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A note about the use of language

Terminology

There are many terms in current usage to describe disabled learners. In this report we will adopt the language and definitions advocated by Phipps, Sutherland and Seale (2006) in “Access All Areas: Disability, Technology and Learning”. Therefore we will use the term ‘disabled learners rather than, for example, learners with disabilities’, because it changes the emphasis of ownership or cause of the disability. The term ‘learners with disabilities’ implies that the learner’s impairment or condition causes them to be ‘disabled’ (and consequently that it is their responsibility to overcome it), whereas ‘disabled learner’ implies that the person is disabled not necessarily by their condition or impairment, but by their learning environment and its inability to cater effectively for that learner (and consequently that educational institutions must work to change the learning environments in order to remove that disability).

The use of verbatim, uncorrected quotes
Because this report is focusing on the methods that can be used to give a real and meaningful voice to disabled learners, wherever we quote the contributions (written or verbal) of a LEXDIS participant, we will quote them verbatim. This means we will not correct the grammar, spelling or phrasing of the contributions. We may on occasions edit contributions for length and where words or sentences have been edited out, this will usually be indicated by the use of the symbol: […] 
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1. Executive Summary
1. The LEXDIS Project was funded under phase two of the JISC e-learning pedagogy programme. The overarching aim of the study was 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.
2. Linked to the overarching aim of exploring the e-learning experiences of disabled learners, the LEXDIS Project had a related objective which is to develop user-centred methodologies for eliciting the e-learning experiences of disabled students and to disseminate these widely in order to promote a participatory approach to designing and evaluating e-learning.
3. The underlying principles for involving learners in the LEXDIS project have their origins in two related fields: Participatory Design and Participatory Research.
4. Drawing from the fields of participatory design and participatory research, for the purposes of this project, we have defined learner participation 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.

5. With regards to the participation of learners in the LEXDIS study, there were three key phases of participation:
· Phase One: Consultation regarding proposed research questions and research methods;
· Phase Two: Opportunity to contribute own experiences of using e-learning;

· Phase Three: Opportunity to validate and interpret the results of the study and to contribute to the design, content and dissemination of project deliverables and outcomes.
6. The data collection tools that were used in this project consisted of an online survey; interview plus and focus groups. These data collection tools have been used in both participatory design and learning disability related participatory research.
7. The consultation with participants in phase one provided useful information which helped to shape the focus of the study prior to data collection. 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.
8. In all, 31 students participated in phase two of the project. 30 from the University of Southampton and 1 from another project in the research programme (E4L). Ten of the participants had also taken part in phase one. The average length of the main interview (with learner profile questions) was around 45 minutes.
9. Analysis of the interview transcripts revealed that only two participants explicitly referred to themselves as disabled. Of the 14 dyslexic participants, only 9 explicitly referred to themselves as being dyslexic. By way of comparison, across the 31 participants, 228 strategies for using technologies to support learning were identified. The average number of strategies identified for each student was 7 (range = 2 to 14). 
10. In terms of the media that participants chose to capture or represent their strategies, these ranged from PowerPoint slides, to flash slides and screen grabs with Word documents, audio notes which were transcribed for the web, blogs and content provided by e-mail or MSN messaging.
11. During the interview transcript validation process, three participants sent back corrected documents, the rest made comments in e-mails.
12. Evidence from the focus groups suggests that there was general agreement with our main findings. No-one expressed concern that the findings would falsely represent the experience of individuals or the group.
13. The focus groups were also useful in gaining consensus about what participants felt the take home messages from the research should be: 
· Technology is not scary. Whatever your disability or learning need, there is probably some kind of technology that can help you.
· Some technology that supports the learning of disabled learners might also benefit other non-disabled learners. Having said that, it is not helpful to adopt a one-size fits all approach to everything. Not all learners (disabled or non-disabled) will like using the same kinds of technologies.
· Some technologies are essential for disabled learners and they couldn’t cope without them, some are less essential and disabled learners can cope without them or would prefer not to use them. Furthermore, disabled learners base their decisions about technology use on a range of different factors. 
· The benefits of technology for disabled learners are greater than for non-disabled learners. Conversely disabled learners are more disadvantaged than non-disabled learners if they cannot access the technologies they need to support their learning.
· Technology training needs to be tailored to individuals’ specific needs and offered on a “need to know” basis.
· Technology assessments need to enable disabled learners to make informed decisions about their technology needs. 
· Lecturers need to be more aware of how technology can be used to support the learning of disabled learners.
14 In providing case studies, some students sent word documents which they knew would be transferred to the back end of the database to appear as part of the web site in the future.  Some worked directly into the back end of the database and were able to preview the results during the face to face meeting.  One student was able to log in and add his own content as he had access to the password protected database due to the fact that he had helped with its design!  
15 In considering potential indicators of success for the participatory method it is argued that in the LEXDIS project, participants informed all stages of the research, both in terms of process (e.g. interview schedule design) and outcome (e.g. website design). Other indicators of success are: 
· We have managed to recruit more than the planned 30 participants;
· The participation of these 30+ participants has been maintained throughout the 24 months of the project.
16. The experience of conducting the LEXDIS project revealed five main challenges to using participatory methods: labelled participation; informed participation; valued participation; non-hierarchical participation; empowered participation and transformative participation.
17. Drawing from this description and evaluation we would argue that through our participatory approaches we have managed to obtain: 
· Detailed and contextualised learner voices;
· A project where all stakeholders feel committed and have some vested interest in taking the results further and responding to them;
· Informed and relevant pointers as to how to respond to these voices and be transformative.
18. In light of our evaluations and reflections we would make the following recommendations for the use of participatory methods in future learner experience projects: 
· Conducting a learner voice or learner experience project is not in itself enough to make it participatory in nature. 
· Be clear about the nature or level of participation that you want or are able to facilitate in your project. 
· Identify all relevant stakeholders to a project and work to ensure their participation through a variety of means.
· Ensure that the project is adequately resourced.
· Involving participants in all phases of the research, particularly the focus and design of research, reaps both anticipated and unanticipated rewards in terms of outcomes.
· Involving participants in early stages of the project makes participation in later stages more likely.
· Learner participation is more likely if the research is viewed as relevant by participants,
· Consider creative and varied ways in which the project can genuinely recognise and value learner participation.
· Informed participation can be jeopardised in unintentional ways if attention is not paid to the language and jargon used in all research communications with participants.
· Consider what potential there is in the project for participants to participate in ways that were not originally anticipated.
· Be sensitive to the labels that you might wish to assign to participants and how you might use these labels outside the project.
· Continually evaluate and reflect on the participatory experience facilitated by the project.
· Be clear whether and how the research contributes to a transformation or change agenda. 

2. Introduction

This is a cool quote – I think it describes participation research really well: […] "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. (LEXDIS Participant)
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. 
Linked to the overarching aim of exploring the e-learning experiences of disabled learners, the LEXDIS Project has a related objective which is to develop user-centred methodologies for eliciting the e-learning experiences of disabled students and to disseminate these widely in order to promote a participatory approach to designing and evaluating e-learning. In the context of the LEXDIS project we have defined a participatory approach 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.
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. For example, Jenny Morris (1997: 54) a prominent disability writer states: 

Empowerment means choice and control; it means that someone has the power to exert choice and therefore maximise control in their lives.
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. In making recommendations for the future use of Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) in learner experience studies, Mayes (2006:19) goes some way to considering this issue when he suggests that interviewees could themselves be involved “in some kind of validity check of the high-level conclusions”. In order to build on the recommendations from Phase One work and fill in some of the identified gaps in relation to both the processes and outcomes of conducting research into the “learner voice” this report will: 
· Describe the participatory methods employed in the LEXDIS project and provide a rationale for their use;
· Evaluate the use of the methodology and from this evaluation offer some brief guidelines and recommendations for other researchers who may wish to adopt this approach in subsequent learner experience related projects.

3. The LEXDIS Methodology

In this section we will outline the origins of participatory methods; define participatory research in the context of LEXDIS and give an overview of the participatory phases and data collection tools used in the LEXDIS project.
3.1 The origins of participatory research methods

The underlying principles for involving learners in the LEXDIS project have their origins in two related fields: Participatory Design and Participatory Research. We will describe each approach in turn. 
Participatory Design
Participatory design is commonly used in the fields of Human Computer Interaction, computer science and engineering design. One example relevant to disability is the design of assistive technologies (Moffatt et al. 2004; Wu et al. 2005). Participatory Design incorporates the related fields of inclusive design (Dewsbury et al. 2004); co-design (Druin, 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

Participatory research methods are used with a range of participants ranging from children (e.g. Hill, 1997); older people (e.g. Ross et al. 2005) and social/health service users (e.g. Wright et al. 2006). It is also commonly used in disability studies research, particularly learning disability research. At the heart of participatory research is the principle that it is research with rather than on people (Reason & Heron, 1986; 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). 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 (Cornwall & Jewkes, 1995; Zarb, 1992) where researcher and participant have equal status and power. Cocks and Cockram (1995: 32) however, stress that any alliances between researcher and participant must be “under the control and primarily in the interests” of disabled people.

Participatory approaches in e-learning research

The collaborative nature of the Internet calls for a participatory approach where users of the system have a say in the design and implementation of new procedures and technology.  In this manner, many of the pitfalls, obstacles, and misunderstandings normally found when introducing new technologies may be avoided.  Indeed, participatory design may offer the means to fully exploit the potential in new technologies and networking. Silva & Breuleux (1994:118)
It is reasonably common for teachers or practitioners to participate in e-learning related design and development. For example, Steeples (2004) described an approach, influenced by participatory research methods, in which learning technologists were involved in creating multimedia representations of their practice that could be shared with others online, in support of their professional development. One of the reasons that Steeples gave for the appropriateness of participatory research as a method in her research was that it “brings isolated people and distributed people together around common needs or problems”. In the LEXDIS project, we hoped to facilitate the voluntary participation of disabled learners with a view to coming together to explore the common needs or problems that disabled learners have when using technology to support their learning. Joyes & Chen (2007:81) describe a participatory approach used in the design of online training materials for online tutors and argue that: “understanding user needs, their preferences, their problems and confusions can only be achieved by frequent and profound communication between designers and users”.
There are fewer examples, however, of students being involved in participatory design or participatory research related to e-learning in higher education. Webster (2008) describes a method he calls RAPAD: (A Reflective and Participatory Methodology for E-learning and Lifelong Learning) where university students are required to participate in the design of a personalised learning environment as part of their coursework. This compulsion does not seem to reflect the full spirit of participatory design as described in this report, although Webster claims that the students benefit by gaining greater insight into themselves and their e-learning. He provides no evidence for this however, since in his reporting of the project, Webster gives the reader no sense of the student “voice”, or insight into their actual experience. 
3.2 Defining participatory research in the context of LEXDIS
Drawing from the fields of participatory design and participatory research, for the purposes of this project, we have defined learner participation 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; Nelson et al. 1998) 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.
In conceptualising the participatory nature of the research in this way, the LEXDIS team have mapped their approach against a framework offered by Radermacher (2006) which identifies six categories of participant involvement that range from non-involvement to participant-initiated, shared decisions with researcher. The LEXDIS methodology appears to fall into a category defined by Radermacher 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 (See Figure 1). Whilst this may not reflect truly non-hierarchical relationships as advocated by Cornwall & Jewkes (1995) and Zarb (1992), it reflects the reality of e-learning research in the UK where funders set the agenda and therefore provide the initial steer in terms of the focus or context of research. While funders may consult with policy-makers and researchers about what the agenda should be, this consultation rarely, if at all, directly involves learners.  This means that both researchers and participants find themselves trying to align their personal agendas to those of the funders.  This can cause tensions, which we will reflect on and discuss later in section 7.2.
[image: image2.emf]
Figure 1: Degrees of participant involvement: adapted by Radermacher (2006) from Fajerman and Treseder (2000)

3.3 Overview of the participatory phases of the LEXDIS project

With regards to the participation of learners in the LEXDIS study, there were 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. Each of these phases will be described in turn in the following sections. 
In addition to developing approaches that enabled the participation of disabled learners within the University of Southampton the LEXDIS project employed a range of approaches that enabled the participation of a wider group of stakeholders. These included: 

· Involvement of Student Support Services in recruitment of participants;
· The setting up of a project advisory group;
· Involvement of senior members of the university;
· Involvement of professional experts as evaluators of the project.

