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Exploring the technology experiences of disabled learners in higher education: challenges for the use and development of participatory research methods

Abstract 
There is a need for more in-depth exploration of the e-learning experiences of disabled learners in higher education, taking into account the complex relationship between learners (skills, knowledge and beliefs), their assistive technologies and the e-learning contexts in which learners are required to operate. Participatory methods appear to have great potential in enabling the voice of disabled learners to be a more central focus of e-learning studies. This paper will describe and evaluate a two year research project called LExDis which aims to use participatory methods to explore the e-learning experiences of disabled learners in one higher education institution. The experience of conducting phase one of the LExDis project will be discussed with regards to three main challenges to using participatory methods: informed participation; valued participation and empowered participation. 
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Introduction

The majority of students who enter higher education are required to use online learning resources or activities (e-learning) to support their formal or informal learning e,g. virtual learning environments, discussion lists, blogs, wikis, e-mail, pod-casts, or library information databases. Within the higher education and e-learning fields there is a growing level of interest in exploring and understanding the e-learning skills and experiences of students in higher education. Initial work by Prensky (2001) and Oblinger (2003) argued that the students of today were sophisticated “digital natives” of the “net generation” who would expect sophisticated uses of technology as an integral part of their university learning experience. Oblinger (2003) argues that this would require institutions to ask how well they know and understand the needs and requirements of these “new” students. Attempts at a UK level to further such understanding have been led by the JISC (Joint Information Systems Committee) funded “Learner Experiences of e-Learning” research projects. In Phase One of the research programme, studies revealed that: effective e-learners are flexible, resourceful, self-aware and highly motivated (JISC, 2007). What was not clear from these studies is whether the conclusions are true for all learners, particularly those with disabilities who may need to use assistive technologies to enable them to access learning materials and experiences that are provided digitally or online. In a review of learner experience studies Sharpe et al. (2006) reviewed the impact of individual differences and noted that a disability can dominate the e-learning experience for the individual, along with prior experience and ‘attitude towards using computers within learning’. Disabled learners may therefore have different e-learning experiences to non-disabled learners in a similar learning situation. 
A small number of studies have explored the general learning experiences of disabled students in higher education and their results provide some support for the argument that disabled learners may have different e-learning experiences. Results reveal that  disabled students are using general and specialised technologies to support their learning (Mortimore & Crozier, 2006) but that there are difficulties including: barriers to using publicly available (general) information technology facilities such as location and lack of specialised software on PC’s (Fuller et al. 2004); frustrations with the bureaucracy and speed of the funding and assessment procedures for obtaining assistive technology (Shevlin et al. 2004; Goode, 2007) and lack of support or training to enable disabled learners to become “fluent users” of assistive technologies (Shevlin et al. 2004). Results from a small number of studies in the UK that have specifically explored the technology experiences of disabled learners support these findings. For example, Draffan et al. (2007) in a survey of the use of and satisfaction with assistive technology by students with dyslexia in UK post-secondary education found that technology provision was variable. Cobham et al. (2001) conducted two UK surveys of students who were supplied with equipment under the Disabled Students Allowance (DSA) and concluded that training levels for using assistive technologies were unsatisfactory. Whilst there are frustrations for disabled learners in terms of access, provision and support; when they are able to obtain and use assistive technologies to support their learning, they generally report high levels of satisfaction (Draffan et. 2007; Fidler, 2002). What none of these studies do however is explore in any great detail the potentially complex interaction between assistive technologies and e-learning ; the e-learning skills and experience of disabled learners and the extent to which they too could also be described as  “digital natives” or effective e-learners. There is therefore a need to explore in more detail the e-learning experiences of disabled learners. 

