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In recent years a number of studies have explored disabled learners experiences of using specific technologies with a view to producing accessibility related guidelines. Whilst these studies, to some extent, capture the “learner voice”, none of them have attempted to engage disabled learners as co-researchers in the project, where participation is conceptualised as involving empowerment. This paper will reflect on the authors’ experience of running a JISC funded project called LEXDIS, which used participatory methods to explore the e-learning experiences of disabled learners in Higher Education.  The reflections will focus on the extent to which the methods used enabled empowered participation and use the results of the project to discuss what the emergent concepts of digital agility and digital decisions tell us about the empowerment of disabled learners in the context of e-learning in Higher Education. In concluding these reflections we will argue that in the context of HE, participatory methods have real potential to contribute a new and different kind of knowledge to the field of accessible design that acknowledges the complex relationship that learners have with technology and pushes designers to move beyond thinking about accessibility simply in terms of standards and guidelines.
1. Introduction

The LEXDIS Project is funded under phase two of the JISC e-learning pedagogy programme and runs from March 2007 to February 2009. The overarching aim of the study is to explore the e-learning experiences of disabled learners within the University of Southampton in order to increase understanding of the many complex issues and interactions introduced by disabled learners’ requirements for accessible e-learning, compatible assistive technologies and effective learning support. The need to focus on disabled learners was identified in previous studies within the e-learning pedagogy programme. For example, in the scoping study for the pedagogy strand of the JISC e-Learning Programme, Sharpe et al. (2005) noted that it was important to find out how the use of assistive technologies to access learning influenced the learning experience of disabled learners. This lead them to recommend that learner experience studies should purposefully sample disabled learners. In the LXP project, Conole et al. (2006) reported that a number of responses to their online survey related specifically to the opportunities that technologies provide in terms of accessibility. In the LEX project, Creanor et al. (2006) noted that having control over their learning environment was important for learners in their study, particularly disabled learners. One of the recommendations from the LEX project therefore, was that there should be further study into learners’ feelings on accessibility. 

The view of the LEXDIS team is that the application of participatory approaches to the design and evaluation of e-learning reflects the overarching aim of the e-Learning Pedagogy programme which is to allow the learners voice to be heard and responds directly to the call by Sharpe et al. (2005) for methods that empower learners: 

A holistic view of e-learning should lead to a methodology which is open ended and empowering enough to allow the learners to be the ones who highlight the issues which are important to them. (Sharpe et al. 2005)

In Phase One of the e-Learning Pedagogy Programme there appeared to be little explicit exploration of the concept of empowerment beyond the notion that it involved giving learners a voice. However, drawing on research and practice in the disability research field, where the concept of empowerment underpins much of the theoretical and methodological debates, the LEXDIS team feel that it is important to understand empowerment as both a process and an outcome (Harris, n.d). The outcome of empowerment is broadly understood as the attainment of choice and control (Morris, 1997). The process of empowerment is broadly understood as the process by which disabled people develop increased skills to take control of their lives. It involves a transfer of power from service providers to service users. Therefore, a key feature is giving disabled people a voice and actively listening to what they have to say. Empowerment is, therefore, closely linked to the concept of advocacy. In the context of learning disabilities, Dowson et al. (1998:5) defined empowerment in terms of individuals “being enabled to have increased control over one’s own life” and suggested that it involves the following features: having information; being listened to; getting a response based on what has been said and sharing of power with the division of power being clearly stated, protected and limited. Based on these definitions of empowerment, there is some linkage to the “Phase One” notion of giving learners a voice and in doing so, enabling learners to have some control or choice over what they talk about. Although the Phase One Studies talk about the importance of listening to the learner voice, the emphasis is more on recording or capturing the learner voice rather than how to actively listen to and respond to the learner voice. 

2. The LEXDIS Methodology

In order to actively listen to and respond to the disabled learners voices regarding their e-learning experiences, the LEXDIS Project has employed a participatory approach to designing and evaluating e-learning. Drawing from the fields of participatory design and participatory research, learner participation is defined as: 

Involving disabled learners as consultants and partners and not just as research subjects. Where disabled learners help to identify and (re)frame the research questions; work with the researchers to achieve a collective analysis of the research issues and bring the results to the attention of each of the constituencies that they represent.

