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Disabled students and VLEs — Introduction
Dr Barbara Newland, Juliette Pavey and Victoria Boyd

Introduction

The aim of the ALERT (Accessibility in Learning Environments and Related Technologies)
project was to examine the role of a VLE (Virtual Learning Environment) in disabled students’
attainment of pedagogical objectives. The project was based on a series of case studies with
disabled students and academic staff, and guidelines were developed from their opinions,
comments and observations. The project ran over a two year period, from July 2003 to July
2005.

ALERT was a Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) funded project under
the Strand 2 initiative for ‘Improving Provision for Disabled Students’. The project was run
between the Universities of Durham and Bournemouth and also supported by the National
Disability Team (NDT).

The ALERT guidelines are targeted at members of academic staff, student support units and
staff development and support professionals. These groups include learning technologists and
disability support staff. The guidelines aim to promote discussion, reflection and where
appropriate modification of existing practice and provision.

Each of the guidelines is divided into sections relating to pedagogical, practical and strategic
considerations of VLE use.

Background

ALERT was primarily concerned with how individual and institutional use of a VLE can
pedagogically impact upon disabled students’ experience, and in particular, support the
achievement of learning outcomes.

Many studies to date have focussed largely on technical aspects of VLE use and how these
affect the educational experience of disabled students. VLE software companies, such as
Blackboard and WebCT, have high profile accessibility policies which ensure that their
products are in compliance with international legislation, such as SENDA in the UK, Section
508 in the US and the Disability Services Act in Australia.

Though the focus of the guidelines is the pedagogical support of disabled students, the
recommendations that are made will apply to all students. Based on the principles of
accessibility and universal design, the guidelines promote a considered approach to the
application of VLE capabilities, and thus the establishment a more diverse and inclusive
learning experience and adaptive learning materials.

What is a VLE?

The term VLE refers to “the ‘online’ interactions of various kinds which take place between
learners and tutors,” (JISC, 2005). A VLE allows a flexible approach to learning and teaching
through access to resources, communication between both lecturers and students as well as
between students, and methods of assessment. This wide range of capabilities enables the
provision of an environment for a rich online learning experience.

Why VLEs and disabled students?

Students benefit from the capabilities of a VLE in a variety of ways, including the flexibility
afforded to them through the digital delivery of learning support materials, the ability to take
part in various types of online communication and the learning opportunities offered by online
assessment. Advance provision of lecture support materials, for example, enables students to
prepare for face-to-face sessions by familiarising themselves with terminology, vocabulary and
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concepts. This is particularly helpful for some disabled students who have problems with
reading or writing speeds, as a skeletal structure of the lecture will afford them more time to
listen and understand (please see ALERT guideline ‘Disabled students and VLEs — Learning
support materials’ for further information).

How to use the guidelines

Main body
The format of the guidelines has been designed to present first hand experiences of both staff

and students and align these within the context of research literature and practice to give a
holistic overview of effective VLE use. The quotes and context comprise the body of the
guidelines.

Recommendations

On the first page of each guideline, the ‘Recommendations’ box summarises the main points
from the pedagogical, practical and strategic areas. If a member of staff quickly picks up a
copy of a guideline, the most pertinent points are immediately available. These are expanded
and developed in the main body text.

Quotes

Each of the quotes used has been specifically chosen to complement the accompanying text.
This illustration of first hand experience provides a personal aspect to the guidelines,
reflecting how different issues have affected students and staff. If you are viewing the
guidelines in colour, student quotes are presented in blue boxes and staff quotes in white
boxes with a broken edge.

VLE recommendations

Throughout the guidelines are yellow ‘VLE Recommendation’ boxes. These are suggestions
of ways in which practice can be adapted to impact upon the topic which has been discussed
in the preceding text.

Discussion / Reflection points

These guestions are designed to prompt and promote individual and collaborative reflection
on what had been presented in the guideline and how it might impact upon existing practice.
Again, topics are divided into pedagogical, practical and strategic areas, and though no direct
answers are given within the text, it is hope that enough background information is provided to
form an effective basis for discussion.

Action points
The *Action points’ give examples of further activity which may benefit adapting existing

practice to be more inclusive, and refer the reader to resources on the ALERT website.
Encouragement is also given to forge links, if not already in place, with other specialists in
student support, such as learning support units or disability support services, to create an
improved and extended community of practice.

