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Background to distance learning
The aim of this booklet is to give information and ideas to practitioners so that they can provide good quality Distance Learning Packs (DLPs) for their pupils to continue with their education whilst out of school.  The examples of good practice have been gathered from work done in a number of primary and secondary schools in the county, together with workshops and discussions between school-based and Traveller Education staff.
Many Traveller pupils, particularly Fairground/Showmen, travel for substantial parts of the school year.  The season usually lasts from Easter until the end of October, with many families also travelling for the “back end” fairs throughout November and December.  This has a major impact, not only on their achievement but also on pupils’ participation in the community of the school.
The children’s time in school is short. To help them to make the most of their limited access to education, we need to work together to provide them with good distance learning materials. Many children do well despite their limited schooling, although it is important not to underestimate the difficulties they face.
There is not one “right way” to achieve this. Every school should use a system which suits its needs and the needs of its children; you should use your knowledge and experience to find what works best for you.
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The Barriers
We all want travelling children to do as well as possible.  While it is true that:
“School-based distance learning is particularly successful in minimising the effects of discontinuity, where school attendance is not possible……... It allows teachers to respond to pupils’ diverse learning needs as in the National Curriculum inclusion principles ……for pupils who may be absent for extended periods of time”   Advice in “Aiming High: Raising the Achievement of Gypsy Traveller Pupils” DfES July 2003

we should acknowledge that there are difficulties to overcome and focus on finding solutions to them.
From the teacher’s perspective the challenges could include
· The time it takes to produce DLPs

· Children not doing them

· The length of time between the packs going out and assessing them when the children return

· How to set up a manageable system

· What to put in the pack, how to make the work relevant 

· Children getting further and further behind, not achieving what they’re capable of

· Communication – between the school, TES, parents and children

From the pupils’ perspective the challenges could include
· Having to work independently

· Limited space, peace and quiet to work

· Varying amounts of help and encouragement from parents

· Little or no support from teachers – TE support varies from county to county

· No feedback about whether they are doing their work correctly, praise or encouragement

· Family responsibilities

· OUT OF SIGHT, OUT OF MIND

Planning 
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There are a variety of ways in which Distance learning can be included in teachers’ long and medium-term planning.  You may need to “think outside the box” but often only very small adaptations will be required. 
· Check the pupils’ actual and planned absence from school to determine what areas of the curriculum will need to be covered

· Think about the desired learning outcomes for the work to be done in class and how these can be achieved by children travelling

· Think about the resources needed: information sheets, worksheets, practical activities, videos, CD ROMs etc

· Consider how, when and by whom the preparation will be done

· Check travelling dates and have the work ready in good time

· Allow time to talk to parents and pupils about their work

· Discuss your planning with your Traveller Education support teacher – we are here to help.
Assessment
Assessment is a vital part of the learning process and the obvious difficulty is the time lapse between the children taking their workpacks away and returning them to school.
· Provide large self-addressed envelopes to encourage the pupils to return completed units of work.  Phone to let them know how well they have done.

· Provide answer sheets at the back or give separately to parents

· Keep the reports sent to you from visiting TES teachers and feed back to the pupils
· Provide a tick sheet to keep a running record of what work is done and the date completed

· Include stickers for children to award to themselves for good work

· Provide opportunities for self-assessment for selected pieces of work which will show how well it has been understood
e.g.
Write 3 facts you have learned about the weather.

What do you know about ….?

Which work have you done really well?

· Discuss the work fully with the pupil on their return to school, and also if they return for short periods during the travelling season
· Include any end of unit tests in the workpack and explain the importance of not “cheating”
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Materials

We need to give careful thought to the resources which we provide for pupils.  They will have to take everything they need to complete their work as there may be limited, or no, access to books, the internet, library services etc.
We have to provide work which they can do independently, which is interesting and relevant and which they will feel motivated to complete.

Work can be organised as
· Separate bound booklets covering a topic, a subject or 2 or 3 weeks work
· A loose-leaf folder with subjects/units of work separated by dividers

· Text books and exercise books – this is really only suitable for older, very motivated pupils.  Remember, storage space is very limited in a caravan

· Lessons installed on a computer or CD ROM.
· Supplementary/additional equipment and materials (see next page)
Each workpack is likely to be tailored to the needs of each individual learner but in general they should all contain:

· A plastic wallet or a box to keep it in

· A front page for important information – school name, address and phone number, child’s name and date of birth, TE contact number.  (01452 427262)

· Pens, pencils, gluestick, ruler etc.