This definition reflects the principle of "nothing about me, without me" (Nightingale, 2006) and involves: 

· Working directly with learners in the evaluation of their learning experiences;
· Early and continual participation of learners in order to produce improved teaching and support practices; 

· Engaging learners in the design, conduct and analysis of “research” 
· Encouraging learners to own the outcome by setting the goals and sharing in decisions about processes.
2.1 Overview of the participatory phases of the LEXDIS project

With regards to the participation of learners in the LEXDIS study, there are three key phases of participation:

· Phase One (May 2007-June 2007): Consultation regarding proposed research questions and research methods;

· Phase Two (September 2007- May 2008): Opportunity to contribute own experiences of using e-learning;

· Phase Three (May 2008- Feb 2009): Opportunity to validate and interpret the results of the study and to contribute to the design, content and dissemination of project deliverables and outcomes.

In the first phase of the study participants were consulted regarding the relevance of the proposed research questions and the appropriateness of proposed data collection methods. In the second phase of the study participants contributed their own experiences of using e-learning through an interview and the provision of additional information (e.g. artefact) in a form and media of their choosing. In the third phase of the study participants were invited to advise on the analysis of the experiences obtained through phase two and what key implications needed to be drawn out from them. They were also involved in the design and content of the LEXDIS website (including the searchable database and the case studies) and offered opportunities to contribute to the dissemination of the project. (See Seale, Draffan, & Wald, 2008 a & b). 

3. Empowerment as a process: reflections on the LEXDIS methodology

The research literature identifies particular challenges for participatory research. One challenge is to ensure that participation genuinely influences the ability of the research to answer the questions of people who are affected by the research (Ward & Trigler, 2001). Another is to ensure that outcomes are genuinely more than just reconstructed stories or mere validations of research undertaken (Duckett & Pratt, 2007).  In this section, we will reflect on the extent to which the LEXDIS methodology enabled empowered participation. 
3.2 Empowered participation

At the heart of the process of empowerment is the sharing of power, and in the context of participatory research this is understood as having some ownership of the research process and outcomes. In phase one, tensions over genuine ownership were particularly highlighted through the consideration of whether to drop a particular research question. In phase two, tensions were highlighted over the requirement to use the research programme specific learner profile questions. In phase three issues arose over disagreements with the design of the strategy database.

In phase one of the project, feedback from participants suggested the need to drop a certain research question. The question related to the effectiveness of disabled learners and was something that we had included in the proposal because the funding body, JISC, have a particular interest in understanding the characteristics of successful and unsuccessful e-learners in order to develop methods for supporting learners1.  Although we included in our proposal a caveat that research questions could change as a result of student participation in the project, there is a risk that ownership of the project might well be tested should we submit a final research report to JISC that has a significantly reduced emphasis on the characteristics of successful e-learners. 

In phase two, the requirement to include a learner profile questionnaire as part of data collection, raised issues in terms of ownership and investment in the project. The mandate to include learner profile questions appeared to be motivated in part by a programme desire to gather information across all the phase two learner experience projects that would enable the sample population to be described and inferences to be made about the generalisability of results to the UK student population in general. Whilst this desire is understandable, it causes some tensions for the LEXDIS project. Should the results from the learner profile questions reveal that our participants are not similar in characteristics to other phase two participants or students in general, what are the implications for how others interpret the results from LEXDIS? If our project is dismissed as being “non-generalisable” does that completely dismiss the value of the contributions that the participants made to the project, and if so, how empowering is that for them? Our participants invested a lot (in time, commitment, information, etc) in the project because they believed in some way that it had value. We would urge that this investment should not be dismissed carelessly due to slavish adherence to positivist notions of generalisability derived from quantitative research. LEXDIS, by its very nature, is a qualitative research project and because of this, we would argue, like Smith and Osborne (2003), that we should not think in terms of empirical generalisability, but rather in terms of theoretical generalisability where links are made between the results from a particular study, the professional judgement of users of the study and the wider literature. 

In phase three of the project the team consulted with a wide range of stakeholders regarding the design of the LEXDIS website and strategy database. One of the groups of stakeholders consulted was external evaluators. Responses from three of our external evaluators: a Diversity Advisor; a DSA assessor and a disability in higher education consultant revealed different values to the participants and the project team regarding the organisation of the database. One evaluator, was very keen on the social model of disability and the idea of barriers to learning, and so wanted to change the title for the difficulties table in the database. Ideologically, the project team also see value in the social model of disability and so discussed this at some length with both external evaluators, but could not find an alternative way of describing individual students’ difficulties or impairments that was accessible or acceptable.  Ultimately, the team has decided that the most empowering thing to do was to be guided by the participants, and none of them objected to the labels used in the strategy database. However, we acknowledge that this is privileging one voice (participant) over another (external evaluator). 

