Minerva – Quest for Learning

Web Design and Build Sub-Group

Meeting in Plymouth, 7 July 2004  

Present:

	Judith Waterfield
	Plymouth University

	Max Kemp
	Plymouth University

	Roz Catlow 
	Plymouth University

	Peeter Kukk
	Tartu University

	Lisa Keegan
	DIT, Learning Technology Team

	Elaine O’Donoghue
	FAS – Net College

	Henrique Teixeira
	CRPG (Portugal)

	Fiona Brennan
	AHEAD

	Ian Kelly
	IT undergraduate, Plymouth University (item 2.00 only)

	Dr Neil Witt
	Institute for Science Education University of Plymouth (item 2.00 only)

	Dave Hancock
	Claro Training (item 4.00 only)

	Flea Palmer
	Learning Technology Team, University of Plymouth (item 5.00 only)

	Jane Rowe
	Project Manager for FDWS and FLECS (item 5.00 only)

	Matt Newcombe
	Learning Technology Team, University of Plymouth (item 5.00 only)


	1.00
	Introduction and Welcome by Judith Waterfield

Judith Waterfield opened the meeting and welcomed delegates to Plymouth University.  Judith described the political agenda in the UK in relation to increasing access to third level education for students with disabilities.  The number of students with disabilities attending Plymouth University had increased in recent years from 45 to 18,000.  The main driver behind the rapid increase in students with disabilities was the disabled students’ allowance.  This was an allowance paid directly to students with disabilities, to purchase supports to meet their study and learning needs.  As well as the increased number of students with disabilities attending third level institutions more robust equality legislation was placing another pressure on Institutes to improve policy and strategy in relation to access.  The 2002 Amendment to the Disability Discrimination Act placed an anticipatory action on institutions to ensure that their practices are inclusive.  In addition to the above, current government policy was to increase participation in third level education among the over 18s to 50% by the year 2010.  In order to reach this target greater participation among groups of historically excluded groups (i.e. people with disabilities, people living in deprived areas, lone parents etc.) would need to increase. 
Judith explained that if institutions are to meet this challenge then they must adopt a whole institutional approach to access and inclusion, where well developed and effective policies and strategies are threaded through all aspects of the institution’s activity.  In relation to disability this was the approach that Plymouth University have taken and disability issues were incorporated into all service development activity, from student accommodation, to curriculum development, to assessment methods and outreach programmes.
Judith also mentioned how, although much had been achieved through the Disabled Students Allowance, Legislation and Government Policy for increasing participation, much still needed to be done to change attitudes towards disability.


	2.00
	Ian Kelly – Plymouth University Student
Ian Kelly, a student with a visual impairment and dyslexia, spoke to the group about typical problems students with disabilities encounter when accessing information electronically.  Ian spoke eloquently about a range of problems he has had to overcome.  Many of the barriers he has had to address were organisational as well as technical in nature.  Much of the assistance he has received has come from staff who have been supportive and interested and not necessarily because it is the University’s policy to provide such assistance.  He explained that with the move to paperless systems lecturers are encouraged to place notes on the intranet.  However, there are no clear and agreed guidelines about how and when this should be done.  Often notes are not available with enough time to download from the system, print and study before a lecture takes place.  Ian noted that this must be frustrating for all students but is particularly exclusive of students with disabilities.      

Ian described several types of assistive technology that would be used by students with disabilities and suggested how to make sure the website was compatible with these technologies.  Ian suggested the design avoids the use of flash text, and to check if content gets corrupted if text is enlarged.
Ian also spoke about the need for more flexible approaches to assessment, and made a strong case for the availability of a viva option instead of written examination. Judith spoke about the SPACE project which was developing a toolkit for alternative assessment.


	3.00
	Dr Neil Witt  - Accessible Web Design
Dr Neil Witt spoke to the group about issues and barriers to accessible web design.  He spoke about the importance of a whole institutional approach, that the design and dissemination of corporate websites must be included in wider accessibility and inclusive strategies and policies.  He noted that so many services and information about services are delivered via the web that not giving proper consideration to web accessibility could mean that many institutions are likely to be in breach of disability legislation.
Neil went on to suggest that the best way to test accessibility is to share what you have done with users, be open to and respond to feedback.
He explained that the best strategy for accessibility is to give as much control as possible to the user in terms of formatting how information is displayed and organised.  However, he did mention that this can sometimes come into conflict with other strategies (i.e. marketing).

