Rewiring Inclusion: Strategies, tools and techniques to promote barrier-free learning

A national one day conference in Nottingham at the National College on Tuesday 9 February 2010, with an optional evening session on 8 February. 
Organised jointly by the Association for Learning Technology and JISC TechDis.

Lindsay writes:

I really wanted to go to this meeting, because Alt and TechDis are the organisations for these matters – ALT for learning Technology generally, and TechDis for all matters accessibility. A joint meeting sponsored by these two would be bound to have relevant material. 

There were more workshops that I wanted to go to than I actually could, but I think between at least 3 of us (Sarah, myself and Taha; there were other NTU people there) we had most relevant material covered. These are just some short notes on what I took away from the sessions I attended:

1. A regional approach to accessible learning

Lisa Valentine and Marion Miller

In 2008 Inclusive Learning departments in FE colleges in Yorkshire and Humber and the Northwest of England were invited to bid for a share of £800,000 to provide technology to support learners with learning disabilities and/or difficulties. This session will introduce the Excellence in Inclusivity website, an output of a RSC YH project and discuss the processes that led to a cost effective way of improving the sharing of knowledge about inclusive learning in the YH region. In both regions it was demonstrated that relatively small amounts of capital funding made a major difference to learners' experiences within colleges.

Lindsay comments:

This workshop, and several others from FE colleges who deal with people with learning difficulties, was concerned more with using technology per se with this target group. The target group love using the devices, so for them the technology is very engaging, and there were numerous examples of how students who had previously not engaged (and sometimes had been difficult to talk to at all) blossomed when given the opportunity to use devices such as ipods and iphones, and how they used them enthusiastically to support their learning. There was little other than this anecdotal evidence, and not much discussion of the learning approaches used, but definitely the use of the technology brought many of the users in from the cold, and they loved being given the opportunities to be included in the use of the range of technologies offered. 

2. Opening plenary session

Jane Seale – University of Southampton will introduce the day and chair the session, including a reflection on her own work on digital inclusion, and an explanation of James Clay’s role as “roving rapporteur”. Artur Ortega - Accessibility Evangelist for Yahoo! Europe will speak about the

Yahoo! approach to accessibility and Dónal Fitzpatrick from the School of Computing at Dublin City University will talk about the contribution that computer science is making on inclusion. 
Lindsay comments:

This was an excellent session, particularly the contributions from Artur and Donal, who are both blind. Donal suggested that we sighted people had benefitted from developments originally aimed at the blind – most notably talking GPS, which a lot of people now have in their cars. Artur raised the issues of older people and “situational disability” – there are increasing numbers of older people using technology and they want it to be usable for them – baby boomers who are now ageing and may have a range of “disabilities”, so that the numbers make accessibility more desirable and, crucially, more financially viable. “Situational disability” – we have more and more mobile devices, some of which are used in places such as the car, so we need to access them sometimes without hands, sometimes without reading (i.e., we want to talk to them and them to talk to us). It is clear that the explosion in mobile devices has driven a lot of accessibility developments, and this is backed up by proposed law in the states. Apple and Nokia especially have made great strides in this area (Donal noted that he could use the iphone immediately once the accessibility features were turned on). Also, e-book readers should lead to an advance in accessibility (although note the legal challenge in the states – the American Authors Association want text-to-speech taken off the Kindle on copyright grounds; most e-book readers have limited accessibility features at the moment). In the past, niche developments for the disabled have often died, because of cost – the target users can’t afford them, so they are never maintained, upgraded etc; but nowadays, with everyone having a mobile (especially including an ageing population) and wanting to do more and more things with them, taking a “design-for-all” approach produces noticeable advantages for many.