Although issues of ownership of the project have highlighted some tensions, it does not necessarily mean that researchers, evaluators, participants and the funding body have completely different agendas. In many senses they are complementary. The researchers, funders and evaluators for the most part have an agenda that is about informing university staff and changing their teaching practices and strategies. The participants share this agenda along, with their own agenda that is about informing university students and changing their learning practices and strategies. 

Key outcomes of empowerment are control and choice and in many ways we feel that LEXDIS participants were able to exert control and choice through their participation in the project. Participants:

· Controlled the extent to which they were identified with the label “disabled”;

· Controlled, through editing and validation processes, the content and presentation of their interview transcripts and case studies;

· Exerted influence over the design and development of the data collection tools;

· Chose whether or not to participate in each of the phases of the project;

· Chose what strategies to offer for the database and the medium through which these strategies would be communicated.

Despite these seemingly powerful indicators of empowerment, critics of participatory research and the role that non-disabled people play in it, would question the extent to which the LEXDIS project has empowered disabled participants compared to emancipatory research. For example, Oliver (1997) argues that empowerment is not in the gift of researchers, it is something that disabled people do for themselves collectively. Conceivably, phase one of the LEXDIS project offered little opportunity for collective action by the participants since they engaged with and responded to the proposed research questions and methods individually. In phases two and three however, it would appear that students are motivated to capture and share their strategies by a desire for other students to benefit from the experience and knowledge that they have gained. In other words, they potentially see a real practical benefit to participation, in terms of aiding or empowering others (Kitchen, 2000). This is a tentative suggestion however, that needs further exploration.

4. The LEXDIS Results
Using participatory methods, the LEXDIS project was able to recruit 54 participants to phase one, 30 to phase two and 15 to the phase three focus groups.  An overview of the main findings of the LEXDIS project, mapped against research questions can be found in Table 1.

	Research question
	Findings

	How do disabled learners use technology (including assistive technologies) to help them study?


	The majority of participants own a mobile phone and a laptop; use instant messaging; participate in discussion forums; use social networking sites such as FaceBook and upload videos or photos onto the Internet. All the participants use search engines such as Google, access online learning materials of some kind, use word-processors and spreadsheets and contact tutors using email.

	
	Many of the participants customise their computers to suit their preferences, swap and change from a range of technologies; are well-informed about the strengths and weaknesses of particular technologies in relation to design, usability, accessibility and impact on learning and have developed a range of sophisticated and tailored strategies for using technology to support their learning

	
	Many participants find they have to make sophisticated and complex decisions about how they use technologies to support their learning. Several factors influence this decision-making, most notably the affordances and properties of technologies. In making these decisions, disabled learners frequently find themselves conducting a cost-benefit analysis, and sometimes have to negotiate unenviable “catch-22’s”

	
	Some participants make explicit and conscious decisions not to use assistive technologies

	
	Many participants use technology with confidence. They feel comfortable with it and it holds no fears for them. Despite this confidence, some disabled learners identify “room for improvement” in terms of skill level and type of use

	How do disabled learners use technologies for social networking and are they linked to learning?


	Many participants are familiar with social networking tools such as FaceBook. Some have used these tools for learning. Many have used these tools for personal or social reasons, but have given them up because they were too distracting or time consuming. Disabled learners have to make decisions about what they can afford spending their time using and social networking tools are frequently discounted as “not for learning”

	In what way do assistive technologies affect how and what disabled learners learn?


	Assistive technologies can improve learning outcomes

	
	Assistive technologies can increase efficiency (although not all the time)

	
	Assistive technologies use can reduce stress 

	
	Assistive technologies can be time-consuming to learn how to use, which means that sometimes disabled learners find themselves having to make difficult decisions about whether they can afford to invest the time to learn how to use them. 


	How do disabled learners feel about using technology to help them learn?


