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Blended Learning – 
What are the challenges for learners with Additional Learning Needs?

The words blended learning have become part of our regular vernacular since it became the fastest growing and most significant development in teaching over the past twelve months.
By taking the concept of online or distance learning and combining it with face-to-face classroom learning; thereby blending traditional learning with that on a screen, educators have been able to find a ‘solution’ to education during lockdown. Never before have students, parents and teachers alike been able to participate in education on such a widespread digital platform; thereby allowing them to access education both in the real and virtual worlds.
However, what if you’re the sort of learner who is used to having a lot of human interaction in order for you to access education?  What if you have a learning need or difficulty that cannot be supported in the same way online, as it was once in the classroom?  A learner with an Additional Learning Need (ALN) that is used to having the face to face – in the room – level of support previously, will find that with blended learning that doesn’t exist anymore.
Headteachers and government advisors have promoted blended learning as an ingenious way to keep engaging learners by keeping them proactive in their learning whilst independently accessing their education.  But what if, as a learner you’re not fully independent?
The Oak National Academy talks about inclusive opportunities and how ALN learners have thrived because there is less pressure on ALN learners to be physically in the building for their education.  However, for many, actually what is available in the building is what helps them to achieve, and cannot be replicated at home.  Take for example teaching assistants. With blended learning this vital link between the teacher and the learner is missing.  The teaching assistant who would normally be assigned to helping that learner is now very much at a distance; trying to support their learning in a way that isn’t one to one anymore.
Learners with additional learning needs may have problems with language, understanding, concentration, attention and memory; to name but a few. So, if you’re the type of ALN learner who is used to having a teaching assistant in class for example, to prompt, support and guide you, then being supported remotely won’t always give the best outcome.  Far from having a real human in the room to help, the learner is now confined to seeing everything on a screen from a digital device; whilst parents in the background are not always sure how to support them or are working from home themselves.
Many educational institutions have endeavoured to ensure that teaching assistant provision has continued during blended learning, and that teaching assistants are also online with students in the virtual classroom along with their normal teacher.  However, not having the assistant physically with the learner will undoubtedly have a diluted effect on what an ALN student may be able to achieve.  
In addition, students with an ALN may even find the whole lesson delivery difficult to engage with.  They may struggle to concentrate for long periods looking at one thing in front of them – the computer screen; when at least in the classroom there is stimulus all around to look at and the learner is able to move about.  
Then there’s the fact that apart from the teaching assistant support, learners with an ALN also miss out on their peer support. This is usually a great crutch for them in the classroom; they can check their answers against their classmate’s which can help give them confidence at having the reassurance that their mate is stuck on the answers too.  Peers in class can offer support and guidance that again is missing from online learning.  This results in the ALN learner feeling much more isolated from having to work so independently in a way that they haven’t had to in the past.
A final challenge is the lack of interaction with their tutor: they may be used to checking with their teacher or lecturer on their progress, which is now hindered by being online.  Instead of having the opportunity to check – often discreetly - in the classroom that their work is correct, they now risk interrupting the whole lesson in front of all of their classroom peers just to see whether they are on the right track.  Whereas if the lesson were taking place physically in a traditional classroom environment, face to face, then the tutor would usually be circulating around the room to informally gauge progress; but in the virtual classroom this physical presence of checking on student progress just doesn’t exist.
These challenges have been overlooked by educators who simply think that blended learning is the answer for all learners.  And for many ALN learners, who find education a struggle at the best of times, with blended learning, they might not get to the answer at all.