Involvement of Student Support Services

Following receipt of ethical approval in May 2007 from the School of Education at the University of Southampton 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 on their databases. 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. These were also available in large print, electronically and Braille if required.
Setting up an advisory group

In August 2007, the project set up an advisory group whose function was to: 

· Advise on specific aspects of the project related to their expertise;
· Provide support and guidance at each stage of the project – interim reports have been circulated every 6 months;
· Aid dissemination through their connections with other colleagues in their field of expertise. 

Members of the advisory group were experts in the field of disability and technology and two disabled students from outside the university: 

· Paul Blenkhorn: Sensory Software, Emeritus Professor University of Manchester; researches into speech and sight rehabilitation engineering needs for people with disabilities; expert in assistive technologies and software development.
· Natasha Boskic: Educational Technology Manager, University of British Columbia; e-learning and accessibility specialist; SOL*R project (Shareable Online Learning Resources).
· Martyn Cooper: Senior Research Fellow, Accessible Educational Media, Open University; EU4ALL Project. 

· Hugh Davis: line manager for the project as Director of Learning Societies Lab in the School of Electronics and Computer Science; represent the University of Southampton.
· John Sewell: Senior Advisor Specialist colleges, TechDis.
· Gary Wills: Senior Lecturer, Learning Societies Lab, University of Southampton; Personal Information Environments (PIEs)and their application (usability) in industry, medicine and education.

· James Llewhellin: Alumni from ECS, University of Southampton; Web developer. (wheel-chair user).
· Reena Pau: Postgraduate student in computer science, acting as a pilot student (Dyslexic).
· Izac Ross: Undergraduate taking Art course on-line in USA (Dyslexic). experienced user of assistive technologies with e-learning and social networking applications.

· Sarah Moore: Graduate Associate of the Learning Sciences Research Institute (LSRI) School of Education research interests in social networking experiences of people with disabilities and the transmission of the social facets of disability into the digital domain.  

Involving senior members of the university

Involving a senior member of the university in the advisory group has been an advantage in that it has helped the project to clearly align its aims and objectives to the learning and e-learning strategies of the university. This has enabled the team to successfully obtain continuation funding for the project from the university’s learning and teaching enhancement fund in order to embed the recommendations of the project into staff development initiatives.
Consulting external experts
It was felt that it would be helpful just prior to Phase 3 to involve external experts who would be willing to meet face to face to evaluate the proposed outputs of the project having not been involved at any stage of the project’s development.  The meetings occurred as a result of passing visits to the university and have been informal discussions around possible designs for the website already seen by the students, guides and types of content that could be included alongside the student case studies and strategies.  The experts were also asked what they would expect to gain by accessing the project’s website. 
To date the experts have included a consultant working in the field of disability and HE, an assessor for those students who receive a Disabled Students’ Allowance, an assistive technology company researcher and marketing manager, an equality and diversity advisor and a senior lecturer.

3.4 Overview of data collection tools
The data collection tools that were used in this project consisted of an online survey; interview plus and focus groups. These data collection tools have been used in both participatory design and learning disability related participatory research. 

Foth (2004) describes how he used a combination of online surveys, interviews, focus groups and participant observation with international students in order to inform the design and development of an online neighbourhood community network. Oosteveen & Besselaar (2004) also used online surveys as a device to check findings from interview data in a participatory design project aimed at designing and building an internet and smart card system to support mobile Europeans. 
Seale et al. (2002) used a focus group methodology to help older people identify and describe the nature of the mobility-related problems that they encounter, and then put forward ideas for their resolution, which might usefully be addressed by innovative assistive technology research. Richardson (2000) describes a participatory research project in which six people with learning difficulties participated in researching their own lived experiences. The method involved weekly group discussions. Richardson explains how the purposes of the weekly group discussions were to:  facilitate free and open conversation about the participants' lives and their views; create a forum in which the research data and analysis could be checked by the participants, thus involving them in the analysis and to enable participants to choose how the research results should be used. Kitchin (2000) interviewed 35 disabled people about their experiences of research and their general opinions concerning research. One participant said that they favoured the use of discussion based focus groups because they provide “supporting structures for a group who might be intimidated by the researcher”.
Interview Plus as a term is specific to the e-learning pedagogy programme. Mayes (2006) describes the interview plus method as the use of an artefact or activity within an interview to guide or stimulate recall or thinking aloud. Mayes offers two kinds of examples of artefacts or the “plus” aspect of an interview. The first is generated by the student and includes learner diaries, progress files or coursework. The second is researcher generated and includes observation of learners undertaking a task during the interview, or tracking data from a VLE. Although not called “interview plus” there are examples of similar approaches in the participatory design and participatory research fields. Dewsbury et al. (2004) describe how they used “cultural probes” combined with interviews and observations to inform housing design. The cultural probes involved participants using cameras, diaries, dictaphones and photo albums to capture aspects of their daily lives; in this case living space, which was issued in discussions with designers to explore housing design ideas. A similar approach is advocated by Anderson et al. (2004) as a method for involving students in the design of computer supported collaborative learning. It has also been implemented by Riddle & Arnold (2007) in their Learning Landscape project conducted at the University of Cambridge (although in this case, focus groups were used rather than interviews). In a participatory research study, Booth & Booth (2003) describe the use of an approach they call “Photovoice” with mothers who had learning difficulties. With this method the participants were given cameras with which they could take pictures of their “place in and experience of the world”. These photographs were then discussed using individual or group discussions in order to contextualise the images and tell the stories contained in the pictures. Booth and Booth (2003:432) argue that giving participants cameras is empowering because it “buries the issues of acquiescence and compliance frequently raised in other forms of research”.
The use of online surveys, interview plus and focus groups is not unique to research that uses a participatory approach; several general studies of disabled learners and e-learners in higher education have employed these methods, as have studies in phase one of the e-learning pedagogy programme (see Table 1). However, what is unique about the use of these data collection tools in the LEXDIS project is that participation influenced the nature and focus of each tool: 
· The participation of an advisory group, key university stakeholders and a “pilot” student influenced the design of the online survey; 

· The participation of students in the online survey influenced the design of the Interview plus tool;
· The participation of students in the Interview Plus influenced the design of the focus group.
	Data Collection Tools
	Phase One Studies
	Studies of disabled learners in higher education
	Studies of disabled learners and their use of technology in higher education

	Paper-based Questionnaire
	
	Mortimore & Crozier 2006

Fuller et al. 2004
	Cobham et al. 2001

Fidler 2002

Leung et al. 1999

	Online/telephone survey
	LXP (Conole et al. 2006)
	
	Fichten et al. 2000

Draffan et al. 2007

	Interview
	
	Shevlin et al. 2004

Borland & James 1999
Hall & Tinklin 1999

Riddell et al. 2005
	Fidler 2002

Goodman et al. 2002

ALERT Project 2004 [1]

	Interview (plus)
	LXP (Conole et al. 2006)

LEX (Creanor et al. 2006)
	Goode 2007
	Stiles 2002

	Focus Groups
	LEX (Creanor et al. 2006)
	
	


Table 1: Comparison of the use of data collection tools across a range of related research areas
The defining characteristic, therefore, of the LEXDIS project is the emphasis on using the data collection tools to engage participants in both the process and outcomes of the research, reflecting an emphasis on change and development as identified by Pain and Francis (2003:4)
The defining characteristic of participatory research is not so much the methods and techniques employed, but the degree of engagement of participants within and beyond the research encounter. Participatory approaches did not originate as a methodology for research, but as a process by which communities can work towards change.
4. Description of Phase One of the LEXDIS Participatory Approach
In this section, both the processes and outcomes of phase one of the LEXDIS participatory approach will be described and illustrated with examples where appropriate. Ethical approval was received from the School of Education committee (See Final Report for more detail).
4.1 The phase one process

Phase one of the project ran from May to June 2007. With the help of Student Support Services the recruitment email was sent out to all students registered as disabled within the University. The email (and the posters 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 online form. 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 2). 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 (See Figure 3). 
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.

Figure 2: Web-based questions presented to phase one participants
I have some questions regarding your research questions – I don’t know if I am doing this correct as I don’t really know what you are expecting BUT here it goes…
1. Are you comparing students without a disability with those that have a disability? I think these need to be made clearer as some questions start off talking about disabled students and others start off asking about students. 

2. I think the questions are too complicated. By this I mean you are asking too much in one question, e.g. question 1 could be two separate questions, asking about experience AND participation are massive things. In fact I think that this is the main research question and the others are sub questions.
3. I think that it would be a lot simpler if you split the questions up into categories, so they are a bit more logical. Personally, I think there are 3 distinct categories: 
1. How they use technology (facts) 
2. Experience of these technology (feelings)
3. How this facilitates learning (does it actually help?)
 
I’d be really interested to find out about question 5 regarding social networks, I know some people from other universities that use social networking in order for them into feel so isolated. Social networking is a really hot topic at the moment. I am part of a student working group that’s looking to understand more about the student experience and how social networking plays apart in this. 
 
[..] I REALLY don’t know if I have helped you. I am really sorry if I haven’t and I have got the wrong end of the stick (that tends to happen to me a lot!). OR if you understand what I’m on about… Happy to help with this research in any way I can though as its interesting – either talk to me or email. 

Figure 3: Example of the quality and quantity of feedback given by a participant in the pilot study

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 phase to answer the questions. In addition, 46, left an e-mail address to be contacted about Phase two of the project. Although demographic information was not sought from participants at this stage, evidence from informal contacts that participants made with the project team suggest that there was a mix of gender and level of study (undergraduate and postgraduate) within the sample, but that the majority of responses were from dyslexic students. 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 2). 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. 

	Themes
	Proposed Research Questions


	Number of ticks received


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

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


	35



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


	35



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



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



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



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


	33



	CRITICAL MOMENTS
	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 research question
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. [..]I went to a SOTON workshop on EndNote and that was very helpful but feel that there needs to be more support for distance learners like myself who rely on the computer to learn at SOTON. 