Traditional methods for exploring the e-learning experiences of learners in higher education include interviews, questionnaire surveys and focus groups. There is growing recognition however of the need to develop methods that enable the “student voice” to be a more central focus of e-learning studies (Sharpe et al. 2005; JISC, 2007). Efforts to engage students in a more meaningful way in studies about their e-learning experiences may require new methods and processes. New, that is, to e-learning researchers. There are however two relevant fields of knowledge and practice that e-learning researchers could draw on when developing their learner-centred research methods that could have particular relevance when researching the e-learning experiences of disabled learners: participatory design and participatory research.
Participatory design is a commonly used as a method for designing assistive technologies (Moffatt et al. 2004; Wu et al. 2005) and incorporates the related fields of inclusive design (Dewsbury et al. 2004); co-design (Druin et al. 2007) and user-centred design (Newell et al. 2007). Participatory design can be defined as active involvement of users throughout the entire research and development process (Hanson et al. 2007:) and is generally understood to involve: working directly with users; early and continual participation of users; engaging with real users in their real contexts; iterative cycles of development and evaluation until an agreed solution is reached and collaborative partnerships between users and designers. Participatory design methods are varied but have a strong ethnographic tradition with regards to conducting intensive observations of the user and how they use technologies in their everyday lives (Davies et al. 2004). The strong narrative and in-depth insights offered by such methods would appear to be highly applicable to research that is focusing on hearing the “student voice” in relation to e-learning experiences. 
Participatory research methods are commonly used in disability studies research, particularly with participants who have learning disabilities, and represent a shift from doing research on people to doing research with people (French & Swain, 2004). Participants are encouraged to own the outcome of the research by setting the goals and sharing in decisions about processes (Everitt et al. 1992:50). Like participatory design, participatory research attempts to engage participants in the whole research process from design, through to evaluation. There is a particular emphasis on disabled people, as participants, identifying the research problems and questions to ensure that disabled people consider the research “worthy of investigation” (Chappell, 2000).Just like participatory design, participatory research emphasises collaborative partnerships, but it goes beyond this to emphasise non-hierarchical relationships (Cornwell & Jewkes,1995; Zarb, 1992) where researcher and participant have equal status and power. 
The review of literature presented here has highlighted a need for studies that explore in more depth the e-learning experiences of disabled learners in higher education, taking into account the complex relationship between learners (skills, knowledge and beliefs), their assistive technologies and the e-learning contexts in which learners are required to operate. Participatory methods appear to have great potential in enabling the voice of disabled learners to be a more central focus of e-learning studies. This paper will describe and evaluate a two year research project called LExDis which aims to use participatory methods to explore the e-learning experiences of disabled learners in one higher education institution. 
Overview of research project
The overarching aim of the JISC funded LExDis project is to explore the e-learning experiences of disabled learners within one institution, 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.  At the University of Southampton, the percentage of the total student population that is registered as disabled (or having an additional learning need) is roughly 8% compared to a national average of around 5%. Recognising that disabled students are not a homogenous group, students with a wide range of disabilities and experiences of using e-learning and assistive technologies at Southampton, are being included in the study in order to:

· Explore and describe how disabled learners experience and participate in learning in technology-rich environments;
· Investigate the strategies, beliefs and intentions of disabled learners who are effective in learning in technology-rich environments and identity factors that enable or inhibit effective e-learning;
· Make recommendations for those involved in designing learning systems and developing support services for disabled students based on our understanding of their diverse needs, experiences and preferences.
By exploring issues relating to experience the study hopes to develop a greater understanding of: 1) the skill levels of disabled learners e.g. whether there is a relationship between a highly skilled e-learner and a highly skilled assistive technology user; 2) how disabled learners use technologies e.g. how they are involving ‘personal’ assistive technologies in their learning and what disabled learners’ experiences of interactions between assistive and e-learning technologies are; 3) What the critical moments  in disabled learners’ experiences of using technology for learning are. By focusing on issues relating to strategies the study will seek to identify the choices disabled learners make regarding how they use technologies to support learning .By seeking to understand issues relating to beliefs & intentions the study will attempt to understand the impact that technology use has on disabled learners in terms of their feelings regarding the value and difficulties of using technology to support their learning. By identifying and scoping enabling or inhibiting factors the study hopes to illuminate issues regarding how well institutions support different kinds of disabled learners.
The LExDis project is using a participatory research methodology, with a focus on the learner voice’ where disabled learners are involved as consultants and partners not just as research subjects. In conceptualising the participatory nature of the research, the LExDis team have used a framework offered by Radermacher (2006) and identified their method as “researcher-initiated-shared decisions with participants”; where the researchers have the initial idea for the research, but participants are involved in every step of the planning and implementation. 
The study has three key participatory phases. 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 (due to be completed April 2008) participants contributed their own experiences of using e-learning through an interview and the provision of additional information (e.g. e-learning related artefact) in a form and media of their choosing. In the third phase of the study (not yet started), participants will be invited to advise on the analysis of the experiences obtained through phase two and what key implications need to drawn out from them. In addition to this, the project has set up an advisory group that includes students with disabilities and has employed the services of a disabled person (and ex student of the university) to help design the project website and advise on how best to structure and present the results of the study in a proposed interactive online database. 
The research literature identifies particular challenges for each of the three phases of participation. For phase one the challenge is to ensure that participation genuinely shapes the research questions to ensure that the research is of real relevance to disabled people, in this case students (Ward & Trigler, 2001). For phase two, the challenge is to ensure that outcomes are genuinely more than just reconstructed stories or mere validations of research undertaken (Duckett & Pratt , 2007). For phase three the challenge is to ensure that participants have the skills and experience to genuinely be able to contribute to data analysis (Richardson, 2000). This paper will focus in particular on phase one participation and offer a reflection on the issues and challenges raised whilst undertaking this phase of the research. 
Phase one participation: the process
Phase one of the project ran from May to June 2007. Following receipt of ethical approval from the the project team contacted the managers of the Learning Differences Centre (a support and assessment centre for students with specific learning differences such as dyslexia) and the Disability Support Service (a support service for all students with disabilities) and sought permission to contact the students who used their services. An agreement was reached whereby both services would email all the students on their list on our behalf with a message about the project and asking for volunteers to take part. Following discussions with the managers of both services about the content of the recruitment information, the following email message was sent to all students who were registered with the university as having a disability: 
“The University of Southampton has just received funding for the LexDis project which aims to explore on-line learning, technologies and support strategies. We would be really grateful if you could help shape this new research study as it will be a chance for you to make a difference to the way we can support on-line learning. What is unique about this study is that students (you!) are in control! We need your experience and expertise to tell us what matters to you regarding technology and learning. All you need to do is go to the following webpage :( URL was provided) and spend a few minutes selecting some questions and ways of sharing information that matter to you the most. You will be rewarded for your efforts and it will be totally confidential. Information regarding the next stage of this student led research is on the website with an opportunity for you to express an interest in being involved further.”

A4 posters and small B5 handouts were also provided to student services, the Learning Differences Centre and the Assistive Technology Service. The email, poster and handouts directed students to a web page with information and initial questions.  This system provided for a totally anonymous reply by use of an accessible form sent to the Project manager via e-mail. Those who replied were given access to a hints and tips page while those who wished to participate further were given a chance to provide their e-mail address. 

Those students who decided to participate and accessed the project webpage were asked to respond to two main questions (see Figure 1). The questions and the way they were presented were piloted with a dyslexic student (also a member of the project advisory group) who gave some useful suggestions for amendments.
<Figure 1 about here>
Despite the fact the emails were sent out just before and during the summer examinations, 54 students responded to the email and accessed the project web page to answer the questions. In addition, 46 students left an e-mail address to be contacted about Phase 2. Although demographic information was not sought from participants at this stage, evidence from informal contacts that participants made with the project team suggest that their was a mix of gender and level of study (undergraduate and postgraduate) within the sample, but that the majority of responses were from students with dyslexia. Participants responses to the proposed research questions revealed broad agreement or preference for  research questions 1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 7 and a weaker response to questions 4 & 8 (See Table 1). A number of participants gave useful comments about the content or phrasing of the proposed questions: 
Q4 is quite tricky to answer because I’ve never really spoken to other AT users, so can only answer from a personal view. I felt generally the questions seem tricky to answer because they have quite a wide scope. E.g. Q2 I can’t think of where to start with this

Question 4 was quite difficult for me to understand what you meant. Not being a techno-buff at all it would be easier for me if the terminology was explained.