· Contact booklet for Traveller services in U.K.
· Work record booklet

· Self-addressed envelopes for returning work

· Clear instructions 

· The work and any additional resources, e.g. counters, dictionary, science equipment.
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Materials for workpacks

Distance learning packs do not have to be completely paper-based.  To make the pack more interesting or to convey information in a more meaningful way you could include:

· Maths and literacy games

· Story tapes

· Reading books

· CD ROMs

· Videos

· DVDs

· Word book, dictionary, vocabulary sheet
· Technology tasks and materials

· Science experiments to do at home (e.g. growing seeds)

· Investigations and projects

· Sketchbook

· Single-use camera for photo diary

· Maths equipment – 100 square, number line, counters, calculator

· Sticker chart

· List of websites if appropriate

· Details of educational T.V. programmes

· “Student at work” card – laminated card to put in window of caravan saying “We are doing our school work.  Please come back later”.
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ICT and Distance Learning
Distance Learning Packs are usually produced by the Traveller support teacher working in partnership with class or subject teachers.  This works reasonably well, but we can do much better if we use the wireless technology now available.  We could be working towards a situation where there is a seamless transition between home and school-based learning, which would

· Raise attainment

· Motivate pupils

· Improve communication with pupils whilst travelling
· Allow support to be ongoing

· Enable proper assessment

· Reduce the gaps in learning

· Improve the sense of belonging to a school

· Allow for individual learning programmes
·  Also be used by non-Traveller pupils, e.g. during illness, exclusion or for SEN or gifted pupils

How would it work?

Each participating pupil (or family) would need to have a loan of a laptop and GPRS datacard and a monthly data transfer allowance for a fixed period of time. (Some good deals can be negotiated with service providers)  A printer/scanner and a selection of appropriate CD-Roms would also be useful.

The school would set up a system which suits it’s needs and those of their target pupils.  It would probably be best to trial the system with a limited number of pupils and curriculum areas, for example, new Y7s in English, History and Science, and to build up as everyone gains experience. 

Before the travelling season (Easter to October) pupils and parents would have to be trained in the use of the equipment.  Work would be set, returned and assessed via e-mail.  Pupils would have access to the Internet as well as being able to communicate with their teachers and friends.  Paper-based DLPs would still be necessary and ICT would enhance the learning that takes place with these. The pupils would need to have access to technical support.  

There is a cost implication, but it is not beyond the means of many schools.
Motivation, communication and involving parents
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A noticeable effect of being out of school for long periods is that many pupils become de-motivated.  For most, the longer they are away from school, the more the quality and quantity of their work deteriorates.  If we are to prevent this, it is crucial to fully engage both parents and children at every stage in the distance learning process.  This is relatively easy now that most families have mobile phones.
· Meet with parents before travelling, either in school or on site.  Discuss the importance of distance learning and suggest how parents can help their children.  Bear in mind the possible time and skill limitations
· Go through the workpack thoroughly before the pupil goes and make sure they understand what they need to do.  
· Discuss arrangements for returning work for marking

· Feedback as soon as possible – a phone call is ideal
· Encourage children to send postcards, e-mail, letters or photos to their class while they are away

· Try to send newsletters, class news, photos of events (e.g. sports day) to the family.  Is it possible to e-mail?
· Arrange to phone, perhaps once a month, to see how things are going – teacher/tutor/TE teacher/learning mentor

· Don’t forget to reward pupils and to thank parents for their support when they return

Setting up a system in your school

The way you manage distance learning in your school will depend entirely on how you want it to work – what suits your needs.  These are some examples of what is happening in different schools in the county.
· Each teacher provides a differentiated workpack for the children in their class.  They use many of the worksheets and activities which they have already prepared for the whole class.  Work for 3 weeks is given and parents phone the school to say when/how the next set is to be distributed.  The Headteacher supports this by allowing extra PPA time.

· The SENCO, class teacher and TE support teacher meet to discuss the pupils’ needs – each provides different materials for the workpack which is put together by the TE teacher

· In a large secondary school a co-ordinator for distance learning informs all staff that work is needed, collects all the material and works with TE to produce booklets for different subjects

· In another secondary school the Head of Science has produced a CD ROM of activities for key stages 3 and 4 based on the schemes of work which are already ongoing

· Named teachers are designated to work with TE every year to collaborate in the production of DLPs and liaison work with the families.  This is seen as an important aspect of staff development and is supported by the Headteacher by allowing extra PPA time
· A named learning mentor phones families regularly throughout the travelling season

· One secondary school has provided a pupil with a laptop and datacard  and provides distance learning via e-mail as well as subject booklets

However you decide to provide for the distance learning needs of pupils, the Traveller Education Team is available to offer support, guidance and training.  We are based at the Hucclecote Centre and you can contact us at
(01452) 427262
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