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.[..] I think the Blackboard system of accessing lecture material is a good way of learning. If the notes are printed (using the paper saving method, diagrams can appear to small so it is good to be able to log on and use the Blackboard system to go over the work. 

I used reference manager throughout my phd and found it envaluable I had to start using dragon voice recognition software a couple of years ago I have just started using mindgenius.
I'm worried that some of the information I get when researching online might not be valid. Most of the time there is too much information online and trying to sort through it all is difficult.

Sometimes access (e.g. VPN) to different information sources and software all in your favourite working environment is importamt.  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.

The assisstive technology has definatly helped.  After being diognosed as dyslexic through the software alone, my grades rose by 30%.

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 3). 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

I think the important thing with online links is that they don't take too much time.  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.

Re blogs: I find reflection very useful- whilst I’ve reflected on my learning experiences a lot, the only public reflective piece I’ve done is full of the positives, as it had to be positive

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.

	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: Frequency of responses (ticks) to each proposed method for capturing student experiences
A summary report was produced to show the difficulties the students had re-shaping the questions as most wanted to answer them. The project Research Fellow then met with 12 of the participants to discuss where the problems lay.  She also discussed at length more issues that might arise with a student who had been involved in the piloting. It was found that many needed further explanations and were then happy to offer alternatives to the questions on the website.  These alternatives and the responses to the online survey formed the basis for the final questions included in the phase two interview.
4.2 The phase one outcomes
The consultation with participants in phase one provided useful information which 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 a new question relating to previous learning environments. In some senses this was a hard decision to make, because it 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 as their perceptions of success are complex and influenced by many unknown variables. Later on, however, in phase three, we did feel able to ask the participants this question as part of a focus group discussion (see Section 6). It was however, a supplemental question, posed because the researchers felt the direction of the discussion was such that participants would not struggle to answer it, individually or collectively.
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 Appendix 1 for more detail). 
5. Description of Phase Two of the LEXDIS Participatory Approach
In this section both the processes and outcomes of phase two of the LEXDIS participatory approach will be described and illustrated with examples where appropriate.

5.1 The phase two process

Phase two of the project took place between September 2007 and May 2008. It involved participants contributing 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 participants’ choosing. Participants were recruited into phase two through a combination of purposive sampling and the snow-ball technique (see Main Project report for more details). The conduct of the interview in phase two as well as the collection of artefacts was highly influenced by our analysis of the phase one responses combined with meetings with participants in between phase one and two which enabled key decisions to be made in relation to:
· The nature of the artefact to be provided by participants;
· Delivery of Learner Profile questions;
· Time-scales.
Phase one had revealed a general preference for students to provide the project with links to resources or artefacts that they had created themselves (See Table 3). Further consultation with participants revealed a strong desire to offer the project examples of the strategies that they employed when using technology to support their learning. In other words, the artefact would be an illustration of learners’ strategies.

The funder (through the programme management team) had required all projects in the programme (including LEXDIS) to complete a standard Learner Profile questionnaire for each learner so that the programme overall could get a broad sense of the nature of the sample from which programme-wide recommendations and generalised principles would be drawn. Whilst the Learner Profile questionnaire did not appear on the surface to be overly complex (see Appendix 2) our experience from phase one revealed a strong likelihood that participants would not understand all the questions or terminology within the questions and that the impersonal nature of the questions could turn them off the project. We therefore felt that it would be appropriate to incorporate these questions into the main interview, so that the interviewer had an opportunity to explain the learner profile questions and give them a more personal or human veneer. 
With respect to timescales our experience from phase one led us to conclude very quickly that it would require more than one meeting with participants in phase two to conduct the interview and collate the strategies. Therefore for each participant in phase two, the interviewer met with them up to 6 times. The first meeting tended to be an introductory meeting, aimed at breaking the ice and familiarising the participant with the researcher and the research process. The second (and sometimes third) meetings focused on the interview (including learner profile questions). There then followed up to four additional meetings with participants in order to identify and capture their chosen strategies. Although this was incredibly labour intensive and meant that phase two lasted around nine months, the results obtained were varied, numerous, rich in detail, highly personalised and incredibly meaningful to the participants (see Figures 3, 4 & 5; Appendices 1,4,7 &8).
5.2 The phase two outcomes
In all, 31 students participated in phase two of the project. 30 from the University of Southampton and 1 from another project in the research programme (E4L). Ten of the participants had also taken part in phase one. The average length of the main interview (with learner profile questions) was around 45 minutes. Because the formal interview was only part of a range of meetings with the interviewer, we were able to create a trusting and mutual relationship with the students which meant that all of the participants were willing to stay in touch via e-mail, text messaging, MSN, Skype or mobile phone in order to provide more information (see figure 4 for an example), check data and produce the artefacts (see figure 5 for an example). This has proved invaluable to the project and is perhaps a more useful indicator of the amount or quality of participation that phase two of the project was able to facilitate. In particular, the provision of extra information was often initiated by participants and not researchers, after they had had some time to reflect on the questions asked in the interview.

Experience from conducting the interviews indicates that it was a good decision to include the learner profile questions, with several participants requiring help to understand questions, particularly those relating to e-portfolios and on demand video (see Appendix 3).

Analysis of the interview transcripts revealed that only two participants explicitly referred to themselves as disabled. Of the 14 dyslexic participants, only 9 explicitly referred to themselves as being dyslexic. By way of comparison, across the 31 participants, 228 strategies for using technologies to support learning were identified. The average number of strategies identified for each student was 7 (range = 2 to 14). This is interesting in terms of thinking about motives for participation in phase two. It appears the participants have more to say about technologies (as reflected in their strategies for using them) than their disabilities per se.

In terms of the media that participants chose to capture or represent their strategies, these ranged from PowerPoint slides, to flash slides and screen grabs with Word documents, audio notes which were transcribed for the web, blogs and content provided by e-mail or MSN messaging (See Appendix 4 for examples).
· Point two is perhaps the most crucial
· I don’t mind if you want to leave out come parts of the first one.

1.

Wireless technology is going to be a big help to me. At the moment, when connecting my computer to external storage devices (MP3 players), speakers, Hi-Fis, scanners and printers, I have to use wires. I find this annoying, as I cannot do this myself. Also, wires tend to get in the way.
The essential things, like printers and scanners, are permanently connected with wires. However, if I want to connect something that isn't absolutely essential, I sometimes feel inclined not to bother. I would very much like to investigate Bluetooth technology (or equivalents). 
For those non-essential things that are a pain to connect, such as an MP3 player, speakers or a Hi-Fi, Bluetooth capabilities would definitely come in handy. This would not only enable me to listen to music more – something which I very much enjoy doing and which helps me relax – it would also enable me to back up my files more regularly with a Bluetooth MP3 player. Furthermore, I keep lecture recordings on my laptop, and if I were able to connect my laptop to speakers or to a Hi-Fi more easily, I would be able to play back mixed quality lecture recordings with much greater clarity than on simple laptop speakers.
I would also like to have a Bluetooth mobile phone, so that I can contact people more easily by text. At the moment, texting via a mobile phone keypad is tricky. If I could do so remotely, via a computer keyboard, that would be a great help.
This doesn’t need to be in-built Bluetooth technology. If these things have USB ports then I can use USB Bluetooth adaptors. But the non-essential items described above invariably do not (yet) have USB ports. 

2.
What I really need invented or purchased for me, is electronic bookstands. I'm envisaging, thin, flatscreen computer monitors that display one or two pages of text. I assume these would work on a similar principle to electronic photo stands. I would want to be able to control them (preferably wirelessly) from my laptop PC.
The big advantage for me here would be with writing essays. I don’t find it sufficient to simply look at my notes on the same screen as the essay. I like to see what I’m writing while looking at the notes. It wouldn’t work if I had lots of windows on the screen, no matter how big the screen was, as this would just be confusing. 
So when displaying essay notes, I have to display them in paper format at the moment. I have to stick with three or four pages of an essay notes, for example. I can’t change the pages myself. If I didn’t content myself with these three or four pages, I’d have to be calling someone in every five minutes when I remember something that’s on page six of the notes, or in another document. 
With an electronic bookstand, if I remembered about another page or another document, I could easily look it up and have it displayed in an easy-to-see format, much like an able-bodied person can do by rearranging paper notes. For me, an electronic bookstand would be very useful idea.

Figure 4: Example of the kind of post interview contributions that participants made
Sun 05/08/2007 15:49

As you can see I've got my computer back yippee! I (hopefully) have attached 3 photos to demonstrate the strategy of dictating flash cards on the minidisk and then onto cd. Personally, I think 003 is the better one. Let me know if it's not quite what you were after and I'll take some more. 

Will try to get the other bits and pieces together for Wednesday (8th

Aug) if not before. See you then.
Mon 06/08/2007 11:14

I've made a short sample track from the anatomy flash cards. 

Hopefully I've managed to attach it! Not used to this technology!!

If it doesn't work then I'll bring it with me on Wednesday or I can re-record it then.
Tue 21/08/2007 11:59

I've attached (hopefully) an issue and strategy for inspiration in audio and word format.

Fingers crossed it's all attached and you can access it. Don't worry if you can't I'll also add it to my memory stick and bring it with me next time. Which reminds me we need to set a date. I can come in any time so will leave it to you to set the day but as usual would prefer to come in the morning about 10am.

Sun 09/09/2007 18:47

I have attached a 'large' version of the inspiration mind map - Case study Mrs Smith. I have done 3 different versions for choice. A word version and two powerpoint versions not sure if these are how you wanted them?

In putting together the ppt versions I have learnt that the first version was useless unless you could read the presenter's notes easily which unless you print them off it's not ideal. So, that led me to the second attempt where the text was on the slide next to the pictures. But then I discovered that texthelp will not read ppt slides. Unless you know different? So maybe the word version is more useful.

Have also attempted yet again to attach an audio copy of me reading about how to put together a mind map for a case study.
It's in a WAV format this time (whatever that is!). Let me if you can access it. 

Thu 11/10/2007 21:03

I have attached the pdf file I tried to read using texthelp. I copied it into word and the text went all skew whiff.  Sentences are disjointed and spread over several lines. Texthelp wouldn't read the text so I copied the text in chunks into the web definitions box (listed under the book icon) and then texthelp was able to read it. I don't appear to have the screen shot button after all even though the version of texthelp that opens says it is 8.1.

Also attached is the final version of Medical spellex test I carried out on certain words that crop up time and time again in physio. I have also added at the bottom that it has the facility to access the defintion of the word by linking to the internet via spellex.

Figure 5: Example of effort participants made, post-interview, to produce illustrations of their strategies for the project

6. Description of Phase Three of the LEXDIS Participatory Approach

In this section both the processes and outcomes of phase three of the LEXDIS participatory approach will be described and illustrated with examples where appropriate.

6.1 The phase three process

Phase Three of the study took place between May 2008 and February 2009 and focused on: 

· Involving participants in validating and interpreting the results of the study;

· Enabling participants to contribute to the design, content and dissemination of project deliverables and outcomes.

The first aspect of participation involved transcript validation and the running of a focus group. The second aspect of participation involved collaboration over the design of strategy database and case studies for the project website.