Additional comment from Sarah:

Agree with all of Lindsay’s comments above.  I think that some of Donal’s points on accessibility being a two-way street were some which have stuck with me most.  So often we think of accessibility as being an issue that affects a faceless ‘them’, but actually, we’re talking about ‘us’.  The points about ‘situated disability’ were also extremely pertinent when considering accessibility in education – and this again is something I get the impression is a secondary consideration when accessibility is discussed.  The final thing that I really took from the session was Jane Seale’s notion that there is no such thing as a ‘digital inclusion fairy’.  We are not going to make everything accessible now and there is no easy solution – but that doesn’t mean we don’t continue to seek to include rather than exclude.

3. Accessibility simulations to raise awareness and promote understanding

George Papadopoulos

This workshop will look at the use of modern tools, including accessibility simulations, as a means to:

• raise accessibility awareness;

• help academics understand the problems that disabled students face when accessing online learning materials that are not designed to be accessible;

• motivate academic staff to embrace accessible teaching practices.

The workshop will begin with a brief introduction to accessibility simulations before the participants will be able to try out the accessibility simulations we have developed. Finally the session will end with an evaluation and discussion exercise.

Lindsay comments: 

I’ve seen simulations like these before, so the session didn’t tell me personally much, but I think they are useful to have around to help inform people generally, and they are available from the producers over the web. I hoped to pick up some tips about how to raise awareness and motivate staff, but they had the same issues as us (of course) and didn’t have any additional suggestions unfortunately.

Additional comments from Sarah:

Yes, I agree with Lindsay’s comments again.  I felt that the simulations themselves (available from http://rime.tees.ac.uk/arc/simulations/index.php) were a little distracting and not subtle enough.  Particularly noteworthy was a conversation that occurred between an NTU colleague and George Papadopoulos about the glaucoma simulation.  My colleague commented that the simulation bore little resemblance to his experience of glaucoma.  George replied that his research had led him to represent glaucoma in that way.  ‘But that’s not how it is for me or many glaucoma sufferers’, said my colleague.  ‘I’m just going by the research’, came the reply.  A revealing insight into reality versus theoretical representation I thought!  (note from Lindsay: I’ve got a really good visual impairment simulator, I’ll send it round)
I also felt that the simulations were aimed at jolting people into realising the impact that various conditions had on their access to learning materials.  And yet, they didn’t go beyond that.  What to do with that awareness?  What to do if the awareness represented by the simulation didn’t match your own experiences?  I can see they have potential for use in raising awareness about accessibility, but they have limited value and are simply one tool, not ‘the answer’ to the issue.

4. Rewiring participation - how mobile technologies and web 2.0 has transformed inclusivity

Lilian Soon and Ron Mitchell

This workshop gives participants the chance to experience the mobile and Web 2.0 tools and techniques that are used with learners in FE, and to share ideas and solutions using those techniques. Using examples from the JISC RSC YH Inclusivity web site and the MoLeNET and GoMobile publication, as well as other sources, there will be a brief tour of current practices and then the opportunity to participate in activities to experience the tools. Innovative ideas will also be mooted to serve as inspiration for more exploration into the use of mobile technologies and Web 2.0 for inclusivity.

Lindsay comments: 

Similarly to the first workshop, described above, this session demonstrated that the use of a range of technologies is motivating and engaging for learners with learning disabilities, without much discussion of what technologies would be better for or evaluating their effects beyond the anecdotal. Some very nice demos of the use of mobiles, nice little cameras etc, not much discussion of web 2.0 tools. Inclusion in the use of the technology rather than accessibility again.
Additional comments from Sarah:

Yet again – I agree!  There were several technologies demonstrated here.  From Audioboo and iPadio, to a TextWall where opinions from the audience were quickly collected from text messages or input into a simple website – it was a whirlwind tour of what was out there.  I also felt it was a little light on ideas for use.  It felt a bit like ‘here is one tool… here is another… and another… and another…’, with barely a moment to discuss or reflect on their use in teaching and learning – or on how they might be a means of widening participation / inclusive practice.  I enjoyed the enthusiasm of the presenters but grounding their talk in evidence rather than anecdotal usage would have been far more useful, I felt. 