Some of these questions would be answered in a negative manner, but I feel all are important

There is a good variety of questions here. The ones that I have ticked feel appropriate to the way that I have used technology throughout my course. You could ask a question such as “how do you feel technology resources could be improved to benefit you” or something along those lines as it will enable different points of view to be expressed to develop for the future

“Do you think technology helps you to better understand things and study” as a suggestion for alternative question

I think all of those questions are important-can definitely think of some critical incidents within learning (Q 8), but learning from them is quite complex, as you’re not just dependent on yourself, you’re dependent on others changing their ideas. 
<Table 1 about here>
Some participants (eight)  tried answering the questions rather than advising on the questions, suggesting either some confusion regarding the nature of participation that was being requested of them or a real enthusiasm for the project. Example comments include:
I've been given quite a lot of assistive technology to help me in my studies but haven't been that successful at using it. 
The university communication boards and e-mail are good for those of us who are too shy to ask questions about work that has been covered in lectures that has not been understood. I am not very good at computing so help from friends or my sister is sometimes the only way I can access some programs.[..]  

Wear you work can be very important in affeting things such as consentration. Having to work elsewhere due to access issues can be disruptive. Sometimes on-line learning has to be started by off-line teaching.  Student discussion groups could be a good way to receive help.

Participant responses to the proposed data capture methods revealed a strong preference for students to provide the project with links to resources or artefacts that they had created themselves (See Table 2). 
<Table 2 about here>

Some comments that participants gave also provided a useful insight into students’ attitudes to particular media, methods and technologies: 
Podcasts don’t really hold my attention for long

If I'm busy writing a blog I'm not studying and for part-time students it's hard enough to fit study in anyway with the rest of life's commitments.

I might change question e. to experiences or learning environments that have changed the way you use technology. If you have been at a school where I.T. is integrated into learning you are more likely to be used to or comfortable with using in day to day learning.

Phase one participation: the outcome

The consultation with participants in phase one provided useful information which has helped to shape the focus of the study prior to data collection. Responses to the proposed questions led the researchers to omit question 4 which asked if successful assistive or enabling technology users were also successful on-line learners and include instead a new question relating to previous learning environments. In some senses this was a hard decision to make, because the characteristics of successful disabled e-learners was something that the researchers and the funding body were keenly interested in. Nevertheless, the question was clearly not seen as relevant by the students themselves and the researchers considered that if they persevered and kept it in as an interview question, students would find it hard to answer for themselves because their perceptions of success are complex and influenced by many unknown variables. 

The free responses that participants gave in phase one also provided useful information that helped to re-phrase or expand on questions in preparation for the phase two interview (see Table 3 for more detail). 
<Table 3 about here>

Responses to the proposed data capture methods revealed a strong preference for contributing resources (e.g. a technological artefact) to the study website. Informal follow up discussions with participants combined with research team discussion led to a decision that in phase two, participants would be asked to think of a strategy (or accessibility’ tip’) they use to personalise, adapt or use technology to support their learning or to cope with the demands that e-learning places on them and with the support of the research team find a way to record or capture that strategy so that it could uploaded to the project website and disseminated to staff and students as a way of raising awareness and developing support systems. The main rationale for this decision was that participants appeared to be highly motivated to participate in the study because they had a desire to do something that could benefit themselves or others, as this comment from one participant revealed:
“This is a cool quote – I think it describes participation research really well: “ David Kolb's work can be traced back to that famous dictum of Confucius around 450 BC: "Tell me, and I will forget. Show me, and I may remember. Involve me, and I will understand."  Emphasises the fact that both researcher and participant gets something out of it.”

Reflections on the challenges of using participatory methods
The experience of conducting phase one of the LExDis project revealed three main challenges to using participatory methods: informed participation; valued participation and empowered participation. These will be discussed in turn.

Informed participation

The fact that some participants answered the proposed research questions (as if they were questionnaire questions) instead of advising on the merit and phrasing of the questions requires some reflection. It may suggest some confusion regarding the nature of participation that was being requested of them. This has implications for the development of participatory methods in e-learning and higher education research. Disabled students are contacted quite frequently to take part in a range of internal and external evaluation exercises, in other words they are used to being the subject of the researchers’ gaze and taking a role as a passive provider of information. If studies such as LExDis are going to implement truly participatory methods, they will probably need to work harder to obtain informed participation in order to ensure that prospective participants understand the very different research role that they are being asked to take on. Ward & Trigler (2001) confirm the need for role clarification in participatory research while Fischer & Otswald (2002) argue that informed participation is obtained when participants can go beyond the information given to acquire ownership of the problems and solutions. It could be argued that answering the proposed research questions instead of advising on them was a form of ownership acquisition, moving beyond the questions to start to suggest solutions (e.g. “there needs to be more support for distance learners like myself”). It would seem wise however, to check this assumption with participants, and explore the issue further before concluding that fully informed participation was indeed achieved in the project. 
For example, informal follow up discussions with a handful of phase one participants revealed that if the research question was not related to their own experience, they found it hard to advise on how the content or presentation of the question should be changed.