Transcript validation

Interview transcripts, once typed, were e-mailed to participants for correction and additions.  In a few cases the corrections were carried out in a further meeting to make it easier for the student and this also provided a chance for more strategies to appear.  However, on the whole this was carried out by the student making use of comments or corrections in Microsoft Word see examples below:
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[image: image4.jpg]Downloading podcasts?
| dont know what they are.

Think of them as audio files, where a lecturer has left a chat about
something online, perhaps, a learning space, or they have left you an
audio file?

'mnot really into that sort o thing. | should be, really. I'm not aware that our
lecturers do that. The only leaming that fals into that category is the video
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Or comments were made in a return: e-mail for example 

E.A. 

I've had a look through that transcription and it all looks fine to me

Hi,
Everything is going well at university at the moment thankyou
That transcript all looks fine, there is only one change i would make - that the name of the microsoft software deal is 'Ultimate Steal' and I dont think this offer is still available.
I am free all of this week if you want to meet up, just let me know a date that is suitable.

The corrections were mainly due to poor transcribing or further explanations around the topic discussed; in only one case did a student ask for a few sentences to be removed from the transcript. 

Giving interviewees the chance to validate their interview transcripts is not a technique that is unique to participatory research; it is quite common in qualitative social science and health research studies that use interviews or focus groups (e.g. Cass et al. 2002). However, it is an essential element of participatory approach in relation to ensuring that the “voice” of the participant is the voice that the participant would want to be heard. 
Focus groups

A focus group was held in May 2008 to which all the participants were invited. Despite the fact that the focus group was held during the end of year exam period, 15 out of 30 participants attended. Starting with lunch and ending in a mock-up of the website the focus group lasted about 90 minutes. We explained to the participants that the purpose of the focus group was to share with them our initial interpretations of the data that we had collected. Taking into consideration that many of the participants were dyslexic (and so would find it difficult to read lots of information) and some had manual dexterity problems (and so would find it difficult to hold lots of handout material) we chose to present the results in 6 summarised PowerPoint slides (also produced as a one page handout) and to give a verbal commentary, supplementing the information on the slides with additional quotes and examples where necessary (See Appendix 5). Striving to make the focus group stimuli accessible and simple reflects a point made by Gilbert (2004) about the need to keep focus groups free of jargon. 
The main findings were summarised and presented to the participants as: 
· As a group you appear to be resourceful and adaptable learners;

· As a group you appear to have a love-hate relationship with technology;
· As a group you appear to be making informed, yet complex decisions about your use of technology.

For each of these findings, we asked the group whether they reflected their own personal experiences and views and whether we were misrepresenting the findings or missing something important from the results.  We stressed however that the interviews had revealed a wide range of views of experiences and that these findings did not reflect what all the participants had shared in the interview. The final two questions in the focus group sought advice from the group regarding disseminating the findings. We asked: 
· What do you think the key take home messages from the LEXDIS project should be? 

· What should we advise the funders about how different your use and experience of technology is compared to other learners?
The focus group was lead by Jane Seale, and facilitated by E.A Draffan and Mike Wald. The responses to the main planned questions led the research team to introduce some follow up questions to the group, which included: 

· How representative are you as a group- have we just happened to end up with 30 people who are resourceful and adaptable? 

· Are there different decision-making processes that go on when making decisions about technology for learning and technology for socialising?

· Does using assistive technology make you better e-learners? 

Design of the strategy database

At the end of the focus group, we showed the participants three different mock-ups of what the interface to the online database of student strategies would look like and asked for their views and preferences. We followed this up with an email to each participant giving them a URL to an online submission form which contained screen shots of various ideas for browsing through the strategies provided by participants. Each screenshot option had a box that participants could click if they preferred that option. Participants could also add comments on their choice at the bottom of the form (See Appendix 6) Submissions were anonymous.
Design of the case studies

In conjunction with providing opportunities to check and validate the interview transcripts we also asked participants to provide their own summarised case study (with a particular emphasis on their strategies) that could be published on the project website (see Appendix 7 for an example). We felt that this was particularly important, in order to allow participants to describe themselves using words and terms that they felt comfortable with rather than have the research team assign them labels (particularly in relation to their disability) that they may not necessarily accept or identify with. Two pertinent examples of this are students who have had had an assessment for specific learning difficulties including dyslexia, and students who have mental health issues. Dyslexic learners tend not to see themselves as “disabled” and can reject the label and any support offered to them that has this label attached (Mortimore & Crozier, 2006). Students with mental health issues are often reluctant to assign themselves this label in public for fear of being treated differently or stigmatised (Megivern et al. 2003).

Most participants felt comfortable authoring their case studies independently and e-mailing a word document to a member of the research team. A few however, preferred to meet up with the team member to go through the web page on-line and to send a picture later. This tended to happen for participants who had other pressing commitments (e.g. exams) or for participants who found writing difficult or stressful.

6.2 The phase three outcomes

Transcript validation
Three participants sent back corrected documents, the rest made comments in e-mails.

Focus groups
Evidence from the focus groups suggests that there was general agreement with our main findings. No-one expressed concern that the findings would falsely represent the experience of individuals or the group. One participant expressed surprise that the other participants in the group did not completely appear to share his view of technology: 

Although everyone’s an individual, I’m still surprised at the message that people really aren’t sure how much it [technology] has helped them. Maybe in my situation, where I need it quite so much, but I would have I would have expected everybody to be as transformed by it as I was- I think we’ve all got things from it [technology]. I think I would like to get over just how revolutionary it has been for me and I think we touch on that when we said that CELT people [equipment assessors) couldn’t cope. There are some things I could do without, there aren’t many, but there are a few, but it still helps a heck of a lot; and I would like to reinforce that message.
For the most part, participants gave examples from their own experiences which served to illustrate or expand on the findings presented.  However, participants felt comfortable enough to indicate when their experience did not match those of others. A nice example of this is a discussion around the helpfulness of DSA assessors and the assessment system. One of the research team had asked a supplementary question about whether there are different decision-making processes that go on when making decisions about technology for learning and technology for socialising? One participant responded with a really powerful statement: 

“When it’s for socialising you can select what you want, but when it is for learning you have to take what is available”

This statement triggered long and passionate contributions from three participants who shared how the assessment system seemed to take choices away from them. However, after they had finished speaking two other participants felt able to contribute contrary experiences. One simply said “my assessor was lovely”; another said: 
 I just had a pocket PC. They asked: do you want this, this and this? and I said yes or no, and it all got delivered. I didn’t have a problem with that.
Participants not only felt comfortable to disagree with one another, but to disagree with statements made by the research team. A good example of this is when a member of the research team shared an early hypothesis with the group that using assistive technologies makes people better e-learners. Two participants with vastly different technology backgrounds offered contrary responses to the proposed hypothesis: 

I’ve depended on technology since I was four […] If you are more used to using it, then you will learn quicker. 

As someone whose disability came later in life, I have found that the fact that I was already using technology helped me learn the assistive technologies.

These examples provide good examples of participation that is inclusive in nature, where all participants have a chance to contribute and are under no pressure to acquiesce and agree with the majority view or the view of the focus group leaders. They also highlight another key aspect of the interview results, which is that while there appear to be some main trends or patterns in the responses, the group of participants are by no means homogenous in their technology experiences. 
In contrast to the interviews, the focus group provided a useful forum for exploring how similar or different the participants’ technology experiences were to other learners. As a whole the responses indicate that the participants felt that they were not technophobes, they were reasonably comfortable using technology to support their learning. They could however identify other disabled and non-disabled learners who were either more or less proficient at using technology than themselves: 

[…] very few people in our generation are going to be complete technophobes, but one of my friends he still hand-writes his essays, even though he’s very slow.; and then he gets someone to type it up, because his typing is just as slow. And I go mad, who do you do that? It’s just ridiculous; you are making life really hard for yourself! OK Dragon’s not perfect, but give it a go. And he says Oh I don’t know that sounds really complicated […] and I though oh dear you sound like my mum. How old are you? 25!
Although I’ve progressed with my use of technology, when I’m on a par with the rest of my classmates I’m about average.

[..] There are other things like Word and stuff that they [non-disabled learners] are just as good at using, because they use it just as much as we do

My friends go wow when they see me use inspiration to plan my essays.
The focus groups were also useful in gaining consensus about what participants felt the take home messages from the research should be: 
1. Technology is not scary. Whatever your disability or learning need, there is probably some kind of technology that can help you.

2. Some technology that supports the learning of disabled learners might also benefit other non-disabled learners. Having said that, it is not helpful to adopt a one-size fits all approach to everything. Not all learners (disabled or non-disabled) will like using the same kinds of technologies.
3. Some technologies are essential for disabled learners and they couldn’t cope without them, some are less essential and disabled learners can cope without them or would prefer not to use them. Furthermore, disabled learners base their decisions about technology use on a range of different factors. 
4. The benefits of technology for disabled learners are greater than for non-disabled learners. Conversely disabled learners are more disadvantaged than non-disabled learners if they cannot access the technologies they need to support their learning.
5. Technology training needs to be tailored to individuals’ specific needs and offered on a “need to know” basis.
6. Technology assessments need to enable disabled learners to make informed decisions about their technology needs. 
7. Lecturers need to be more aware of how technology can be used to support the learning of disabled learners.

Design of strategy database 
Around 15 participants responded to the online survey about the design (look and feel) of the strategy database . As with the previous survey, participants not only gave their responses (in this case checking boxes to indicate preferences) they also added commentaries and explanations regarding their responses (See Appendix 8). The responses are detailed and give clear explanations for preferences. On the whole students chose the cleanest look that had a Google appearance and when this was checked against the external experts’ comments it was clear the latter preferred to have some explanation on the home page before entering the database.  This may be due to their need for more information about the content whereas the student had provided the data, so were very familiar with the headings and results from browsing.  
Design of case studies

When discussing the provision of a case study (personal account) the only guidance given to the students was: would it be possible to have a personal photo or picture that meant something to them to add interest to the web page along with two headings:
· Summary of the course taken;
· Description of strategies used/
In providing case studies, some students sent word documents which they knew would be transferred to the back end of the database to appear as part of the web site in the future.  
Hi E.A.

Here comes the long-awaited PhD summary with the photo.  I threw a few more sentences in, but feel free to edit it any way you like.

Best wishes

Some worked directly into the back end of the database and were able to preview the results during the face to face meeting.  One student was able to log in and add his own content as he had access to the password protected database due to the fact that he had helped with its design!  
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The look and feel of the database output will depend on the user’s browser set up, as these case studies will be seen as web pages. This was explained at the outset of the project. There was no limit to the amount of content the students wished to provide or the type of media, although when discussing this aspect with students, it appeared to be less time consuming to provide audio for individual strategies rather than for the entire web page. 

Each case study was completed after the interview and often after discussions about some of the strategies that the students had provided, with the idea that this page would link to those items entered separately into the database.  Students appeared to accept that they would be able to check their work on line, as they had all worked with on-line forms in the past, such as those available in FaceBook etc.  A test site has been set up with the idea that checking can continue remotely during the summer and autumn months. 

