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Introduction

In the United Kingdom students with specific learning difficulties, including dyslexia, studying at higher education institutions are able to apply for a Disabled Students Allowance (DSA) to help support their particular needs when studying.  Such students undergo an ‘Assessment of Need’ that identifies equipment (computer systems, specialist hardware and software), training and other support (for example, specialist tutors) to assist with their studies.

Between September and December 2005, we conducted a telephone survey of 455 dyslexic students who had received support under the DSA to identify the equipment supplied, the students’ experiences of using the equipment and their experience of training.  In this paper we focus on the training issues raised by the students and, in particular, try to explore the reasons why so many students (53%) failed to take up the offer of training.  We identify what consequences this may have and propose some mechanisms for increasing the uptake and, more importantly, the benefits of training.  Before we discuss training it is perhaps helpful to highlight some of the key points that emerge from the wider study, identifying the equipment supplied to students and their perception of it; full details can be found in Draffan et al 2006.
Table 1 summarises the equipment supplied to students.  Every student was supplied with a personal computer (this was the inclusion criterion for the study) and all students were supplied with Microsoft Office.

	Hardware
	Percentage of students
	Software
	Percentage of students

	General Purpose Hardware
	General Purpose Software

	Computer/Printer
	100%
	Microsoft Office
	100%

	Scanner
	76.3%
	Speech Recognition
	30.3%

	PDA
	1.3%
	Typing Tutor
	28.1%

	Special Purpose Hardware
	Special Purpose Software

	Recording Device
	76.3%
	Text-to-Speech Software
	79.8%

	Handheld Spell Checker
	20.2%
	Talking Dictionary
	36.3%

	Portable Notetaker 
(1 student)
	0.0%
	Concept Mapping
	76.9%


Students were asked to report on their satisfaction with the equipment they had received under the DSA; over 70% were very satisfied and a further 20% quite satisfied.  The nature of the telephone interview precluded determining the students’ degree of satisfaction with each piece of hardware and software package; instead, students were asked to identify equipment and software that had exceeded or fell below their expectations.  Scanners were very highly rated and most students who received text-to-speech software were positive about its utility for reading information from the World Wide Web and for proofreading.  A smaller proportion of students were positive about concept mapping software.  The reaction to speech recognition software was mixed; 30% of those used it mentioned it as an especially useful piece of software and 20% as being less useful.
In summary, students were, on the whole, positive about the provision of their equipment under the DSA.

Training
Students are offered training in using their equipment, especially the special-purpose assistive technology, as part of their DSA.  Despite the training being freely available, only 47% of students took up the offer of training.  Students did not refuse training because they had prior experience of the special-purpose software provided: whilst 87% of the participants in the survey had used general-purpose software such as word processors and web browsers prior to their assessment of needs, only 11% had any experience with special-purpose software.  Of those that missed training (241 participants)
· 42% indicated that they felt sufficiently competent not to need training, 
· 17% indicated that the times, or length of sessions offered, for the training were inconvenient

· 16% indicated that they felt that the type of training offered was not compatible with their learning style
· 10% didn’t comment on training 

·  The remainder (15%) gave a variety of responses ranging from accidentally missing training sessions to indicating that they expected training on general-purpose software (e.g. Photoshop) rather than special-purpose software (e.g. TextHelp).  
The students in our study who undertook the training were positive about its benefits.  Over 80% were very or quite satisfied with the training they received and a number made comments about its positive effects.

The results obtained in our survey are broadly consistent with earlier work.  Fidler (2002) found that only 45% of participants in his study attended training and MacLachlin (1994) noted that 35% of students accepted additional support.