Neil mentioned the many different audit tools that are available to assess web-site accessibility and indicated the pros and cons for each tool.  Though these tools are useful it is important to watch out for commercialisation and check the effectiveness of tools.  There was a brief discussion about LIFT, a tool to help audit websites and construct accessible websites.  Neil felt that though it could be useful, LIFT was not transparent and a designer using the tool would not get a comprehensive understanding of accessibility issues and how / why changes suggested by LIFT would facilitate accessibility.

He noted the importance of developing a strategy to make sure that updated pages are also accessible.  He felt that the front page of the website should include information about why the website exists, the institution that hosts it and an explanation of features.  
Neil also suggested that content providers are made aware of and understand accessible issues.  

Neil suggested the following website for more information:

http://www.science.plym.ac.uk/warp

 

	4.00
	Dave Hancock – Claro Training - Demonstration of Assistive Technologies with application to Student’s work
Dave explained that Claro Training provided services to students to help them make best use of assistive technology.  This ensured that the Disabled Students Allowance was used effectively, and that students were more likely to fully access and enjoy their course curriculum.  Dave went on to explain that a key element of the training was to identify students learning strategy, encourage ways to develop learning strategies, to make them more effective and to make the assistive technology a habitual part of the learning strategy.

Dave demonstrated how voice recognition software, audio equipment, video equipment and planning software could be used in isolation and together to gather material, organize and structure information, and plan and produce assignments. 
Dave also outlined and described typical training sessions, how long it would take, how it would be organized and the expected outcomes.    


	5.00
	Flea Palmer – Learning Technology Team and Jane Rowe - Project Manager FDSW and FLECS
Flea Palmer explained the Learning Technology Team was responsible for providing technical support to help academic staff develop on line learning resources.  Learning material is placed on the universities intranet and made available to students via the student portal.  Subject specialists must undertake a teaching qualification which has a module on learning technologies.  This qualification informs how they develop material for the Student Portal.  
Flea described how thinking more carefully about accessibility issues in relation to disability was a relatively new undertaking for the team.  Flea described how the team acquired a good understanding of web accessibility and then used this new knowledge to improve the accessibility of the website.  One exercise involved setting tasks for staff to find information from the internet, but with tools and methods commonly used by people with disabilities (For instance, using several different types of screen reader and key controls instead of a mouse).  Flea stressed the importance of trialing every development with several different types of screening readers and key controls.  Continuous review and testing was a key component of real commitment to web accessibility.  Flea went on to speak about other issues that had an impact on accessibility, for instance, very big files may clog up systems and make them impossible to navigate.  She recommended that web designers provided warnings of file size, and if links take users to a new window.
Jane Rowe described the Foundation Degree South West (FDSW) project.  This project developed additional shared resources to enhance the learning experience of students on two pilot foundation degrees.  The resources include a range of generic and subject-specific resources developed in consultation with teaching, library and study support staff.  Jane described the considerations the project had to take in relation to disability, for instance one of the modules is about Colour Theory, making this accessible to people with visual impairment required significant creativity from content developers.     


	6.00
	Review of Schedule of Activity for Web Design and Build sub-group – Chaired by Lisa Keegan


	6.01
	Fiona Brennan spoke about the proposed management structure for the project.  Activities for the project had been grouped according to project aims with a sub-group of partners to take responsibility for overseeing progress of activities, quality assurance, evaluation, dissemination, exit strategy and copyright.  Partners were asked to consider the document outlining the proposed structure and give feedback.  Partners meeting today constituted the Web Design and Build sub-group and she suggested that the group review activities as identified in the schedule of activities.  Lisa Keegan, being the partner with responsibility for most of the activities in this project element, had agreed to be the Chair for the group.  Fiona Brennan went on to reminded partners about the schedule of activity; she described the lay out of the document and what the headings of the columns mean.
     

	6.02
	Activity 1.1 – Research technical issues around accessibility
It was agreed that the needs of people with disabilities had not been fully integrated into the FAS and DIT study Skills web sites.  The project needed to develop a clear approach to content development and web design and the interaction between the two activities with regard to accessibility.  This had been identified as a task for (activity 2.3), but Lisa Keegan agreed to work closely with Elaine O’Donoghue from, FAS Net-College and she would develop activity 1.1 to include stronger links to activity 2.3.  Fiona Brennan agreed to send a document to Lisa Keegan outlining the different sections / topics to be included in the web-site.  Fiona also agreed to send project information to Lisa so she can begin to set up the “about us” section of the web-site.
Lisa Keegan explained that a clear policy on the management of discussion boards (including a disclaimer re views posted by individuals) needed to be produced by the group.