7. Evaluation of the LEXDIS methodology
In this section we will discuss what we consider to be indicators of successful participation and reflect on potential challenges to participation for a project such as LEXDIS.
7.1 Indicators of successful participation

Participatory research is often discussed in relation to how much participation is facilitated. Terms such as ‘shallow’ or ‘deep’ and ‘narrow’ or ‘wide’ can be applied to participatory research when debating how much control or ownership participants have, or how many or few people are involved (Cornwall & Jukes, 1995). However, a review of participatory research literature reveals that few, if any; participatory research projects offer formal, measurable indicators for “successful” participation. Several researchers such as Naylor et al. (2002) argue that evaluating the extent of participation is complex. A key reason for such complexity stems from concerns regarding the values that non-disabled people may place on perceived “levels” of participation by disabled participants: 

Our quest to do participatory action research in the ‘right’ way (Reason, 1994), and the preoccupation with searching for the elusive ‘ideal’ form of participation, is often based on non-disabled assumptions about the best ways to participate. This can lead to exclusionary processes. It also diverts attention away from, what I would consider, the more important aspect of participation, that is, of having a choice to participate. We need to work towards valuing and acknowledging the many different faces of participation and accept that while there may be a ‘right’ way that this ‘right’ way must not be based on non-disabled standards. We can do this by lessening the emphasis on enabling participants to maximise their ‘level’ of participation, and emphasising the need for them to be informed and have opportunities to choose. (Radermacher, 2006:135)
For Radermacher, successful participation might be usefully judged by evaluating the opportunities that participants had to make informed choices regarding their participation. For Stewart & Bhagwanjee (1999), the quality of participation can be judged by evaluating whether member participation informs all stages of the research. We would argue that in the LEXDIS project, participants were able to make informed choices regarding their participation during all phases of the project. This is evidenced, for example, by our attention to detail regarding the media and content of project information that we produced and disseminated. We would also argue that in the LEXDIS project, participants informed all stages of the research, both in terms of process (e.g. interview schedule design) and outcome (e.g. website design). These indicators of success have contributed to the success of the project in terms of the nature of the participation that we originally planned at the beginning of the project: 
· We have managed to recruit more than the planned 30 participants;

· The participation of these 30+ participants has been maintained throughout the 24 months of the project.

The team have taken some satisfaction from the knowledge that the recruitment of 31 disabled learners exceeds that achieved by many other studies that have focused on the experiences of disabled learners in higher education and others also offered to join during Phase 2 of the project. Borland and James (1999) for example recruited 22 disabled learners, while Fidler (2002) recruited 10 and Goodman et al. (2002) recruited 14. The fact that all the participants have maintained their participation throughout the 24 months of the project is a considerable achievement for three main reasons. Firstly, the project took place during key assessment and examination periods for the students. Secondly, two or three participants came to the end of their study and left the university to take up jobs; but were still happy to continue their participation in the project. Thirdly, a handful of participants experienced ill-health during the project, but were keen to continue their participation upon recovery. The following extracts from email exchanges with participants, many of which were unprompted by us, serve to illustrate the willingness of participants to continue their participation beyond the interview phase:
If you need any further assistance from me please do not hesitate to get in touch and I will do whatever I can. I sincerely hope the project is going as well as you hoped.

Also, as we agreed before, feel free to e-mail me about any other things that we could/should still sort out re the LEXDIS project.
Everything looks good from what I have read, seems a bit silly really to read what has been spoken! I am pretty busy at the moment as have a lot of work to do and so little time but when I am free maybe in two weeks or so I will email you so we can meet up. Is that alright?
We feel however, that the greatest success of the LEXDIS project has been in the different ways in which participants haven chosen to participate and engage with us, ways which were not specifically planned or intended by the project team at the start of the project. These include: 
· Two participants making significant contributions to the technical development of the website and the strategy database. In The on-line database was developed by a disabled student who had left the university the previous year and was on the Advisory Group.  The links between the database and the web pages along with the accessibility additions to the audio and flash movie player have been developed by an MSc student.
· One participant  who became enthused about the focus of the research has taken up an internship with a view to pursuing a PhD in the area;  He will be developing a rubric for the accessibility and usability checks. Three participants will be joining further discussions with the Support and Synthesis group for dissemination meetings and one of these students has now taken up a post as an e-learning facilitator at a local college.  She has been sharing her wish to make Moodle easier to use and has developed an interest in accessibility and HCI to the extent that she hopes to take an MSc in the subject.  
·  Another participant has developed an interest in producing software to solve issues around colour for those who have deficiencies of this nature and hopes to pursue a PhD in the field of accessibility and technology.  His non-disabled girlfriend has also become interested in the project and will be taking a PhD in the same field! 
· Dissemination will also be helped by a student returning in the autumn of her final year, who has offered to design publicity leaflets and a student who has just left to take an MA in journalism will be co-authoring, with a member of the research team, a chapter in a book on the subject of “Listening to Learners in the Digital Age”.

7.2 The challenges of using participatory approaches 
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). The extent to which participants have the skills and experience to genuinely be able to contribute to the analysis and interpretation of data, also needs to be considered (Richardson, 2000). In a recent paper, we have reflected on the main challenges to participation for phase one of the project (Seale, Draffan & Wald 2008). In this report, we will extend these reflections to consider all phases of the project. The experience of conducting the LEXDIS project revealed five main challenges to using participatory methods: labelled participation; informed participation; valued participation; non-hierarchical participation; empowered participation and transformative participation. These will be discussed in turn.

Informed participation
A major potential barrier to informed participation in phase one and two of the LEXDIS project, was the use of language and jargon. In phase one, 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” suggested that not all participants understood the terms and therefore may have struggled to understand the focus of the study. In phase two, several participants did not understand some of the questions in the learner profile that asked about use of Virtual Learning Environments or e-portfolios as evidenced by comments such “What’s that?” and “I don’t know what that means” (See Appendix 3).

Whilst terms such as technology and I.T are quite ubiquitous, it is possible that terms such as e-learning, assistive technology, Virtual Learning Environment and e-portfolio 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 (See Appendix 9). 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. 
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. 

Informed participation is not just about understanding jargon, it is also about understanding the purpose of the research and the reasons behind the requests made of participants. For example, this participant struggled to see why she had been encouraged to contribute something to the LEXDIS blog:

Another thing with blogging, is that you have to want to and there needs to be an underlying reason behind it. So for this LEXDIS blog, I didn’t understand the point of it and forgot about the blog, which means I didn’t contribute. But now I’ve remembered, I’ll try to update more often. As I can see more and more how its relevant to me.
In phase one, a key issue that was highlighted in relation to understanding the purpose of research, related to participants’ understanding of the research roles they had been asked to adopt. We feel that 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 (as research 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.

Labelled participation

A continual tension for the LEXDIS project team throughout the whole of the project was the extent to which we labelled our participants as disabled. We were acutely aware that many students reject the label “disabled” as assigned to them by higher education assessment (e.g. dyslexia screening) and benefit systems (e.g. DSA) because they do not consider themselves to be disabled, or because disability is not an integral part of their self-identity. Furthermore, disabled learners are often wary of disclosing their disability for fear of meeting with a negative reaction or being disadvantaged in some way (Hall & Tinklin, 1998; Olney & Brockelman, 2003). Olney and Brockelman found that university students in the US, with apparent and hidden disabilities, concealed their impairments for a variety of reasons: 
· Those with invisible disabilities expressed concern that others would not believe that they had a “real” disability;
· Participants felt that others would see them as less competent;
· They wished to be viewed as consistent and trustworthy;
· They worried that others would see them only as needing help rather than as someone who can give and take in a relationship.

These concerns are perhaps reflected in some of the comments that our participants made in the phase three focus group: 

I’ve had some people claim that dyslexia is just a made up thing and I was like OK, someone who doesn’t have any idea what it is like to have dyslexia, you just can’t say that[…] I’m not pretending to be dyslexic just so that I can get a laptop. 

My condition is that I am vulnerable to stress and I don’t feel that I have a disability, I just feel that I have problems dealing with things as easily as I used to.
We initially wondered if participants’ reluctance to contribute video clips of the strategies they use in phase two of the project was evidence of reluctance to being publicly identified as disabled. However, we have learnt that learners in other phase two learner experience projects have expressed similar feelings suggesting that disability was not the primary influencing factor for such reluctance.
Our awareness of the tensions around labelling and disclosure influenced our recruitment literature. For example, in our phase one email to all participants (see page 15) and our posters we do not mention disability at all. On advice from staff in Student Support Services, it was considered that many dyslexic students would be put off participating, if the project was too associated with “disability” (many prefer the term specific learning differences). We therefore relied on the fact that the email and the posters were being specifically targeted to groups that were known to be formally assessed as disabled. For example, the email was sent on a closed email list that Student Support Services use for all disabled students in the university. The posters were placed in areas such as the Learning Differences Centre and the Assistive Technology Service which were dedicated spaces for disabled students. There was a risk however, that being non-specific in the actual recruitment information, we might not actually recruit the intended participants. 
The tensions around labelling meant that we were also aware of the importance of interacting with participants primarily as learners rather than as disabled people. In all our interactions with participants, particularly in the phase two interviews and the phase three collation of case studies, we were careful not to put words in the mouths of the participants and instead left space and opportunity for participants to refer to themselves as disabled, if they wished to.  This has meant that only 9 of the 30 participants explicitly referred to themselves as disabled or dyslexic in the interviews. In the participant authored case studies 40% have referred to their disability “label” but three of those were in such an oblique way that it was almost unnoticeable. All the students tended to describe functional difficulties related to the tasks undertaken and the technologies being used.  We have carried this principle through to the design of the website and the strategy database in that we have not organised the student case studies or strategies around disability “labels”; preferring instead to offer a browse field focusing on difficulties. . For example, the database can be browsed on the term “short term auditory memory” which could be linked to many disabilities  depending on the environment and task in hand, such as mental health issues, dyslexia, attention deficit disorder or other cognitive disabilities. This approach is not without its problems in that we have struggled to find an accessible word to describe function that does not have negative connotations. We have opted for “difficulty”, but this has not been without debate or disconcertment (see empowered participation) amongst the project team and our external evaluators. Our participants however have not objected to the term “difficulty”. This may be in part due to the fact that participation in the project has enabled them to share the things they do AND don’t have difficulty with. Indeed we have identified significant abilities across the group in terms of digital literacy or agility (see main project report). The project has therefore not dwelt on exploring deficits or deficiencies, but has tried to emphasise learner needs. As one focus group participant said: 
The important thing is understanding what people’s needs are […] whatever your disability or learning problem is; there is probably something that can help you. 

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 disabled students 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 offered advice on how e-learning and associated technologies can be more easily accessed by students with disabilities. For phase two participants (who volunteered to tell the project about their e-learning experiences) we offered 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 FORTUNE [2], 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 needs 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). 
While the effort to remunerate participants is laudable and important; it is interesting to note that when it was suggested that the team provide a letter of recognition for the research undertaken by the participants, this was willingly taken up by at least one participant who intended to use this reference when applying for jobs. 
And one last thing you mentioned having a letter or similar for my CPD stating my participation in the project (being participant led etc). I'm in the process of getting my portfolio together which will be reviewed by my tutor end of Nov in preparation for the job hunt in Feb so it would be very useful.