Consequences of Missed Training

If students miss training, do they suffer as a consequence?  In our survey the vast majority (around 80%) of students found the equipment they had been supplied with easy to use, less than 3% reported significant difficulties.  However, it needs to be acknowledged that this is a self-reported degree of success.  Ignorance of a feature, mode of operation or way of working, may not impact negatively on the student’s perception of the degree of assistance that a system gives, but the student may not be using the equipment to the student’s best advantage.  
A number of authors have indicated that training is important.  For example Tinklin and Hall (1988) state that simply providing students with computers and suitable software is not enough in itself. Students who receive computers need training and ongoing technical support.”  Cobham (2001) reports that the level and type of training was unsatisfactory.
We know that very significant numbers of students are not trained in the use of their equipment.  We know that, on the whole, the students who miss training do not perceive this to be a problem.  What is unclear is whether the students who do not attend training would be better aided by their equipment if they had attended training; this is obviously a topic for further research.  However, if we make the assumption that training would improve the performance of students who choose not to attend training, how can training be delivered in a way that best meets the needs of this group of students?  This is the subject of the rest of this paper.
Methods of Training

Across the UK, several organisations offer specialist training in Assistive Technologies.  It is usual for students who have this training paid for out of their Disabled Students Allowance, to receive training in their own homes having had the equipment installed and set up and been given basic instruction on its use; although, in our survey, nearly 10% of the students who attended training sessions did so at their university or college rather than being trained in their home.   
Due to the distances travelled by trainers, sessions take between 2 and 4 hours and occur over 2 to 4 days.   Times and duration obviously vary depending on the student’s needs and the type of equipment supplied.  In our survey some students indicated that the sessions were overlong, with the students having difficulties in remembering all they had been taught.  However, equal numbers of students felt that the sessions were of the right length or could have been longer.  One student made the comment that she recorded the sessions in order to go back over the instructions, but very few mentioned how they coped if they failed to understand all the training exercises. 

Training on equipment such as scanners, recorders and other peripherals is perhaps best completed with a trainer on hand, but no comments were made about back up support via instruction sheets, e-mail, phone or other interactive on-line methods of learning.  

The survey did not ask which features of the various categories of technologies were used, or how this changed after training.  Very few features were mentioned, so, for instance, in a text to speech package there may be options for speech output, spell checking, scanning, homophone support, dictionary lookup and word prediction.  The only features commented upon were spell checking and text to speech.  Was this because these were the only features required by the students; the only ones discovered by the students; or the only ones learnt in a training session?  
Additional Support 

There is no doubt that there is a need to see which features of the more complex special-purpose software (e.g. text-to-speech) are used most often by the students and perhaps to target training initially in these areas to prevent overload.  It is clear that students do not always remember what has been said during training and this problem may be exacerbated when students are trained on equipment other than their own.
Students will probably require additional support as they continue to use their equipment.  This may be because their needs change or because they want to use the equipment in more sophisticated ways.  Irrespective of whether students take up initial training or not, students may profit from additional information, tips and advice as they use their equipment throughout their university careers.  
Additional support is usually available from the university or supplier of the equipment, once training has been completed.  However, the questionnaire did not allow time for a discussion on this subject.   There are many websites offering free instruction sheets, some companies have training CDs and others offer paper-based training guides, e-mail or phone support.   The latest innovative interactive on-line environments can also offer support in a way that suits most learning needs and should be encouraged within the world of assistive technology training just as they are used within business and military circles.  However, students must know about these facilities and be motivated to use them if they are to be beneficial.
When it comes to linking prior computer technology skills with the use of assistive technologies, drawing on the student’s understanding of Microsoft Office and web browsers can help with initial training on software.  It is also felt that there are many features within the ‘accessibility options’ available on the computer systems that can help students.  If these are not known, they should be incorporated into the training.  Some features link well with elements of the specialist applications, such as text to speech and colour changes.   Assessing for a student’s overall computer competency skills may also help to provide a more targeted approach to training and reduce feelings that it might be too basic or is too complex. 

Conclusion
The importance of the quality and availability of training to reduce the likelihood of failure linked to the use of assistive technologies remains vital.  Many of the students (82%) who took up the training (47%) stated that it was beneficial to their study needs and some were particularly pleased.

“I found the training very useful, without it I would not understand how to use the software programs… I find it much easier to keep up with my revision and essays now that I have the equipment.”

However, it is clear that students need to be made aware of the fact that it is possible to access back up support when the face to face training ends.   There 
are many ways of presenting training materials to provide for learner preferences, skills and abilities.  Assessors and trainers need to offer regular reminders to students as to where and how to access these resources.   Cobham et al (2001) in their report also suggested “an annual review of need …to ensure the initial recommendations are still appropriate.”  
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