The guidelines are available at the ALERT website:

http://www.dur.ac.uk/alert
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Disabled students and holistic use of a VLE

Use of Virtual Learning Environments (VLES) can be adapted and extended to allow a more
inclusive learning and teaching experience for all students and provide particular support for
disabled students. This guideline presents key issues related to use of a VLE, based on
perspectives of disabled students and academic staff. Pedagogical, practical and strategic
implications have been identified and set in context within discussion and action points to
encourage extended reflection on individual, departmental and institutional practice.

A considered approach to VLE use

A VLE is an invaluable tool in learning and teaching and can
provide a wealth of opportunities for access to a wide range
of learning support materials and tools. Vital to the quality of
the students learning experience, however, is the way in
which staff utilize the environment. A considered approach to
VLE use ensures provision for a greater diversity of students
and appropriate implementation of learning resources can
result in a repository of re-usable materials, discussion
topics and quizzes, and more effective and evenly

“You feel supported, and

you feel like, if your notes
aren't great, you can get

better ones there, and for
revision it's just gonna be
so much easier. “

ALERT Student

distributed staff time.

Recommendations

Pedagogical
e Highlight to students how a VLE can complement face-to-face sessions. This can be
achieved through the adoption of blended learning, where a combination of face- to-
face and online learning is used.
¢ Encourage use by making tasks highly interactive and thus allowing students to

materials.

Practical
e Promote use of the VLE in face-to-face sessions, so students are aware of what
materials are available and what is expected of them.
e Promote a consistent appearance and navigation structure. Make decisions about
which tools and areas are appropriate and those which are not on the VLE interface.
This will involve deciding which functions should be available to students, eg. make
sure no empty folders or dead links appear.

Strategic

e Encourage use of the VLE by other academic and service departments, to foster a
multifaceted support community online. Such a community may include disability
support units, sports or recreational societies or careers services.

e Work collaboratively with colleagues to ensure a high level of consistency between
modules. This will impact on students’ expectations and be of help to students with
poor organisational skills.

¢ Conduct an overview of departmental use, to promote consistency and staggered use
of interactive tools so students experience and can contribute to a balanced

assume independence and take a level of ownership of activities and learning support

programme.
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Pedagogical

Support of face-to-face

Students believe that the use of a VLE as a repository for
learning support materials or as an area in which to engage
in interactive learning activities enhances the face-to-face
learning experience (ALERT, 2004). Although it is clear that
students do not feel that the VLE as a sole environment
could replace contact with tutors, it is invaluable as a
convenient, flexible and dependable resource for lecture
support materials and interactive learning activities. This is
particularly relevant to those students with a physical
impairment who might be restricted in being able to engage
in face-to-face interactions.

Laurillard states that VLESs can provide the "context of
delivery" which enables students to achieve the maximum
benefit from their study. This is vital as "the most stunning
educational materials ever developed will fail to teach if the
context of delivery fails" (Laurillard, 2002).

“...our tutor always tells us
our work in the tutorial, but
also sends it out again (via
the VLE), you can always
ask him questions, he gets
straight back to you...”

ALERT Student

fundamentally a supporting
mechanism, and not one
that necessarily drives the
way in which | deliver my
teaching.”

ALERT Staff

references to its capabilities in face-to-face sessions.

VLE recommendation: integrate the use of the VLE within the curriculum by including

Collaborative work, community and peer support
Encouraging students to work together fosters a sense of
community and shared problem solving. Students can
benefit from collaborative working in a number of ways and
enable them to learn about VLE use through shared
experience. This is particularly beneficial for those students
who experience feelings of isolation because of their
disability, the development of an online community offers
them flexible access to peer support. Peer support groups,
which either meet in person or online, can also help students
to become familiar with the capabilities of the software. Such
an approach illustrates Mason'’s Integrated Model of VLE
use (Mason, 1998), in which student centred, collaborative
learning is key.

“I think other students have
been more of a help than
the technical support or the
lecturers as far as
(troubleshooting using the
VLE) goes.”

ALERT Student

ways of encouraging students to participate.