Furthermore, at the time of writing this report, not all participants have claimed their vouchers. This leads us to consider what other factors motivated the students to participate in the project. In other words, in addition to considering how the LEXDIS project team valued the participation of disabled participants, it is worth also considering what the participants valued about participating in the project. Many participants valued the opportunity to share their experiences in the hope that other students would learn from the strategies and technologies used: 

Technology isn’t scary if you can get help and advice from people […] With the website that we are putting up and people are searching for things it will make assistive technology less scary.
Other participants valued the opportunity to share their experiences in the hope that it would change lecturers teaching practices: 

A couple of modules where I’ve had lecturers who don’t really know my circumstances, I have needed the extra support and it’s not been given, because they’re not aware of what’s going on, even though they have been told.  

If I get support for E-learning?  No, I think everyone I think is missing it … Everyone takes it for granted that using Blackboard is easy and simple.  Then even the professor doesn’t even know how to use Blackboard, so he puts everything in the same place, because this is the only thing he knows how to do.  It just looks ridiculous and he tells you – he doesn’t know exactly how to use it.  It looks horrible.  There isn’t enough …

I think they should just be aware that physically disabled students may well benefit from electronic resources. They shouldn't automatically assume that disabled students will definitely want things in electronic format. However, they should be aware that it is likely that many will want this. Perhaps lecturers should say, at the beginning of their course, that if any student has a particularly strong desire for things to be given in electronic format, the student can let them know, ideally from the start.

Some participants valued the opportunity to participate because they hoped they would personally learn something (usually about assistive technologies or e-learning) that would enhance their own learning: 

[…] it was another outlet for training, because I haven’t had my training for software and it was an opportunity to practice what I had learnt […] a good opportunity to get my training in and also to reinforce what I had learnt […] The research has helped me learn more about how I need to access things and how to use technology. 
You're welcome for the intreview.  I enjoyed it very much and it helped me to realise some things too.  I think there's still a lot for me to learn on this subject and I can still learn to use the software I was already using more efficiently.
The lessons that can be drawn from our experiences of attempting to value participation through remuneration, is that participation can be recognised by more than financial remuneration, it can be recognised through the development of personal skills (research skills and knowledge of the research process) and transferable skills (how to use technology) which may be of benefit to participants in future education or employment. Whatever ways are used to value or reward participants, a key principle that we would draw out from our experience is that the rewards for a project team should not be greater than the rewards for participants; a principle echoed by Kilpatrick et al. (2007: 367) in their participatory research involving younger people:
It is important, however, that the process is not unbalanced and that the adult team who gain the funding for such studies and, inevitability, the kudos and publications arising from them are not the only ones to reap the rewards […] Paramount, however, was the value that the peer researchers themselves placed on being able to give voice to the experiences of other young people, particularly those whose voices may not always be included because of the very problems in engaging them in research.
Non-hierarchical participation

In the introduction to this report, we have already acknowledged that the LEXDIS project was not completely non-hierarchical in the way that it was originated. That is, disabled learners were not involved in initiating the project, they were engaged in the project after funding had been obtained and the initial research questions had been postulated. However, during the project, there were other challenges to the hierarchical nature of the relationship between researcher and participant; the most significant one being the possession of expert or privileged knowledge. 
The saying “knowledge is power” is a popular one that resonates with many people. When considering knowledge and power in participatory research, the relationship is acknowledged as being complex (Gaventa & Cornwall, 2001). One view of the relationship is that participatory research should empower participants, through the construction of their own knowledge, in a process of action and reflection. But we have to be careful of making assumptions that participants in the project started from a position of knowing nothing. They were recruited into the project, because they knew something that we as researchers did not know- the individual nature of their disability, the impact of course requirements and the influence these elements had on the technologies they used in support of their learning. What we found however, was that there were times when we knew something that the participants did not know, yet wished to know. We had what Cornwall & Jukes (1995) called “outsiders’ knowledge”.
Specifically, we came to realise that because our Research Fellow (E.A Draffan) was an experienced assessor and assistive technologist she found herself in situations when interviewing and interacting with participants, where she knew that the technology being used was not appropriate (e.g. had been inappropriately recommended by assessors or incorrectly set up by providers) or that there were better alternatives available. This created a dilemma for her in terms of what to do with this knowledge. To withhold the knowledge ran the risk of exerting some kind of power over the participant, and further threatening the potential for a non-hierarchical relationship between researcher and participant. To reveal the knowledge to the participant ran the risk of being accused by outsiders of blurring the normal boundaries between researcher and participant in terms of trying not to influence, skew or bias that which you are studying. This created situations where professional, moral and personal judgements had to be made about the extent to which the project team could share knowledge. These judgements, sometimes prompted by specific questions or queries by participants, sometimes not, meant that on occasions E.A shared with the participants the expert knowledge she had about the technologies and ways of getting of them. For some participants, this new knowledge had a positive outcome for them in terms of ease or efficiency of learning. 
After considerable reflection, we felt comfortable with this and felt that the benefits outweighed any possible perceived “costs”. What we felt happened in the LEXDIS project was that a spirit or tone of reciprocity was created whereby participants taught researchers things they didn’t know and researchers taught participants things they didn’t know. Furthermore, we felt that this reciprocity or knowledge-sharing was evidence of some kind of non-hierarchical relationship between researchers and participants. By facilitating such two-way exchanges of information, we wondered if the participants’ relationship with us, particularly E.A, has “bound” them to the project, as much as their relationship with the research per se. 
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. Several researchers have explored the extent to which disabled participants genuinely have ownership of participatory research (e.g. Chappell, 2000). 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 learners 2.  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, led the project team to feel that they had to negotiate ownership of the project on behalf of the participants. In Section 5.1 we described how we felt we had to adapt the learner profile tool into our interview so as not to alienate our participants. This was not entirely successful, in that many participants struggled with some of the language used in the profile questions. The process of using the learner profile questions therefore, was not entirely empowering for the project team or the participants.  But, there was also a danger that the outcome of using the learner profile questions would also be disempowering. 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, energy, commitment, information, good-will 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 and other phase two learner experience projects, by their very nature, are qualitative research projects, interested in experiences, beliefs, attitudes and values. Because of this, we would argue, like Smith and Osborne (2003), that for such research 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, a Diversity Advisor asked us the question: “Do you want to look at a particular activity, task or difficulty or do you want to look at students’ issues and strategies?” and offered us an alternative way of visualising the organisation of the database (See Figure 6).
Another evaluator, a disability in HE consultant 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: 

Thesaurus words not very helpful re ‘difficulties’ (all similarly negative) and I don't like challenges - far too American ('vertically challenged' that's me!).  I will carry on thinking […] How about 'individual barriers' and 'organizational/educational barriers' for the two different areas??  Just a thought..
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.  This lead to a dilemma, voiced by E.A Draffan: 

Should we leave it out?  Will people need a way to browse by disability?  We really do want to avoid the medical model and yet use labels that people understand. Can we find an alternative?
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Figure 6: Alternative organisation for strategy database, offered by an external evaluator.
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. Despite this evidence for shared ownership, there is some evidence to suggest that some participants did not perceive themselves as entirely owning the project:
It’s wonderful to see the fruit of your work.  Still, most if not all the glory goes to you for making us spark with ideas and putting it all together.  Well done! I’m really happy to be a part of your project [..] Have a wonderful day.

It would appear that we have more to do, to empower all our participants to perceive the project as theirs as much it is ours.
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 (ref) 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.
Transformative participation

In our phase one email to potential participants we made a rather bold statement: 

[..] it will be a chance for you to make a difference to the way we can support on-line learning [..]
By promising participants that they could make a difference, we committed this project to deliver some kind of change. We were not specific however, about what kind of change and how that might happen. The research literature talks of change both as an outcome and a process of participatory research. Duckett (2001:831) talks about seeking “positive change through the very process of doing the research” and urges us to attend not just to the outputs of a research process, but to the through-puts. In many senses we feel quite comfortable talking about change in relation to through-puts. We can talk about how levels of knowledge and awareness changed for both participants and researchers, during the process of participatory research. Knowledge about the use of language, about the joy and pain of specific technologies; how technologies support learning and the barriers to learning that some technologies present. We can also talk about how our roles as researchers flexed and changed at different phases of the project as we negotiated the challenges of working with different stakeholders. Finally, we can talk about how our relationship with participants developed throughout the project. Despite all this, we suspect that the LEXDIS participants anticipated a different kind of change. We suspect that they anticipated changes in relation to outcomes for other disabled learners.
In terms of the outcomes of participatory research, participation is argued to bring about changes in the power relationships (French & Swain, 2004; Gilbert, 2004); changes in attitude; changes in funding priorities (Duckett, 2001) or changes in practice. We cannot talk however about a change in our practice (in this case use of technologies to support disabled learners), in the way that participatory action researchers might, because we have not used the research to change our own personal e-learning practices. At a local level, however, we plan to use the deliverables from the LEXDIS project (websites, strategy database and practitioner guidelines) as part of an intervention strategy with lecturers, whereby we offer desk-side coaching to lecturers to help them improve and develop their use of technologies with disabled (and non-disabled learners). This spin-off from the project, called ELEXDIS, has been successful in securing internal funding from the University of Southampton. The challenge for the team will be to evaluate if and how local practices change as a result of LEXDIS and ELEXDIS. At a national level, we can make recommendations to JISC about how they might use the results of LEXDIS to try to inform and change the practice of lecturers (and others) across all higher education institutions. But for both local and national initiatives observable changes are likely to take months if not years. The challenge for us therefore, will be to keep participants informed and regularly updated on how their case studies and strategies are being used and to discuss with them whether and how these actions reflect their expectations and beliefs about “making a difference”. Our participants were so passionate and enthusiastic during the project, we would hate for that passion and enthusiasm to turn to cynicism and disillusion. 

If changes in practice are generally slow and require long-term goal planning; one outcome of the project has been relatively quick and offered us some immediate benefits. That is, as a result of participating in the LEXDIS project we have experienced an increase in our confidence to speak on behalf of disabled learners. The fact that we have first hand information of the issues facing disabled learners when trying to use technology to support their learning is helping us to produce much more powerful arguments when working for changes in practice (Nightingale, 2006). 

8. Conclusions 
In this report we have described and evaluated in detail the participatory methods employed in the LEXDIS project. Drawing from this description and evaluation we would argue that that through our participatory approaches we have managed to obtain: 

· Detailed and contextualised learner voices;
· A project where all stakeholders feel committed and have some vested interest in taking the results further and responding to them;
· Informed and relevant pointers as to how to respond to these voices and be transformative.

Pain and Francis (2003) warn against promoting a model of participation that is certain to work every time and in line with this we do not offer this project report as a simplistic recipe or cookbook that is guaranteed to promote  successful participation if applied to other contexts. Promoting participation in research is not difficult in that it does not require special skills or knowledge; but it is hard in terms of the effort and time required to make it work as well as the continual challenges that participatory methods present researchers in terms of their attitudes, values and assumptions regarding disability and research. We would concur however, with McAuley et al. (1999:776) who argue that “participatory research, like all research, is not guaranteed to succeed, but nevertheless it is often rewarding for all partners”. 