	Technology is just a tool, albeit a useful one

	
	Technology (general and specific) can benefit disabled and non-disabled learners but it is unhelpful to adopt a one-size fits all approach

	
	Categorising technologies is less helpful than understanding different learning and support needs

	
	Participants, for the most part, feel they would survive without technologies, but the value that they place on technologies in terms of having a positive influence on learning, means that they would rather not have to cope without technologies.

	What factors prior to post-16 education have influenced the way in which disabled learners use technology to support their learning?


	Some participants were extremely familiar with technology prior to entering HE, others experienced limited availability and use of computers

	
	For some participants technology use was positively encouraged prior to HE, for others technology use was discouraged or unsupported

	
	For some, but not all  participants, past experiences of technology prior to HE had a negative impact on their use of or response to technologies

	How are disabled learners supported with regard to their on-line learning and use of assistive technologies (e.g. friends, family, university)


	Sometimes participants choose not to access support because they prefer to learn by trial or error or because they feel they do not have the time to undertake training

	
	Participants generally know what support and training is available to them

	
	There are a significant number of occasions where  participants find the support available to access general e-learning unhelpful

	
	Lecturers need to be more aware of how they can support use of and access to e-learning

	
	Assistive technology training needs to be tailored to specific needs

	
	The DSA system for assessing technology needs is frustrating at times

	
	Participants dislike being recommended assistive technologies based on “labels” rather than actual needs or preferences

	
	Support from individual staff can make a real difference

	
	Participants value the support they receive from peers

	
	Support needs to be timely

	Are there particular moments or events that have changed the way disabled learners have used technology in their learning?


	Significant accessibility barriers still exist for disabled learners, particularly in relation to BlackBoard

	
	Moments or incidents of technology breakdown and failure, particularly related to saving or printing work, have had a real impact on disabled learners, leading to some negative feelings about the value and role of technology

	
	Some  participants feel stigmatised by their use of assistive technologies, others feel the differences between disabled and non-disabled learners’ use of technologies are getting less and less


Table 1: Mapping of LEXDIS research questions to main findings

4.1 Digital agility and digital decisions

Our interpretation of the results obtained from the LEXDIS study has led us to identify two key concepts: digital agility and digital decisions. The term “digital agility” was first applied to the LEXDIS data by E.A Draffan as part of her presentation to the RAATE 2007 conference 2. Influenced by the work of Scott Ambler on agile modelling 3 Draffan defined agile as: 

“[..] an iterative and incremental (evolutionary) approach to technology use which is performed in a collaborative manner by people with "just enough" ceremony that produces successful outcomes in a cost effective and timely manner meeting the changing needs of its stakeholders.” 

Evidence for an evolutionary approach to technology use can be drawn from the data where participants expressed preferences for “trial and error” in terms of learning how to use technologies. Evidence for a collaborative approach can be drawn from the data where participants talk about seeking help and support from peers. Cost-effectiveness, for the most part, relates to participants’ desire for technology use to be cost-effective in terms of the time needed to learn how to use the technology and the time saved when technology improves efficiency in terms of reading, writing and finding information.  Successful outcomes for LEXDIS participants are outcomes related to academic success. 

Building on Draffan’s early definition of agile we would extend the concept of agility to include the following (See Table 1):

· Customising computers to suit preferences;

· Swapping and changing from a range of technologies; 

· Being well-informed about the strengths and weaknesses of particular technologies in relation to design, usability, accessibility and impact on learning;

· Developing a range of sophisticated and tailored strategies for using technology to support their learning;

· Using technology with confidence;

· Feeling comfortable with technology so that it holds no fears; 

· Being extremely familiar with technology;
· Being aware of what help and support is available.