VLE recommendation: encourage students to work collaboratively by establishing
online groups. Self-selection and assigning roles within these groups can be effective
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Encouraging exploration

By making students aware in face-to-face sessions of what
materials are available for their course through the VLE, they
can be encouraged to interact with the environment and
further their independent study. In giving students the
confidence to use the VLE at a basic level, in communal or
shared exercises, individual independent use can be
promoted. VLE use can afford students greater control over
their learning experiences (Eurelings at el, 1999), which is
especially important for disabled students with a diversity of
needs in terms of material delivery, format and timing.

“...if the benefits (of the
VLE) are stressed enough,
then I think it is down,
eventually, to the individual
to make the effort and to
actually start searching ...”

ALERT Student

VLE recommendation: build students’ confidence by demonstrating VLE tools in face-
to-face sessions. This visualisation will give students an overview of potential uses.

Discipline specific appropriate use

The various tools within a VLE offer a high degree of
customisation and the potential to deliver a course tailored
to the needs of the discipline. For example, students
enrolled on a Law course might benefit more from the use
of discussion boards to moot topics whilst the use of
multiple choice or short answer questions in a quiz may
lend itself better to subjects in the scientific discipline, such
as Chemistry. There may be problems in the reproduction
of symbols of scientific notation, virtual whiteboard tools in
synchronous discussion areas can be used for clarification.

“...an online quiz just isn't
(useful) in Law. | suppose
the physicists or
mathematicians might find
them useful. ”

ALERT Student

For more traditional subjects like Law, a VLE can ease the physical burden on those students
with mobility problems by providing reading lists and digital documents in the place of heavy

texts.

confidence in face-to-face sessions.

VLE recommendation: promote a more accessible learning experience by considered
use of the VLE e.g. provide reading lists or announcements to assist students with
mobility impairments or promote use of discussion boards for students who lack

Practical

Simplicity of interface

Though the capabilities of the VLE are numerous, many of
the features may not be appropriate. By turning off activity
areas or unnecessary buttons, the interface is made clearer
and the content more obvious to students. Unused areas
and tools of the VLE can lead to frustration and de-
motivation of students. Where “shells” of courses are
automatically created for each module in a VLE, but not
actually used to store content, the potential exists for
students to be enrolled in essentially empty content areas.

“...there may be tonnes of
important stuff that I've
missed because I've never
had the time to go through
every one of my courses
clicking on buttons.”

ALERT Student

content is relevant.

VLE recommendation: keep navigation obvious, intuitive and simple and ensure
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Consistency

Keeping a uniform appearance to all modules will help
students recognise, remember and plan their use of the VLE.
Students with memory or concentration problems, slow
reading speeds, dyslexia or dyspraxia benefit from having
resources in a defined and constant space. This impacts on
both navigation and appearance within the VLE. A consistent
appearance and structure helps all students (Cann, 2004).

“...it's taken me a lot of time
just to find my way round a
given module. And there's a
very poor consistency
between modules...to the
way it's laid out...”

ALERT Student

of information are similar across courses.

VLE recommendation: try to ensure that navigation, appearance and the organisation

Awareness and training

A major consideration in extending use of a VLE is
awareness of its capabilities and provision of training.
Naturally these requirements will differ considerably for staff
and students, but an ongoing and visible support service is
vital in ensuring confidence in users. Whilst many students
can see the potential applicability of a number of tools in the
VLE, unless they have seen it in practice (where relevant),
they may be unable to apply a valid learning scenario. For
staff, it is vital to consider the flexibility that the VLE allows in
designing courses within it, and to reflect this in the materials
they produce (De Boer and Collis, 2005).

“...certainly refresher
courses and introductory
courses would have been
more helpful. And also |
think lecturers ...really
stressing the need to get
online and what is online
and to use it as best we
can...”

ALERT Student

VLE recommendation: establish inductions for staff and students, and regular
sessions thereafter, through liaison with your IT department or technical support.

Strategic

Extended community

Most students have recreational, pastoral or academic
related bodies of which they are members in addition to
belonging to an academic department. By having a presence
for these services or groups in the VLE, students can access
a more extended variety of support information,
announcements and communication facilities. This is of
particular relevance to disabled students, who can keep
informed of support activity of the disability support service in
the same virtual location as their academic support

material.

“I think the disability
services should have one (a
course area in the VLE) so
notices could come on
there rather than in your
inbox... it would be a good
way of incorporating that -
keeping it all together.”