It is far too patronising to say that the LEXDIS project has given disabled learners a voice. Equally, it is disingenuous and naïve of us to promise that the LEXDIS will by itself transform the e-learning experiences of all disabled learners in UK Higher Education. We do however have two key responsibilities, along with JISC and other stakeholders. Firstly, we are responsible for using the knowledge generated from the LEXDIS project to raise a critical awareness amongst stakeholders which will enable them to take action; to respond in specific and direct ways to what the participants have said and done. Secondly, we are responsible for initiating debate within higher education and the e-learning communities about how to move from what Sinclair (2004) called one-off, isolated participation and consider how participation becomes embedded as an integral part of our relationship with learners in higher education.
9. Recommendations for the use of participatory methods in future learner experience projects

In light of our evaluations and reflections we would make the following recommendations for the use of participatory methods in future learner experience projects: 

1. Conducting a learner voice or learner experience project is not in itself enough to make it participatory in nature. 

If all that participation involves is the traditional extracting of or gathering of information from participants, the term participatory should be avoided (Pain and Francis, 2003). 
2. Be clear about the nature or level of participation that you want or are able to facilitate in your project. 
There are different levels or types of participation (See Figure 1) which give researchers and participants different roles and responsibilities. Try to be clear about this yourself, and communicate a clear message to participants about the proposed nature of their participation.  

3. Identify all relevant stakeholders to a project and work to ensure their participation through a variety of means.
Learners are clearly the key stakeholders, but don’t forget other key stakeholders such as student support services and lecturers. 
Participation can be broadened out to include membership of advisory groups, invitations to evaluate the outcomes of the project; requests to pilot the tools; opportunities to present the project results at conferences or co-authoring of research papers. 
4. Ensure that the project is adequately resourced.
Funding bodies such as JISC are strongly encouraged to consider the resource implications for participatory projects, particularly with respect to the staff time it takes to facilitate prolonged facilitation and meaningful remuneration for participants’ time.
5. Involving participants in all phases of the research, particularly the focus and design of research, reaps both anticipated and unanticipated rewards in terms of outcomes.
We would encourage funding bodies such as JISC to consider involving learners in the commissioning, management and evaluation of future learner experience projects.
6. Involving participants in early stages of the project makes participation in later stages more likely.
This may require advanced planning and organisation in order to negotiate and secure early participation from learners. The short timescales that funders often give to bid for funding, however, frequently mitigates against such planning.

7. Learner participation is more likely if the research is viewed as relevant by participants.
Try not to make assumptions about what learners will consider as relevant and meaningful to them; seek advice from learners themselves about the value they place on the focus and nature of your proposed project.

Pay attention to the methods and media that you use to inform participants about the project, to ensure that messages about relevance and value are accessible in every sense.
8. Consider creative and varied ways in which the project can genuinely recognise and value learner participation.
Opening the door to research participants is not the same as inviting them in. Learners are fast and accurate judges of tokenistic attempts at participation.
9. Informed participation can be jeopardised in unintentional ways if attention is not paid to the language and jargon used in all research communications with participants.
The language of e-learning is not universal, and has the potential to exclude and present barriers to participation if not carefully used and considered.
10. Consider what potential there is in the project for participants to participate in ways that were not originally anticipated.
For projects where ownership and empowerment are genuinely and continually negotiated, participants may wish to participate in different or additional ways.
11. Be sensitive to the labels that you might wish to assign to participants and how you might use these labels outside the project.

“Disabled” is an obvious label that has sensitivities attached to it. Depending on the context in which learner experience projects are being carried out, other labels may be equally as contentious e.g. mature student; single parent; or overseas student. 
12. Continually evaluate and reflect on the participatory experience facilitated by the project.
Ownership and empowerment are emotive ideals that can capture the hearts and minds of participants. In participatory research, reality continually challenges the ideology. Long held traditions in academia and research mean that sometimes, deliberately or unwittingly, ownership of research is denied to participants, or empowerment hindered. 
13. Be clear whether and how the research contributes to a transformation or change agenda. 
A primary motivation for participation by learners in research projects is a desire to change things (i.e. improve the learning experiences) for themselves, or fellow or future learners. This can mean they invest a lot of time, energy and emotion in a project. Try to engage in a continual dialogue with participants concerning what changes are possible in the short, medium and long term; how observable or tangible those changes might be and how exactly the project will contribute to the changes. This is not about negotiating “realistic expectations”, where everyone but the participant knows that “realistic” actually means “no chance”. This is about informing hope and anticipation in a truthful and moral manner.
Notes
[1] ALERT:  http://www.bournemouth.ac.uk/alert/
[2] FORTUNE project: http://www.fernuni-hagen.de/FTB/fortune/principl.htm
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Appendix 1: The 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.


	Addressed by Question 6 in the combined learner profile and interview schedule:

See Appendix 2 


	
	
	Addressed by Question 7 in the combined learner profile and interview schedule: See Appendix 2



	 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 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 [..] when i first got to uni i was a bit confused about what resources where avaliable to me, such as people to check my work and how and where to get in touch with 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.
	 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)




Appendix 2: 
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Interview and Learner Profile
(discussion in participation with the student – face to face)

	Information about you

	Name:

	Contact email:

(Confidential This will only be used by researchers to contact you with results or possibly for more information)

	Reference number:

Project ID:   LEXDIS
	Age:

	Gender: Male | Female
	First language: English | Other (please state) 

	Educational status (tick one): In full time education | In part time education | Not in education

	Employment status (hours per week; tick one): Full time 30+ hours | Part time <30 hours | Part time <10 hours | Not employed 

Other responsibilities e.g. caring for children/dependents?  yes | no
If yes, please state:

	Main programme of study (tick one): 
A level | NVQ | Foundation | Undergraduate year 1 |  Undergraduate year 2 | 
Undergraduate year 3 | Postgraduate | Other (please state)

	Highest previous educational qualification (tick one): 
no qualifications | NVQ level 1- 3 | GCSE | A level | Foundation degree | Undergraduate degree | NVQ level 4-5 | Postgraduate certificate or diploma | Postgraduate degree 

	Main place of study (tick one): 
Home/student residence | Home/residence using a computer connected to the Internet | Workplace | College/university/learning centre | Other (please state)

	Any accessibility issues (see below for examples of what we mean): yes | no 

If ‘yes’ and you are willing to indicate the nature of your difficulties, please tick all that apply:

Specific learning difficulty (e.g. dyslexia) | Blind or partially sighted | Deaf or hard of hearing | Wheelchair user or mobility difficulties | Autistic Spectrum Disorder or Asperger’s Syndrome | Mental health difficulties |  Other difficulties (please state)


	Information about your technology use

	1. I have access to a computer connected to the Internet (tick all that apply): 

At home/student residence | At work | At university/college/learning centre | Other location (please state)

	2. I use a computer (tick one): 

Every day | A few times a week | Less than once a week | less than once a month

	3. I access email and/or the internet (tick one): 

Every day | A few times a week | Less than once a week | less than once a month

	4. I have customised my computer( to suit my personal preferences (please see below for examples of what we mean): yes | no
If yes, please indicate which of the following you have customised:

· tool bar(s) and menu items

· mouse buttons

· background colours

· icon sizes

· print size on screen

· language
· other (please state)

	5. I own the following technologies for my personal use (tick all that apply):

· mobile phone

· iPod or mp3 player((
· palmtop or personal digital assistant (PDA) ((
· laptop

· digital camera((
· digital video camera((
· webcam
· digital audio recorder
· assistive technology: hardware or software (e.g. screen reader)
	6. 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

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

Information

· 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

Software

· Using word-processing software (e.g. Word) to write an assignment

· Using spreadsheets or data analysis software (e.g. Excel)

· Using modelling/simulation packages (e.g. geometry, CAD, 3D graphics)

· Using design tools e.g. graphic/animation/web design

Assessment

· Submitting materials for assessment online

· Taking a computer-based test or examination

Presentation

· Using a web page, wiki or blog to present information

· Using PowerPoint (or other slideshow software) to present information

· Using an e-portfolio

· Using an electronic whiteboard

Communication

· Contacting tutor using email

· Using an online discussion forum to share ideas with other learners

· Accessing course materials (e.g. slides, notes, podcasts) via a VLE

· Video or audio conferencing

Mobile

· Learning via a mobile phone or PDA



	8. I am able to use my personal technologies (including assistive technologies) at the place where I learn: yes | no

If no, please briefly describe any difficulties you have encountered.   

	9. 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?) 

	10. On a scale of 1-10 do you feel you are a confident Assistive Technology User?
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	11.  Do you feel using assistive technologies affects how you learn?

	12.  Do the assistive technologies affect what you learn?  



	13.  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?



	14. Do you feel your previous learning environments (school, college etc) have affected your current use of technology? 

	15. 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?  

	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)



	Other comments




Appendix 3: Examples of participants not understanding the learner profile questions 
	Andy J
	Have you used the Virtual Private Network (VPN) that the university offers? I don’t know what that means.

What about using on-demand videos? What do you mean by that?

What about an e-portfolio? What’s that?

	Andy L
	Use on-demand video? What’s that?

An e-Portfolio? What is an e-portfolio?  I certainly don’t have anything like that. 

	Ben C
	An e-portfolio? I am not entirely sure what that is?  

	Ben
	Accessing course materials, etc, via a VLE. What’s a VLE?

Virtual Learning Environment. No.

	Chloe
	On demand video? What’s that?  Oh I have used 4 on demand – yes.

An e-portfolio? what’s an E-Portfolio!? – reflective log - no.... 

	Hannah
	Using an e-portfolio? Any idea what they are?

	Kate
	An ePortfolio? What’s that?

	Michael
	Using e-portfolios – a reflection portfolio? Don’t know what that is - No, I have never tried it.

Accessing course materials, slides, podcasts via a VLE? What’s a VLE?

	Nick
	What about using on-demand video? I really feel I should know.  I didn’t think I was a total technophobe, but I must be.  What is it?
Using an ePortfolio What’s that?  – No.

	Russell
	An ePortfolio? What’s that?  On my departmental page I do have links to stuff I’ve done at uni – projects, etc, which is similar.
That’s very true.  Accessing course materials, notes via a VLE? Virtual Learning Environment?

	Sarah B
	What about using an E-Portfolio? What’s that?  Oh I think I know - Online thing about myself?   I have never had a portfolio of stuff to display. 

	Stacey
	On-demand videos? What’s that?  I just download music.
Wikis and blogs? What’s a wiki?

An e-Portfolio? Maybe – what’s that? (laughing) I have had to do a journal of all my work, but it was always paper copy. 

	Tom
	Wikis, blogs and online networks?

What’s a wiki?

	Tracey
	What about downloading Podcasts? I have no idea what that is. 

Using a wiki or a blog? laughing - You’ve lost me!

