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(Working) Title

An analysis of accessibility support demands in electronic learning systems in the context of Higher Education Information Services. 

Your reasons and purposes for undertaking this project

This programme of study continues personal research and professional practice in the field of Information Science, particularly within the area of end-user systems accessibility.  

          Within Higher Education, there is evidence of constant innovation and changing approaches to provision of online services; however, the wide ranging and long term issue of user accessibility has clearly become a secondary consideration.  My PhD research should underpin improved provision of accessible systems for adult learners who are disabled (as defined by the Disability Discrimination Act and amendments).

Your research project

Most recently, the VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) has become an important feature of electronic service delivery within the HE Information Services sector, demanding close attention to issues of functionality, sustainability and usability. Whilst some research has begun to examine the functionality of e-learning systems, little attention has been paid to usability issues, in particular to the accessibility of complex Web based interfaces for disabled users.  Standards for achieving accessibility via technical specifications and interface design have been established for the conventional Web, however, it remains to be seen how far e-learning systems are conforming to these standards, and where the conflicts might be between educational features and usability. Institutions need to meet recent accessibility legislation and fulfil government targets to deliver widening access to Higher Education, and this can only be achieved by evaluating e-learning system usability and identifying continuing accessibility needs.

Research Aims

At baseline, the research project will examine the current levels of accessibility in e-learning systems (Virtual Learning Environments) and assess the difficulties faced by disabled users accessing system features, including interactive content, textual resources, navigation features and communication tools. Other activities may also include semi-structured interviews with educational support staff, including lecturers and Information Services staff supporting disabled users (e.g. e-learning support, disability support staff). 

     For the empirical research with learners, around three to four university sites will be selected, to assess more fully practices and policies in accessibility support within different e-learning systems, with practical investigation (e.g. via system testing using industry standard specifications) and research activities to gain user perspectives on system usability (e.g. via questionnaires or interviews); universities will be chosen to reflect leading VLE systems used across the HE sector, including Blackboard, WebCT and Learnwise.

        Institutions need to know which features should be avoided, or used with care to enable disabled students to access e-learning systems, and which features, which are educationally valuable, can be supported with additional training or other support for disabled learners. 

Questions for research may include the following :

The research question will be refined after the literature review and baseline study, from the following:
1. What are the main obstacle and opportunities faced by students when undertaking learning in an online context? (particularly considering the emergence of ubiquitous student-managed and non-contact based approaches to online learning).

2. What are the accessibility and usability issues in e-learning systems?

3. What are the training needs of disabled users in facilitating online learning (including motor, visual, cognitive and other forms of disability)? 

4. How can access and usability issues be practically resolved?

5. What are the implications of industry-standard developments (e.g. Web Accessibility Initiative) and legal legislation on online learning accessibility and usability?

Methodology

It is envisaged the research will include a practical research element to investigate questions raised in the study, primarily targeted at e-learning system users across selected Higher Education institutions.  

Core Issues for investigation may include:
· The experience of disabled students in accessing e-learning systems, including particular system features, e-learning interface, resource retrieval and other aspects of information access.

· Current trends in providing accessible e-learning systems amongst system developers.

Other Related issues that may arise:

· Levels of functionality provided by assistive technology for accessing e-learning systems (e.g. Braille readers, screen readers.)

· Guidelines for the implementation of e-learning systems for disabled users by support staff (including disability support staff.)

· Demands for user training in the context of assistive technology developments and accessibility features.

Research methods may include:

Use of questionnaires based on a standard format (e.g. Likert scale model) to obtain mainly qualitative responses from users, complemented by interviews and focus groups. Transaction logs may be inspected to see how disabled students have used an e-learning system, and compared with the logs of non-disabled students. As far as possible validated questionnaires will be used e.g.  to assess students’ perception of the quality of the learning experience using, for example, the Course Evaluation Questionnaire developed by the OU and the Revised Approaches to Studying Inventory (RASI).  Any survey tool developed will be piloted before using in the main phase of the study. Student needs will vary according to level of disability and type of disability, and this will need to be considered when selecting the sample for detailed study. Demographic factors (age, educational experience, gender, home support) also need to be considered.

Analysis and Evaluative methods may include:
Standard statistical packages (SPSS) will be used to examine any cross-tabulation, or associations, or grouping which emerges (e.g. through factor analysis). For the qualitative data, a qualitative data analysis software package will be used to assist coding, and derivation of themes, from the interview data.

Outcomes

The intended final outcomes of the research will be:

· evidence for the development of guidelines for disability support officers working within information services, and e-learning support staff in higher and further education institutions

· guidelines for disabled students to enable them to make informed choices about their approach to learning

Information Sources

The following range of information sources will be consulted :

· Printed Journals (e.g. Update, Program, Library Trends, Library Review.)

· Online Gateways and Databases  (e.g. OCLC, BIDS, OMNI, BUBL.) 

· Standard-Making and Regulatory Bodies (e.g. UKOLN, W3C, ISO, JISC.) 

· Online Journals (e.g. Ariadne, Biblio-Tech Review.)

· Government and other regulatory body publications (e.g. HESA, HEFCE, RNIB.)

· Books in the context of library management, trends in Higher Education and online learning.

· Reference texts, e.g.  ONS publications.

Training and preparation

I have worked for the past three years in the deployment of online learning with a Higher Education provider; I provide online learning systems training and support, including support for individuals with disabilities. I also implement accessibility and related technical standards in the provision of web-based services, including implementation of World Wide Web ''WAI' (Web Accessibility Initiative) standards, the US 508 (Rehabilitation Act) recommendations and other interface design standards.  I have recently written a 50,000 word book on e-learning issues for the library and information science publisher, Chandos, including discussion on e-learning accessibility and related legal, technical and user support issues. The title of this text is: Delivering E-Learning for Information Services in Higher Education (ISBN 1-84334-095-X). The preparation for this text comprises some six months preparatory research including e-learning usability and accessibility issues.

Proposed development

· Year one: research training, literature review, to help refine research question. Continue to make contacts with disability support staff, e-learning staff in other institutions.
· Year two: Piloting of tools to be used, development of research techniques
· Year three: Main empirical phase
· Year four: Analysis, supplementary literature review
· Year five: Complete writing up