ALERT Student

VLE recommendation: provide an extended community for students through liaison
with student support bodies such as disability support services, and also pastoral and
recreational organisations. In so doing, much of their learning support and recreational

material can be made available from one location.
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Departmental /Institutional overview

Conducting a departmental or institutional overview can highlight trends in use of a VLE by
academic staff and develop awareness as to the expectations and demands placed on
students. Working strategically to conduct an audit of tools used and timescales adhered to
will underscore who is using the VLE, in what way and with what objectives. Ascertaining
when different discussion boards, for example, are run within a term can help in scheduling
interactive exercises and consequently enable students to contribute equally to a number of
tasks and experience a more balanced workload. Such an overview or audit may also be
useful in establishing communities of practice and support networks in championing innovative
and engaging use of the VLE, and promote increased use as a flexible learning of the VLE as
an “universal utility” (DfES, 2005).

VLE recommendation: conduct a departmental overview of how the VLE is being used
and what tools best support learning objectives. Not only will this enable peer staff to
share practice, but also give an illustration of which different activities students are
taking part in on a larger scale.

References

ALERT project, available at www.dur.ac.uk/alert, last accessed July 05
Cann, A., 2004, in Assinder, S., Education & Training Group Symposium, Trinity College,
Dublin, September 2004, available at
http://www.socgenmicrobiol.org.uk/pubs/micro_today/pdf/110411.pdf, last accessed
July 05
De Boer, W. and Collis, B., Becoming more systematic about flexible learning: beyond
time and distance, ALT-J, Research in Learning Technology, Vol 13, No 1
DfES, 2005, Harnessing technology: Transforming learning and children’s services, DfES
e-Strategy, available from http://www.dfes.gov.uk/publications/e-strategy, last
accessed July 05
Eurelings, A., Gastkemper, F., Kommers, P., Lewis, R., Van Meel, R., & Melief, B., 1999,
Integrating information & communication technology in Higher Education, Kluwer,
Deventer, The Netherlands
Laurillard, D., 2002, Rethinking university teaching : a conversational framework for the
effective use of learning technologies, Second edition, RoutledgeFalmer, London, New
York
Mason, R., 1998, Models of online courses, ALN Magazine, Vol. 2, No. 2.,
http://www.aln.org/alnweb/magazine/vol2_issue2/Masonfinal.htm, last accessed July

05

n S
s@))=

P Durham 7 2 Q&A

University IPras



A3

alert — Accessibility in Learning Environments and Related Technologies

Discussion / reflection points

Based on the issues considered, below are some discussion points to encourage
reflection on existing practice and provision.

Pedagogical
¢ Which aspects of the student experience do you think drive student expectations
of how the VLE is used?
¢ In what ways would you use the VLE to extend learning activity in face-to-face
sessions?

¢ What aspects of the nature of your academic discipline do you take into account in
your use of the VLE?

Practical
e Are you more likely to turn off unnecessary features or leave all possible content
areas available?

Strategic
e Do you have an agreed departmental / institutional strategy on what features of
the VLE will be used?
e How are decisions about which VLE components are appropriate made?

Action points

e Consult your departmental and university policy on strategic use of a VLE.

¢ Make contact with your disabled students’ support unit, and establish what VLE
support is provided or may be necessary.

e Review the extent to which the VLE recommendations within these guidelines are
already embedded within your own use of a VLE

e Explore the other guidelines at the ALERT website — www.dur.ac.uk/alert
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Disabled students and delivery of learning support material through
a VLE

Use of Virtual Learning Environments (VLES) can be adapted and extended to allow a more
inclusive learning and teaching experience for all students and provide particular support for
disabled students. This guideline presents key issues related to delivering learning support
materials through a VLE, based on perspectives of disabled students and academic staff.
Pedagogical, practical and strategic implications have been identified and set in context within
discussion and action points to encourage extended reflection on individual, departmental and
institutional practice.

Learning support materials

The term learning support materials refers to the online
delivery of Word documents, PowerPoint presentations,
PDF, web resources, multimedia and other forms of
documentation in support of face-to-face sessions. When
learning support materials are delivered through a VLE,
students benefit from having a central location for all
resources as well as access to digital materials in a variety
of flexible formats which can be adapted to suit their
individual needs. Remote access to learning support
materials means that students also have the ability to
engage with materials at a time and place convenient to
them, as they are not reliant on contact hours alone.