Another potential barrier to informed participation is the use of language and jargon within the LExDis project. Terms such as e-learning, assistive technologies and social networking tools were initially used with an assumption that students would understand what they mean. However, responses such as:  “Not being a techno-buff at all it would be easier for me if the terminology was explained” suggest that not all participants understood the terms and therefore may have struggled to understand the focus of the study. Whilst terms such as technology and I.T are quite ubiquitous, it is possible that terms such as e-learning and assistive technology might only be understood by those participants who use technologies a lot and are highly skilled e-learners and/or assistive technology users. Problems with terminology could be addressed by including definitions in the initial recruitment email and indeed our initial version included such definitions. However, the inclusion of such definitions made the email message rather long, 600 words compared to the eventual 160 words that were used. The recruitment email was shortened following advice from disabled students and staff in Student Support Services who highlighted that students with specific learning differences such as dyslexia would find an email message of more than about 150 words hard to digest. There is a real tension here between providing participants with detailed, yet accessible information. 
Preliminary results from phase two interviews suggest that rather than misunderstanding terms such as assistive technologies, some participants may simply be attaching different meanings to them. For example, when asked about assistive technology use, one participant talked about how they organised their desktop, favourites and preferences in order to ensure quick access to things they wanted. Another participant talked about using PowerPoint as an essay-planning aid. Technology was assistive, in these cases, not because it was specialised, but because it could be personalised or adapted to suit individual needs. If participants are interpreting project terms and language in different ways then the challenge in terms of participatory research, may be as much about ensuring informed interpretation of responses as ensuring informed participation. 
Valued Participation 

A key issue that the project team considered was how to ensure that participation was valued and not tokenistic. This was addressed in three main ways: ensuring participation at all stages of the research; showing a clear commitment to responding to participants’ ideas and comments and adopting a principle of not turning any interested student away. The last measure was adopted because it was felt that the experience of being “rejected” from the study on the grounds that sufficient numbers had been recruited could be potentially damaging and de-valuing. 
In addition to these measures, the project team felt that it was important to reimburse participants for their time. Many students with disabilities spend considerable time and effort managing their learning and support needs and it was felt that failure to recognise (and hence value) and recompense the extra time they would spend participating in the project would be unreasonable. 

For phase one participants (who were asked to give us feedback on the relevance and usefulness of our research questions) payment-in-kind was offered in the form of a “link” on the project website to key, publicly available (but perhaps not known to students), information resources that offer advice on how e-learning and associated technologies can be more easily accessed by students with disabilities. For phase two participants (who volunteer to tell the project about their e-learning experiences) we propose to offer payment-in-kind (gift tokens), to the value of £50 for each participants.  Interestingly, very few participatory designers or researchers make reference to paying participants. Chappell (2000:39) is one of the few participatory researchers who do, stating: “Another key issue is the payment for people with learning difficulties because research can be time-consuming and labour intensive”. In the participatory design field, one major EU funded project, called FORTUNE1, has laid down key principles for user participation which includes the principle that: “The contribution of users is not handled as a volunteering activity, but as a fully valuable contribution to the project”.
Although the payment of participants could be considered as demonstrating the value of participation to the project, critics could argue that payment changes the relationship between researcher and participant to a contractual rather than a collegiate one (Cornwall & Jukes, 1995). By choosing to make payments in kind rather than monetary recompense it was anticipated that our relationship with participants would be more akin to colleagues than employers, thus preserving the non-hierarchical or collegiate relationships that participatory research strives for. However, it is recognised that the relationship will need careful managing in order to demonstrate that payment does not jeopardise (and indeed enhances) the potential for alliances between research and participant to be ‘under the control and primarily in the interests’ of disabled people (Cocks and Cockram 1995:32). 
Empowerment through participation
Critics of participatory research and the role that non-disabled people play in it, question the extent to which it can empower disabled participants compared to emancipatory research. Oliver 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 phase two however, it would be useful to explore the extent to which 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, if they see a real practical benefit to participation, in terms of aiding or empowering others (Kitchen, 2000).