The term “digital decisions” was first applied to the LEXDIS data in March 2008 when Jane Seale gave a seminar presentation at Kings College, London 4. Seale was influenced by the work of Neil Selwyn (Selwyn, 2006) who talks about digital decisions in the context of users making empowered decisions not to use technology, where use or non-use of technology involves genuine choice. 
From the LEXDIS data there are examples where participants have chosen not to use technologies; for example not to use social networking tools because they are distracting attention away from learning, or not to use certain assistive technologies because they just don’t “get on with them”. Our data also reveals that many LEXDIS participants find they have to make sophisticated and complex decisions about how they use technologies to support their learning. Several factors influence this decision-making, most notably the affordances and properties of technologies. In making these decisions, disabled learners frequently find themselves conducting a cost-benefit analysis, and sometimes have to negotiate unenviable “catch-22’s”. (See Seale, Draffan & Wald, 2008c for a more in-depth presentation and analysis of the LEXDIS results)
5. Empowerment as an outcome: Reflections on the LEXDIS results
The two identified concepts of “digital agility” and “digital decisions” provide useful links to the theoretical discourses of digital inclusion and digital divides. The focus of digital inclusion has until recently been on increasing peoples’ access to technologies and their abilities to use them (FutureLab, 2007). The process of digital inclusion was therefore about creating gateways, opening doors and letting people in. Practitioners working with those identified as digitally excluded would therefore be encouraged to identify barriers that keep these gateways and doors shut. If people do not own or have access to technology then the solution is to give them access (i.e. improving digital literacies); if people do not know how to use the technologies, then the solution is to teach them. In other words there was an implicit link made between “not having” and “not being able” or not “knowing”. In the e-learning field the discourse of digital exclusion is common when related to disabled learners (Steyaert, 2005). Reporting on the accessibility of e-learning in higher education Seale (2006) noted that although disabled students may have access to computers and the Internet, they may not necessarily have access to accessible e-learning opportunities. Seale noted that in this sense, disabled students may still be “have-nots” and experience what Burgstahler (2002) described as the “second digital divide”. 

Although the LEXDIS data confirms the continuing existence of inaccessible e-learning opportunities (e.g. Blackboard) for some disabled learners (i.e. not having), our findings regarding digital agility indicate digital literacy (not knowing) is not a major issue for disabled learners. We would argue that this is significant in terms of encouraging practitioners not to view disabled learners as helpless “victims” of inaccessibility. Digital inclusion is not necessarily about practitioners opening the door and beckoning disabled learners as guests into “their world”, it may be about disabled learners using their skills to “break and enter” by other means. However, we would not use the LEXDIS results to argue that accessibility barriers should not be resolved. Instead we would argue for e-learning policy and practice to be guided more strongly by an empowerment model (Hunter-Carsch & Herrington, 2001) to guide e-learning policy and practice so that the strengths of disabled students are acknowledged and their motivation and resourcefulness in overcoming obstacles and negotiating complex decisions is recognised. 

The concept of empowerment is also strongly linked to the second identified concept of digital decisions. Researchers such as Selwyn (2006) and Future Lab (2007) have suggested that when people make a choice or decision not to use technology, even though access is available to them, then they are making an empowered choice. The results from the LEXDIS project offer examples of empowered choices being made by disabled learners; for example, choosing not to access support because they have a preference for learning by trial and error. The data also suggests areas that would be worthy of further exploration in terms of understanding whether or not the decisions made are actually empowered ones or not. A good example of this would be the decision not to access support to learn how to use assistive technologies for fear that it will take time away from learning. A greater exploration of this dilemma or catch-22 for disabled learners would enable practitioners to evaluate potential implications such as the possible need for support services to acknowledge the fears regarding time, but also provide meaningful and relevant information about how much “time” might be saved in the long run in terms of efficiency and improved learning outcomes. The LEXDIS results therefore build on existing theories and discourses regarding inclusion, but also challenge us to expand our understanding and application of these theories.

6. Conclusions 

In 2006, Seale argued that accessibility efforts in Higher Education needed to move away from guidelines and standards and re-focus on students: 

To date, a huge amount of literature has focused almost exclusively on accessibility legislation, guidelines and standards and the rules contained within them. One of the major problems of such an approach is that it has drawn practitioners into thinking that their objective is to comply with rules. It is not. Their objective should be to address the needs of students. (Seale, 2006: 207)
The experiences and results of the LEXDIS project provide some support for this argument. The participatory methods used in the LEXDIS project have revealed the complex relationship that learners have with technology, a relationship that challenges designers, lecturers and others to move beyond thinking about accessibility solely in terms of standards and guidelines. To argue that adherence to accessibility standards and guidelines alone will empower disabled learners is to ignore the agility of learners and the real-life choices and decisions that they make when using technology.
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Notes

[1] See: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes/elearning_pedagogy/elp_learnerexperience.aspx
[2] See: http://www.lexdis.ecs.soton.ac.uk/presentations/Assistive%20Technology%20Workarounds%20for%20Social%20Networking.html
[3] See: http://www.agilemodeling.com 

[4] See: http://www.slideshare.net/Jane65/e-inclusion-in-he-jane-seale/ 