“If I knew | could print it off
later and could concentrate
on what they were saying or
if I had it in front of me and
could annotate it ...then it
would be a lot easier, and
that's for everyone, not just
for people with learning
difficulties.”

ALERT Student

Recommendations

Pedagogical
e Make materials available a couple of days or more in advance of a teaching session,
allowing students time to access the resources, print (if necessary) and read them:

0 Provides students with the opportunity to familiarise themselves with content in
preparation for the face-to-face session.

o Grouping learning support materials by topic allows continuity between lectures
and helps students to develop understanding of relationships between
concepts.

Practical
e Think about how the materials will be used by the students:
o Which format to use (Word, PowerPoint, PDF, web resources, multimedia, etc)
0 When materials are to be made available (how long before or after lecture)
e Think about the re-usability of materials
o Effortinvolved in the creation and provision of initial materials can save time in
the future

Strategic
e Liase with colleagues to establish:
0 A policy about what materials will be available and when
o0 A communally agreed consistent appearance and organisation of materials.
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Pedagogical

Enhancing learning by developing understanding

The provision of learning support materials in advance of a
lecture helps support all students (Doyle and Robson, 2002).
By making materials available, students have the opportunity
to become familiar not only with terminology but also to start
to understand concepts. In a face-to-face session, students
can listen more carefully and build on their understanding,
without the need to take detailed notes. This encourages
deep learning, in which a student is actively transforming the
learning material in the process of making sense of it
(Marton, Hounsell and Entwistle, 1984).

The five stages of Bigg’'s SOLO taxonomy (Biggs and Collis,
1982) can also be applied here, as exponential engagement
with materials is allowed to occur. The SOLO taxonomy
hinges on the concept that active knowledge construction
takes place through new levels of learning embracing
previous levels, and so creating a logical and progressive
understanding. These stages evolve from a pre-structural
level, where students accrue disparate, unconnected
information, through to unistructural, multistructural, and
relational stages where gradually more meaningful
relationships between core pieces of information are formed,
and finally culminate in the achievement of the extended
abstract level, where students can apply and transfer their
knowledge of a subject to other domains.

“...before lectures | can
print out the notes. | can
follow because I'm not
copying down, and | can
then annotate my notes
...while concentrating on
what he or she (the
lecturer) is saying...”

ALERT Student

“l guess the fact that
students have their course
materials provided digitally,
it gives them the
opportunity to enhance the
documents that are
provided in whatever way
they need to for whatever
disability they have.”

ALERT Staff

familiarisation with concepts.

VLE recommendation: enhance student learning by making lecture support materials
available in advance of a face-to-face session to afford students preparation time and

Independence and equality

For many disabled students note-taking within lectures is a
practical problem, and their dependence on classmates has
repercussions in terms of their confidence and
independence. The use of interactive technology, however,
has been proven to improve independence and motivation
(Hardy, 1999) as well as raising self-esteem and developing
problem solving, thinking and communication skills (Strack,
1995).

Some of the benefits that disabled students experience as a
result of advance availability of learning support materials
also resonates with other groups of students who may have
problems with the note taking process, such as international
students. Some international students, for whom English is
not a first language, struggle with note taking and new
vocabulary (Beaven, 1998). For these students, having
lecture support material available in advance of the face to
face session provides support for preparation, reference and
customisation of notes.
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VLE recommendation: allow each student to customise digital materials to meet their
own needs by delivering lecture support materials through a VLE.

Secondary learning

Many disabled students have to rely on peers to either take
or duplicate notes, which often imposes secondary learning
on them. By using another student’s notes, disabled
students are essentially interacting with materials which
have undergone interpretation from the student who took the
notes. They are exposed to another student’s perception
which will then impact upon their own interpretation of the
materials. Having a pre-prepared set of learning support
materials offers disabled students the opportunity to
customise their notes as necessary, without interpretation by
a third party affecting the student’s experience.

“If | knew that my lecture
resources were going to be
online before the lecture,
that would be the best thing
that could happen for me,
cos then | could just print
them off and annotate
them.”

ALERT Student

VLE recommendation: encourage independence by ensuring students know how to
access class materials and where pertinent information is kept within the VLE.