At the heart of the notion of empowerment is ownership, and several researchers have explored the extent to which disabled participants genuinely have ownership of participatory research (Chappell, 2000;. For the LExDis project this tension was highlighted in phase one through the consideration of whether to drop a particular research question. The question related to the effectiveness of disabled learners and was something that the researchers had included in the proposal to the funding body, JISC because they have a particular interest in understanding the characteristics of successful and unsuccessful e-learners in order to develop methods for supporting learners 2.  Although the researchers included in their proposal a caveat that research questions could change as a result of student participation in the project, the ownership of the project might well be tested if a final research report is submitted to the funding body with a reduced emphasis on the characteristics of successful e-learners. 
Although ownership of the project is likely to be tested in all three participatory phases of the project; that does not necessarily mean that researchers, participants and the funding body will have completely different agendas. In many senses they could be complementary. The researchers and funders have an agenda that is about informing university staff and changing their teaching practices and strategies. Although it needs illuminating and expanding, there is some evidence, from phase one of this study, to suggest that students have an agenda that is about informing university students and changing their learning practices and strategies. 
Conclusion
The participatory methods used to explore the technology related learning experiences of disabled students in higher education have revealed some interesting information in phase one and suggested issues worthy of further exploration in phases two and three. Whilst the principles of participatory research are worthy, reflections on their relative success within the LExDis project reveal potential tensions, that will need careful managing. The management of such tensions and potential conflicting pressures, may require a “pragmatic compromise” Chappell (2000:40). 
Notes

[1] FORTUNE project: http://www.fernuni-hagen.de/FTB/fortune/principl.htm

[2] JISC rationale for learner experience projects: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/elearningpedagogy/understandingmylearning.pdf
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Figure 1: Web-based questions presented to phase one participants

These are the questions we would like to have answered in Phase 2 of our project.  

Please could you tick the ones you feel are important

Then add any comments, additional questions or changes you would like to see in the text box below the questions. 

1. How do you use technology (including assistive technologies) to help you study?

2. In what way do your assistive technologies affect how and what you learn? 

3. How do you feel about using technology to help you learn? 

4. Are successful assistive or enabling technology user’s also successful on-line learners?

5. How do you use technologies for social networking and are they sometimes linked to your learning? 

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

7. How do you feel about the support you have received?

8. Are there particular moments or events that have changed the way you have used technology in your learning?

These are some of the ways we hope that students will share their thoughts and experiences about the technologies they use.

Please could you tick the ones you feel are important.

Then add any comments and other ways students can share their thoughts in the text box below the suggestions

a. Links to an on-line blog (one you set up or one we provide for you.)

b. Links to your existing resources (e.g. a wiki, PowerPoint presentation, web page etc)

c. Contributing resources to the LexDis website. 

d. Audio or video recordings e.g. podcasts etc. 

e. Reflections on particular moments or events that have changed the way you have used technology in your learning.

Table 1: Frequency of responses (ticks) to each proposed research questions
	Proposed Research Questions


	Number of ticks received

	1. How do you use technology (including assistive technologies) to help you study?
	47

	2. In what way do your assistive technologies affect how and what you learn?


	35



	3. How do you feel about using technology to help you learn?


	35



	4. Are successful assistive or enabling technology users also successful on-line learners?
	17



	5. How do you use technologies for social networking and are they sometimes linked to your learning?
	31



	6. How are you supported with regard to your on-line learning and use of assistive technologies (e.g. friends, family, university)
	34



	7. How do you feel about the support you have received?


	33



	8. Are there particular moments or events that have changed the way you have used technology in your learning?
	23




Table 2: Frequency of responses (ticks) to each proposed method for capturing student experiences

	Proposed methods for capturing student experiences


	Number of ticks received

	a. Links to an on-line blog (one you set up or one we provide for you.)


	22

	b. Links to your existing resources (e.g. a wiki, PowerPoint presentation, web page etc)
	39

	c. Contributing resources to the LexDis website.


	22

	d. Audio or video recordings e.g. podcasts etc.