	6.03
	Activity 1.2 – Research approach to security issues
Issues around security could not be agreed until matters relating to dissemination, sustainability and copyright had been worked out.  There was a discussion around how the project would be disseminated.  Most partners agreed that, initially, the website should only be available to students and staff in the partner organizations.  Peeter Kukk requested time to consider this issue further before agreeing an approach.  Judith Waterfield mentioned that she had previously been involved in a project similar to this and recommended that during the development stages the website is limited to partner organizations, but on completion of the project it is handed over to partners to disseminate across their networks as appropriate to the nature of their work and target groups.  Fiona Brennan mentioned that the target date for agreeing these issues was the meeting on the 28 September and asked if partners could continue to engage in discussions via the discussion forum.  Fiona Brennan agreed to produce an options paper with help from Lisa Keegan.

There was a discussion around copyright issues.  Fiona Brennan drew partners’ attention to the copyright check list produced by the TAO (Technical Assistance Office) and asked for partners to share experience or ideas relating to copyright.  Fiona agreed to produce an options paper re copyright. 
    

	6.04
	Activity 1.4 – Identify and vet websites

Lisa Keegan agreed to undertake this activity, with input from other partners.



	6.05
	Activities 1.5, 1.6, 1.7 – produce technical requirements, specifications and wireframe
Lisa Keegan mentioned that identifying a host for the site was necessary, if progress was to continue on the above tasks.  She also mentioned it would be helpful if a style guide could be agreed to disseminate to partners generating content for the site.  Also, agreeing a look and feel for the site was important, but with information provided by Dr Neil Witt in the morning session the approach to this would need to be reconsidered (i.e. to facilitate accessibility users should have as much control over how the sites looks and feels as possible).  Henerique Teixeira suggested that a series of images of people representing the values of the project, against a plain background would look effective yet straight forward.  In addition to photos it was agreed that a small, simple, logo was the only requirement for identity.


	6.06
	Activity 1.8 – Input content

Lisa Keegan said that it would be helpful if content could be released on a phased basis, and agreed that she would liaise with the content providers to ensure they were aware of how the content should be developed and handed over to best facilitate input and accessibility.



	6.07
	Activity 1.10 – Trials / Pilots
Lisa Keegan asked if partners could share experience or ideas about how pilots and evaluations of the web-site should be organized.  Partners agreed to consider this further and report back to the group via the discussion forum.  

Elaine O’Donoghue noted that students with a range of disabilities should be consulted earlier in the process and stressed that too much design and development should not take place before the implications of web accessibility were better understood by partners in the sub-group.  She felt that users with disabilities were the best source of information on developing an accessible web-site.  Fiona Brennan agreed to liaise with the coordinator for the Forum for Graduates with Disabilities to establish a small group of students / Graduates who would be willing to trial the site.  The areas that need to be included would be accessibility for: screen users (jaws and hal), no mouse and dyslexia.  Henerique mentioned that CRPG would also have clients who might be willing to help test the accessibility of the site.



	6.08
	Activity 1.11 –  dissemination / sustainability 

Fiona and Lisa agreed to produce a document describing the issues related to this item, to circulate to partners for a response within an agreed timeframe.  There was a discussion about how the pan European dimension of the project would be developed in relation to dissemination.    Peeter Kukk mentioned that it would be useful for Estonian students and academic staff to have access to information about how support is provided for students with disabilities in other European countries, as well as information about the Estonian.  Peeter also noted that it would not be necessary to translate the whole site into Estonian, but it would probably be appropriate for some elements to be translated.   


	6.09
	Any Other business 
Discussion forums
Fiona agreed to ask Kevin O’Rourke to create pass words for the QFL discussion forum for staff who had recently become involved in the project.
There was a discussion around the use and management of discussion forums and Lisa suggested ways of encouraging greater engagement from users on discussion forums, for instance, having an expert available to respond to specific queries.



	6.10
	Date and location for next meeting

Fiona Brennan agreed to identify some milestones for the sub-group and suggest some dates for meetings around those milestones.