Reflection, revision and structured learning

A structured set of personalised learning support materials is
an invaluable revision resource. Structured materials
provide students with a framework of the concepts and detail
integral to their subject. Such material is at the core of
constructive alignment (Biggs, 1999), which states that
students build meaning from their experiences, which are
then aligned with explicit knowledge in their education.

Having this core provides all students with the same initial
material, and the opportunity to annotate and append this
information in the way that is most meaningful to them. This
illustrates the provision of scaffolding, an element of the
constructivist model where explicit links between old and
new learning are made (Cottrell, 2001).

“...when you read back
through my notes you can
tell which lecture notes
came up before and which
ones didn't because the
other ones are so much
more disorganised
compared to the ones
which have been done
before hand.”

ALERT Student

over a module by archiving learning support materials.

VLE recommendation: allow students to look retrospectively at what they have studied

Practical

Timing

The provision of learning support materials before a face-to-
face session offers a number of benefits to disabled
students. In addition, it is of even more value if the
information is available sufficiently in advance of the lecture
to enable the students to read and familiarise themselves
with the information before the lecture. This ensures
maximum usability and inclusivity. The VLE itself allows all
material to be stored and released at a specified time, aiding
with planning and convenience.
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timed release.

VLE recommendation: put all materials in the VLE at the beginning of a course with

Attendance

Some academics are concerned that students may no longer
attend lectures if notes are provided in advance, that if
lecture support materials are made available, students will
feel that they have sufficient material on a lecture topic to
warrant non-attendance at face-to-face sessions.

A recent study of the Durham VLE showed that only 2% of
students state that advance access to learning support
materials would be the reason for them not attending
lectures (Newland, 2004).

“1 wouldn't say that you
didn't need to attend
lectures just because you
have the notes ...the
lecture is always going to
improve on them, always
going to say a bit more
about them.”

ALERT Student

face sessions and vice versa.

VLE recommendation: promote blended learning by using the VLE to support face-to-

Scheduling and pace

Having materials available in advance of a lecture can be
extended to allow the provision of a block of resources that
students can use in anticipation of a series of lectures. This
may be of particular use where lecture themes are
interlinked, and where knowledge from prior sessions is
required by a student in order to understand the premise of
future sessions. This further enhances the “on demand”
learning aspect of VLE material delivery, as it allows
students to not only work at their own pace but to be able to
plan ahead.

“It's even better if they can
put several lots (of notes)
on at once rather than just
the one for that lecture...you
can print them all off in one
go and file them and you've
got them ready for the next
six lectures.”

ALERT Student

learning support materials available at one time.

VLE recommendation: encourage students to reflect on how content interlinks and
promote extended reading, research and use of materials by making several sets of

Reusability and interoperability

Learning support materials in the form of Word documents,
PowerPoint slides, PDF, web resources, animations,
graphics, video and audio files are all examples of digital
materials. Digital materials have enormous potential for
reuse and further development for future teaching
(RELOAD, 2004). Extensive research has been undertaken
in the area of the pedagogic value of digital media
(Laurillard, 2002) and bespoke lecture support materials
particular to a specified course can be reused as
components and in their entirety.

A3
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“... you get the references
and you can put them
straight on to the online
journal search thing and
find the articles and get
them there and then, and
so it's really useful.”

ALERT Student
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VLE recommendation: link library and web resources to course materials.

Format

Students are able to customise digital materials but this can
often be a laborious task. Students have a wide diversity of
preferences, thus if materials are created in such a way that
allows easy customisation or provides information in a
variety of formats to suit different needs (such as a text
equivalent of a PowerPoint presentation) immediate use of
the materials will be much easier.

Aspects to consider when deciding on format include logical
structure of documentation, what software to use (eg Word,
PowerPoint, PDF, web resources) and how to most
effectively use it, font and size of text, use of illustrative
media and use of colour. Using a clear, sans serif font (eg.
Arial) at a readable size (eg. 11pt) in text based documents
provides a good basis for clear information display.

“Some of the lecturers put
stuff up in Word and that's
kind of slide size, point 18
or something, so that's
quite time consuming to go
through it all, change the
size and re-shuffle it on the
pages so it fits.”

ALERT Student

alternative by way of explanation.

VLE recommendation: make sure all documents are available in a flexible format that
students can customise to their needs, e.g. For non-text based materials, provide a text

Strategic

Making informed strategic decisions
Departments/schools can make strategic decisions about
their use of the VLE in a number of ways:

o Develop a departmental policy on the level of use of
the VLE across all modules/units.

