents 1 brothers l sisters sometimes help you with homework or projects?
How do you feel about this? Do you enjoy thcir assistance?
Would you prefer them to help you morelless?
Siblings relationships, attitudes
Tell me about your brothers andor sisters.
What are some of the things you do together?
Who do you enjoy spending most time with? Why?
Who do you find it easiest to get along with? Why?
What are some of the main things which cause arguments with your brotherslsisters?

Peers - relations hips, attitudes
Tell me about your classmates. Who do you spend most timelleast with?
How do you usually spend your lunchtimes?
Who do you enjoy working with in clnssl Why?
Describe your best lunchtime 1day at school this term.
Do you spend time after school l at weekends playing with classmated neighbours?
Who would you describe as your 'best' friends? What kind of things do you usually
do with them?
Leisure activities - relaxation, enjoyment.
Can you tell me about some of the things you most enjoy doing at the
weekends 1 during the holidays?
How do you spend your afternoons, after school?
Are you involved in any teamlgroup activities?
Experiences of school
HOWdo you feel about school? How do you feel you are going with your schoolwork?
What have been some of your favourite times at school?

Can you tell me about some of the things you most enjoy doing at school?
What do you think makes l might make school an enjoyable / more
enjoyable place to be?
What subjects do you really enjoy at school? Why?
What are some of the thngs you most dislike about school?
What arc some of your best experiences at school?
How do you prefer to work - in groups with other students or on your own on
individual activities? Can you explain why?
Do you think students should work in groups with others of the same ability, or do you
think groups should be chosen randomly?
Describe the best project 1 assignment you've done this year.
How do you feel about students going out of class for special help in reading or
maths?
Do you think it is a good idea for students who are very smart to go out of class for
special lessons sometimes?
Teachers - attitudes, cxpcctations, interactions
Tell me about your teacherls.
Who have been teacherls you have most enjoyed teaching you? Why?
If you had a problem at school which teacher would you go and talk to?
Can you explain why?
How often do you talk with your teacheds? What are some of the things you might
talk about? Do you talk to them sometimes outside class times'?
Which teachers have been helpful when yu have found work hard?
What do you think your tcachcrs would say you do wcll?
Strategies for dealing with tlillicultics
How do you feel when you don't understand how to do an activity?
How do you usually go about getting them done?
Some days activities can be annoying or frustrating. What activities sometimes make
you feel this way? What can you do about it?
What sort of activities do you like better - projects where you can choose whcih
questions you w i l l do or activities where you have set questions to answer?
What do you do when your work seems really difficult?
What do you do when you don't know how to do a question or problem?
Academic achievement
How do you feel about your work at school? How do you feel you are going?
What do you feel are the things you do best at school?
What would you like to be able to do better?
f-low do you think you could bccornc better at these things?
Aspirations for the future
When you leave school what sort ofjob would you really like to do?
Can you explain why this appeals to you?
Is it very important do you think to do well at school to get a job?
Personal strengths, self concept.
What are some of the things that you feel you do really well?
What do you think your friends might say are some of the best things about you?
Tell me about a time you felt really proud of something You have done.

Letter omitted due to privacy legislation.