5. Synote: Enhancing barrier-free learning from video and audio recordings

Dr Mike Wald

Synote is a unique web application that enhances barrier-free learning by synchronising audio or video recordings with:

• transcripts and PowerPoint slide text and images;

• student or teacher created notes and tags.

Synote’s synchronised transcripts and text annotations enable the recordings to be searched, whilst also helping non-native speakers and deaf and hearing impaired students to understand the spoken word, and blind or visually impaired students to understand video or images. Synote enables any user to easily bookmark, search, link to, tag and associate their notes or resources with any part of a recording or live lecture.

Lindsay comments:

A great demo of the usefulness of this neat tool for annotating, transcribing and adding text and bookmarks to video etc.. Down at Southampton they have a licence to use an IBM speech recogniser, which is not generally available, to automatically generate transcripts. There are other tools which would support this (such as Dragon) but which would definitely not work as well, since they are dictation tools and so wouldn’t work so well with natural, and accented speech. Dr Wald said that speech recognition for generating transcripts in this kind of application isn’t being developed by the companies who could do it, because they don’t see it as big commercial enterprise – they could perhaps be persuaded of this, and Sal Cooke, the director of TechDis, said that she would be promoting this, and other “joined-up” approaches, through the various government and European committees they she contributes to.
I wanted to go to Creating and using mobile prompts (Matt Harrison) and one or two other workshops, but couldn’t – I know Taha went to this one so perhaps he could contribute some notes. Taha says about this one:
The mobile prompts workshop was interesting, although the focus was again on using simple tools for creating assistive technologies. …..………. good ideas were presented for prototype building.

The workshop demonstrated how a sequence of guidance slides can be created using PowerPoint, then collated into an animated gif image using the free software unfreeze (http://www.whitsoftdev.com/unfreez/).  The idea is to load the animated Gif into a mobile device to give a sequence of prompts about performing a particular task: using a washing machine, preparing a sandwich, etc.

An interesting suggestion was to develop the idea further so that the mobile device can detect the “situation” by scanning a bar code or by RFID sensing and then automatically launch the corresponding prompts sequence.
1. A freely available Access Toolkit for Technology Enhanced Learning
E.A. Draffan

This session will examine three free ways to support online accessible teaching and learning.  These include:

· An accessible menu for a pen drive with a download page that has a series of tools and guides to help accessibility for online sites and office documents

· A website to check Web 2.0 services, such as Facebook, for their ease of use and accessibility.  Participants will also have the opportunity to review some of these themselves

· A web based tool bar allowing users to change the size, look and colour of text on webpages, read text aloud, spell check forms, lookup words in a dictionary and website referencing.
Sarah comments:

I attended this session and although I have to say that I didn’t discover anything new – it was reassuring to know that generally we’re keeping on top of tools and technologies of this type.  There’s lots of really interesting work going on with the team at the University of Southampton and their page at http://access.ecs.soton.ac.uk/ is worth tracking.  They’re also the home of LexDis (packed with excellent resources if you’re developing online course materials), Web2Access (where you can find out / rate the accessibility of a range of web 2.0 services from Twitter to Facebook) and the TechDis Toolbar.  The Toolbar is particular interesting, not least because it’s currently being beta tested – so this is the opportunity to give feedback on a simple tool for increasing online accessibility.  Not a great deal of new information, but a real sense from the team that they were striving to transform awareness of accessibility into practical tools and techniques – which was extremely refreshing.

Plenary

Lindsay comments:

The final plenary session was a bit disappointing and just a vague summing up.
Additional comments from Sarah:
This was, for me, the most disappointing session of the day.  There was a presentation from Manchester College that seemed little more than a list of the technologies they’d used to enhance accessibility and a promotional device for the college.  There wasn’t much in the final round-up to really draw the conference to a close and sadly the presentation was a lesson in inaccessibility.   That said, there was plenty of food for thought throughout the day and opportunities for reflection on our own approaches to the issues presented by inclusive teaching practice.
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