0 Work collaboratively to establish a common and
consistent menu system and appearance.

o If any features of a VLE are not being used, turn
them off if possible. This minimised the potential for
superfluous buttons and empty content areas.

|— ———————— A
“...one of the most

commonly ocurring |
(evaluation comments) is |
'some other modules have |
got better support than this |
one'...that tends to motivate
staff to improve that part of I
the course, because thatis |
something students |
recognise as being a helpful |
part of their learning.” |
I

VLE recommendation: establish effective and consistent methods of VLE use through
liaison with your departmental colleagues based on considered use and student

feedback.
] OOQ\NEMO"
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Consistency

Disabled students benefit from consistent organisation of :

lecture support materials. For students with slow reading “I think each one has a

speeds or concentration problems, having an organised, different layout of the order

logical and constant arrangement of materials is of great of the buttons and what

benefit in providing a standardised environment for the actually is there, so | sit

delivery of learning support materials. there for ages just looking,
thinking which one do |

VLESs can help to support consistency, as all courses that want...”

use them can have a similar structure. By adopting a ALERT Student

collaborative approach to VLE use, structure and design, a
framework can be established for consistent delivery of
materials.

Additionally, if one VLE is used across a School or
institution, rather than several, students do not have to learn
different methods of navigation and can become
accustomed to one interface and way of working.

VLE recommendation: consider requirements of individual learning objectives in
designing inclusive and consistent VLE course appearances and navigation.
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Discussion / reflection points

Based on the issues considered, below are some discussion points to encourage reflection on
existing practice and provision.

Pedagogical
¢ Why do you think making learning support materials available in advance of a
lecture helps disabled students’ learning?
¢ What kind of positive effect do you feel provision of materials has on their
learning?

Practical
¢ How do you format your learning support materials for delivery through a VLE?
¢ How do you decide which tool/piece of software to use to produce the material?
e When do you make your learning support materials available through the VLE?
What is your reasoning behind this?
e Do you use atime release facility for delivering your materials? Why or why not?

Strategic
¢ Do you have a departmental policy on use of learning support materials within
your VLE?

e Do you work with colleagues in producing materials?

Action points

e Consult your departmental and university policy on strategic use of a VLE.

e Make contact with your disabled students’ support unit, and establish what VLE
support is provided.

¢ Review the extent to which the VLE recommendations within these guidelines are
already embedded within your own use of a VLE

e Explore the other guidelines at the ALERT website — www.dur.ac.uk/alert
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Disabled students and asynchronous communication tools in a VLE

Use of Virtual Learning Environments (VLES) can be adapted and extended to allow a more
inclusive learning and teaching experience for all students and provide particular support for
disabled students. This guideline presents key issues related to the use of asynchronous
communication tools in a VLE, based on perspectives of disabled students and academic
staff. Pedagogical, practical and strategic implications have been identified and set in context
within discussion and action points to encourage extended reflection on individual,
departmental and institutional practice.

Asynchronous communication tools

Asynchronous communication tools, such as discussion
boards, allow individuals to post questions, responses or
comments online. Other members of the same discussion
board may read that question/comment, and respond with
their own remarks over time. Conversations are grouped
within forums as threads and contain a main initial posting
and all related replies. Students can take part at any time

“You can learn more
because you can develop
your ideas (on discussion
boards). “

ALERT Student

and any place that is convenient for them.

Recommendations

Pedagogical
e Support the use of discussion boards to facilitate discussions beyond classroom time,
to encourage extended debate and sharing of ideas.
e Consider allowing anonymous contributions. This encourages postings by all students,
as they feel able to participate in an equal environment.
e Encourage access by students to the archives of earlier discussions for the purposes
of study and revision.

Practical
e Take an active role in encouraging and guiding discussions. This will ensure more
productive participation and a higher number of students engaging with the topics
under discussion.
e Provide clear guidelines as to the role of the student and tutor, for example, frequency
of moderation of the discussion by the tutor and expected contributions from the
students.

Strategic
e Think about your use of discussion boards across modules and talk to colleagues,
and/or develop a departmental/school policy about their use. This will enable effective
scheduling of interactive activities and allow students to contribute to a variety of
tasks within a balanced programme.
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Pedagogical

Enhancing understanding and learning