	27

	e. Reflections on particular moments or events that have changed the way you have used technology in your learning.
	16


Table 3: Influence of participant responses on design of phase two interview questions

	Proposed Research Questions
	Influencing Participant Responses
	Emergent  Interview Questions

	How do you use technology (including assistive technologies) to help you study?
	The top ranking for this question indicated that it was an important question to include in the phase two interview. The question has been expanded to try and define more clearly what is meant by study.
	How do you use your technologies for your learning, including Assistive Technologies? (this may be for informal and/or formal learning, assignments and/or assessments – online and off line?) 

	How do you use technologies for social networking and are they sometimes linked to your learning?


	This question was ranked equal second by participants, indicating that it would be an important question to include in the phase two interview. The question has been broken down into two separate questions. Comments such as: “Not being a techno-buff at all it would be easier for me if the terminology was explained” suggested that it may be useful to define or give examples of social networking.


	In my personal and social life I do the following (tick all that apply):

· Use social networking websites (e.g. MySpace, Flickr or Facebook)

· Download podcasts

· Use instant messaging or chat (e.g. MSN, iChat)

· Watch videos or live TV on websites 

· Upload video or photo content onto the internet

· Use on-demand video

· Use advanced functions on my mobile phone (e.g. Mobile TV, Web browser, GPS or email)

· Participate in online discussion groups or chatrooms 

· Use wikis/blogs/online networks

· Maintain my own blog or website

· Take part in an online community, e.g. a “virtual world” such as Second Life

	
	
	As a learner, I have experience of (tick all that apply):

· Using a search engine (e.g. Google) to find out about a subject

· Using an electronic library or portal (e.g. wikipedia, subject-based resource) to find out about a subject

· Using web forums or social spaces to find out about a subject

· Using online learning materials (e.g. manuals, tutorials, e-books, lecture notes) I found for myself

	 In what way do your assistive technologies affect how and what you learn?


	Participant comments such as: “The assisstive technology has definatly helped.  After being diognosed as dyslexic through the software alone, my grades rose by 30%” and “ I've been given quite a lot of assistive technology to help me in my studies but haven't been that successful at using it” suggested it would be useful to include a question regarding confidence in assistive technology use

Participant comments such as: “I can’t think of where to start with this” prompted the team to break the original question into two questions- one focusing on “how” and one focusing on “what”. .
	On a scale of 1-10  do you feel you are a confident Assistive Technology User?



	
	
	 Do you feel using assistive technologies affects how you learn? 



	
	
	Do the assistive technologies affect what you learn?  

	How do you feel about using technology to help you learn?


	The following participant comments suggested that useful information could be elicited if participants in phase two were prompted to expand on difficulties or worries:

“If more e-learning is championed it would have to be supported by adequate training for all who are not as confident with technology.”

“I think your level of I.T. competency is one of the most important factor is the amount you can get out of technology.”
	What are your feelings about using technology to help you learn?  (Would you cope without using technologies?)  Generally, do you have any difficulties or worries when using technologies as part of your learning?



	No original question posed.
	Participant comments such as: “If you have been at a school where I.T. is integrated into learning you are more likely to be used to or comfortable with using in day to day learning” suggested it may be useful to include a new question regarding the influence of previous learning environments on current use of technology.
	Do you feel your previous learning environments (school, college etc) have affected your current use of technology? 

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


	The following participant comments suggested that it could be useful to ask phase two participants to identify what kind of support they would like that is not currently available:

“I get the most help from my family as i used them before i got came to uni as i didnt recieve any help before and am comfortable using them [..].”

“Finding my way about the software - Inspiration, EndNote, OmniPage - has been hard and it would have been nice to have someone show me how to use it best.”
	 How are you supported with regard to your on-line learning?   Is this different when compared to the support you have for the use of assistive technologies? (e.g. friends, family, university) What techniques provide most help? (on-line guides etc) and what kind of support would you like that is not currently available? 



	 How do you feel about the support you have received?


	Participant responses suggest that issues regarding feelings would be elicited from the main question regarding support and that an additional question was perhaps unnecessary.
	No corresponding question.

	 Are there particular moments or events that have changed the way you have used technology in your learning?
	Although participants ranked this question quite low down the research team felt that it was still important to retain the question, but that it could be improved with some re-wording.
	16. Can you think of any particular instances or examples where technology had a really positive or negative effect on your learning?  (learning experience, enjoyment or outcome)