An electronic whiteboard? What’s that?  Description - No


Appendix 4: Example(s) of artefacts provided by students to illustrate their strategies
A Blog 





An e-mail
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Blogging
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computer was up the creek:

‘To err is human, but to really foul things up requires a computer”
Farmers’ Almanac, 1978
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stressed, out crazy EA shouting random things at her computer!
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Appendix 5: Triggers for discussion in the phase three focus group
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Appendix 6: Screenshots from the online survey used to assess participant preferences for the LEXDIS website and strategy database layout
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Appendix 7: Example of a participant-provided case study

Kate
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Summary of course taken
I am a third year law student at the University of Southampton. I was initially intending to read Psychology but felt that I would have a better chance of obtaining a job in the legal sector. I suffer from Juvenile Idiopathic Arthritis, which affects all of my joints. I find writing difficult due to the stiffness and pain in my fingers and wrists, so I prefer to type my work whenever possible.  Once I have graduated I plan to take a gap year after which I will study for the Legal Practice Course, hopefully followed by a two-year Training Contract in a solicitor’s firm.

Description of strategies used. 

Due to the physical difficulties I have with writing, I have been assigned a Learning Support Assistant (LSA) who takes notes for me in lectures. I also use an electric wheelchair, as my hips are badly affected by the arthritis. This, combined with the fact that I cannot bend very far, means that I can only use desks that my wheelchair can fit under. There are several height adjustable desks in the Assistive Technology Service (ATS), which I find extremely useful. Initially I did not have one at home, so I was using my laptop balanced on my lap. I now have a height adjustable desk, which means I can work at a comfortable height without making my hips or back ache.

Even though I find typing easier than writing, some days my fingers are so stiff that I cannot manage even this. I tried a program called Dragon Naturally Speaking, but it never seemed to recognise my voice properly and it took a long time to correct all of the mistakes it had created. Now I dictate to my LSA and she types for me. 

As I am disabled I receive Disabled Students Allowance (DSA). This has provided equipment for me (including the laptop and desk mentioned above) as well as a certain amount of funding for photocopying. The ATS uses a system whereby you can ask someone to go and get a book for you, or if you have the book you can take into the photocopying service and they will do the photocopying for you. I find this a very good service as I cannot reach to gets books off shelves or to put them on the photocopier. At the end of the term I am sent an invoice for the photocopying, which I pay and then get refunded through the DSA. 

I also suffer from eye strain. One of the problems I have is that sometime tutors scan in pages from a book as a pdf. This is readable if they scan in one page at a time, but when they scan a double page it is too small to read. The problem is then made worse by the fact that, because it is a pdf, you cannot make the text bigger, use a text reading programme or search the document for key words. I find that I have to magnify the document to 140% to read it, but then I get eye strain very quickly when I read from the computer. I have got around this problem by re-scanning the document and converting it to a Word file. This means I can read and search it, but it is a long process and only works if it is accessible text.  I have to get someone else to do the physical scanning for me as I do not have the dexterity in my fingers to enable me to use a flatbed scanner.

I have recently tried to use Microsoft Vista to see if any of the new aspects of it would help me. However, the laptop I bought crashed within a couple of hours of starting it up. I did have the chance to try some of the programmes, and I found them quite hard to use – mainly because the icons had been made so small. I now intend to switch to an Apple MacBook because there is much more scope to make icons bigger and adjust settings to your own personal preferences.

After the experience I had with Windows Vista I am always conscious of saving my work in case the computer crashes. I usually save the document to my hard drive and to my USB Pen Drive. However, I sometimes find it awkward to plug in the USB, especially if the hole is on the right hand side of the computer, as I have very limited mobility in my right shoulder. I have found it is a good idea to back up all files onto a zip drive or external hard drive, as these are easier to use than fiddling with a CD. 

Appendix 8: Participant responses to the online survey regarding website and strategy database design

	wheres the pink?!

	I like the simpler pages, becuase they are far easier to negotiate your way around, and are asthetically more pleasing. Though, it is important to include all the necessary information.

	I like C1 as a browser page as there is not a lot of information wich can distract the attention of the user, which can cause an element of time-wasting. However, I do not think this should be the initial introduction to the LEXDIS site but that there should be a link from the Welcome page to this. Results page B2 gives the user a clear selection of results but also provides a little further information without being overwhelming. The different colours of A3 give indications of content, alternative and additional information.

	An opening like c5 is great simple and very nice and the next page should look like b4. The top menu matches the colours of the opening page and is very informative and colourful and such is very attractive.

	I prefure b5 layout because i use coloured overlays and find a white screen too taxing on my eye (which i use my eyes alot for- i mean this is a dyslexic way). From looking at the layout it looks easy to navigate to which i belive is a must for a dyslexic student, for example sussed and blackbord took me ages to learn how to navigate because it was complex.

	a5 looks the most readable and is clear in its' layout - not too cluttered. I really like c5 but it doesn't really give enough information for the welcome page.

	Less cluttered - easier for dyslexic students

	b1 - less busy and squashed than a1. c1 does not have a welcome page that explains what the site is about. LEXDIS isn't as simple as the google search engine and therefore needs an introduction. I think if I found a link to the LEXDIS page and it looked like c1 I would be put off by the lack of info of what it was about.b2 - The main text is much more spaced out and there is less on the page. But if we are going down the road of having less stuff on the page then I dont think that the latest additings and news on the right hand side of the page is really necessary. c3 - i like the drop down boxes being on the left hand side. to compare with b3, b3 has about 10 icons on the left hand side. Are these all needed. Because a lot of them are missing on c3, which leave me to believe that they are not essential. I dont like all the different colours on a3, as if someone needs a blue background, they will only be able to read the bit with the blue background, and if someone needs a pink background, they will only be able to read the bit with the pink background. The page would make some parts of the text harder to read for different people. c4 - the other two have too many colours. a4 has two diff types of blue which are too similar, and b4 looks too busy. But cant we allow people to change the background colour to whatever they want? We must be careful not to set the colours so that students cant change them via their browsers accessibility options. a5 - black seems to contrast better with yellow than blue […]

	as long as they are not sharp on the eyes!

	c1 is good, but may not convey enough info. Perhaps a short paragraph at the top would help.

	As long as there is a home button and main navigation at the top and the search is on the left and tips I am happy.

	I did not like C1 beucase I like lots of information and in C1 I was expected to know what it was all about. I like to see menus on the left it feels natural. I like a2 because you have the oneliner but yu also have the small description.   A3 is best because it makes the page more interesting to look at and it is always useful to have tips that you are not searching for!

	I like both the 'a' and 'b' groups for layout. The problem with 'c' is mainly the welcome page. While it is fresh and uncluttered, it tells people nothing about the project. I chose most layout options in 'b' because I like the navigation bars at the top. Having said that, content wise I think it is important to have a 'Tip' section clearly visible. I really don't like the a5 layout. I can see why it might be useful (for people who are colour blind) but the beige and blue combination is horrible!

	cleaner, less clutter, fewer colours, fewer columns

	1a with no stuff down rt hand side but need news etc at top for later - need to know what you are doing but like clarity of C1,   b3 use subtle colours.


Appendix 9
Phase One Recruitment Email: First Version, Pre-Consultation

Dear student, 

Our names are Mike, E.A. and Jane and we work at the University of Southampton.  We have recently got some funding from a government funded organisation called JISC, to find out more about whether and how students with a disability are using online learning and related technologies as part of their university learning experience. What JISC particularly want us to do is to develop a series of case studies that capture the student “voice” and experience.

We are looking to recruit students who are studying at the University of Southampton (on any programme or course)  who identify themselves as having a disability AND are using either assistive and enabling technologies, on-line learning or social networking technologies as part of their learning and study activities. 

For the purposes of the project we are using the following three definitions: 

· Assistive or Enabling Technologies are any piece of technology you use to help you access your computer or information presented on the computer.  Examples would include screen-readers, mind-mapping, software, screen magnification software or alternative in-put systems

· On-line learning is any formal or informal learning resource or activity that you have to access or engage with, using the internet.  Examples would include materials lecturers put in the university virtual learning environment (e.g. Blackboard), using discussion lists, blogs, wikis, e-mail, pod-casts, or library information databases. 

· Social networking involves using the internet to communicate or interact with other individuals or groups (students or tutors) in order to enhance learning activities or experiences (formal or informal).  Examples could include using collaborative wikis, blogs, discussion forums or messaging services. 

The project has two phases: the first phase involves finding out from students what questions they think it is important for us to ask, as well as their ideas regarding the different methods that we could use to capture the student “voice” and experience and that students would feel comfortable with. The second phase involves contributing your experiences of the technologies defined above, so that a case study outlining these experiences can be developed. 

We are hoping that you can spare 10 to 15 minutes to help us with phase one of our study. If you would identify yourself as having a disability and a user of either assistive/enabling technologies; online learning or social networking tools we would like you to do one or all of the following three things.

Firstly, have a look at our proposed research questions below and have a think about how relevant or important you think they are and by replying to this email let us know which if any of the questions you would delete or amend as well as any questions of your own you would add to the list

Secondly, have a look at our proposed methods for capturing the student voice and experience and by replying to this email let us know of any methods you would delete or amend as well as any method of your own you would add to the list

Thirdly, if you would like to take part in phase two of the study, let us know by replying to this email and we will send you more information. Just to clarify, responding to our first two questions will not be taken as indicating a desire to take part in phase two, unless you specifically indicate in the text of your email reply that you want to.

All your replies to this email will be anonymised and handled in the strictest of confidence. If you want to check us out before responding, you can find out more the project at: http://www.LEXDIS.ecs.soton.ac.uk/index.htm

Finally, as a small thank you for taking the time to read this email we have prepared a list of resources relating to accessing or benefiting from online learning and related technologies, which you might find helpful. You can access it at: URL provided
I couldn't do a gif for the Opera strategy but I did find some more information which will hopefully explain more than I did:








Speed Dial


Typing addresses for sites you visit frequently is ineffective. Get your favorite Web page with just one click. Speed Dial is a set of visual bookmarks you see when you open a new tab, like a dashboard for your online life. To add a new page, simply click on an empty Speed Dial and Opera will make suggestions based on browsing history and bookmarks.





Mouse Gestures


With Opera you can navigate the Web with your mouse. A mouse gesture is performed while clicking and holding the right mouse button and moving the mouse in an easy pattern. Perform movements with the mouse to access well-known features like «Back», «Forward» and «Open new tab». Like Opera's keyboard shortcuts, mouse gestures are fully customizable, so you can tailor them any way you want.





� HYPERLINK "http://www.opera.com/products/desktop/" �http://www.opera.com/products/desktop/�





If you need me to do anything else let me know :)
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OH wow and now to make that look like something in Fijitsu color doctor!!�
�
�
�
22:49:46�
�
E.A.�
�
Jims�
�
hmm proto and deuto not too pretty in my eyes - lime green buildings behind grey white tree! Sorry �
�
�
�
22:50:43�
�
Jims�
�
E.A.�
�
gem says i must live in a very dull world�
�
�
�
22:52:18�
�
E.A.�
�
Jims�
�
yea that photo was gorgeous before i ran it through Colordoc! May have a bit of fun with your strategies!!! �
�



























� Student had sourced this Confucius quote from David Kolb’s writings


( By ‘my computer’ we mean a computer that you access and use regularly.


(( Also tick if your mobile phone has this function.
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