Changing the paradigm: How can we improve the development of digital learning materials to embrace “universal design” ensuring access for all students who have a print disability? A vocational education and training (VET) perspective 

Introduction
I have been a Teacher Consultant supporting students who are blind or vision impaired studying at the TAFE NSW Illawarra Institute now for 15 years. During this time I have seen a dramatic change in how students want to study and in how we provide reasonable adjustment enabling them to have an inclusive learning experience and positive outcomes. My Institute covers a large geographical area from Wollongong and the Illawarra, down the South Coast to the Victorian border and from Moss Vale right down the Southern Highlands to Cooma. There are 14 campuses along with another 5 shared learning centres that are co-occupied by the University of Wollongong. 
Many of these campuses are rural and quite isolated. I am located in Nowra which for those of you who are unfamiliar with the South Coast, is about a two hour drive south of Sydney. My position is an Institute position which means that I support students who are blind or vision impaired enrolled across the entire Institute so I travel a great deal from campus to campus interviewing students and setting up educational support programs along with providing support to teaching sections on strategies to assist in the inclusion of these students in the classroom.

Current Practice
Our practice has always been one of providing tailored support to individual students. The process generally looks like this - 
Student identifies with a print disability and requests support
Student meets with the Teacher Consultant (vision) and discusses the nature of their vision and how it impacts on their learning.
Strategies are developed between the Teacher Consultant and the student to accommodate their vision issues
Teacher Consultant communicates these strategies to the Head Teacher of the section and teachers involved with the student’s learning program
Teacher Consultant provides support to teachers including teaching strategies, accessible format support, advice on suitable exam conditions overviews on adaptive technology and devices students may use in the classroom etc
Teacher Consultant and student communicate regularly to ensure that everything is going to plan and to assess whether any changes need to be made in the accommodations that have been put in place

For the most part, this has worked very well for the past 15 years. As learning materials have moved to electronic formats and multi media productions, so to has the way we work with students and teachers in ensuring reasonable access to these materials. As technology has changed, so to have we changed the way we provide support to students in embracing these changes and broadening our knowledge and acquisition of these devices. Of course, as with everything, we are restricted only by budget and time however one must ask “so why change something that seems to be working?” and the answer is “because we could still do it better!”

Universal design
I, as well as many others (including those of you in this very room), have a vision of post-secondary education for the future. As a service provider to students who are blind and vision impaired and as a current student myself, I do not see “blindness” or “vision impairment” or “print disability” for that matter is the issue in accessing educational materials... it is the way that material is presented to students such as myself and certainly to the students that I work with that can be disabling. As much as educators like myself and course teachers work hard in modifying learning materials to be reformatted into an accessible document for a specific student, an ideal situation would be that the original document was presented in a way that considered all individual differences that a teacher can encounter in the classroom with print disability being just one potential variance along with cultural background, gender, height, learning style etc. As many of you would recognise, this is the principle of universal design. 

So, how do I encourage the principles of universal design at my Institute? I believe that it is critical to have a multi faceted approach in order to “spread the net” so to speak, as wide as possible. By approaching universal design in a number of ways across the Institute, my Institute will adopt these principles willingly knowing that at the end of the day, we will be providing an equitable learning platform that ultimately will create successful pathways from education and training to employment for even more students. 

Phase 1
For some time now, I have been trying to grab enough time to develop a short training package for teachers on making their learning materials and classrooms more accessible for students who are blind and vision impaired. As I mentioned earlier, I work one to one with class teachers but have not taken this to a group level. The main reason for this is that again, our model has been very much to work with individual students tailoring a course program to meet their specific needs. Whilst this practice is critical, what if we can educate the teaching sections on taking on UD principles? What if all learning materials are designed in a way that could be easily translated to Braille, converted to daisy, accessed with an ipad using voice over? What if multimedia learning tools were produced for ease of access using a screen reader? What if all DVDs being used in the classroom had audio description? Now we’re talking! I believe that if I can provide the teachers with the information and the tools, we can make this vision a reality.
There have been three driving forces in taking this idea from simmering on the back burner to turning up the heat and making the time to take action. The first is the very pleasing observation that some teaching sections have actually started asking for training to be offered to all their teachers, not just the ones who have students who are blind or vision impaired in their classes, the second, of course, is my passion for access to information and finally, I have to write a training package on vision impairment in an educational setting for my masters! What a perfect opportunity to tackle an assessment and a need for real training in my Institute all at once. So, I am shortly to launch “Universal design in the classroom: It’s not difficult, just different” starting in July.
This will start off with a 30 minute speed date with UD in the classroom. The design of the program is short and snappy to invigorate and re-energise teachers. It will remind them that they already know a lot about UD if they think back to their training on learning styles and multiple intelligence – I am just taking that one step further. 

The program will provide teachers with an overview of UD principles and how we can adopt these practises in the VET sector. It will then focus specifically on simple strategies that can be used to ensure that information that is provided to our students is as easy to access as possible – for all students. There will be some basic guidelines and examples and most importantly, by using the actual training as a model to educate teachers on how easy it is to adopt these practices in our everyday teaching. The program will also point to further resources for teachers to access and will lead to the development of a longer, more detailed training program that will give teachers the opportunity to actually work on remodelling some of their learning resources so that they reflect UD principles. 

Phase 2
As we start educating the educators on UD and how it is not difficult, just different in changing the way that lessons are delivered, we will start working on the rest of the Institute community. Our external website has had an overhaul and works very well with screen readers however, could still be improved if UD principles are adopted to ensure that information provided from our website is accessible to everyone. This will not be a difficult task as the team that develops and maintains our website are already enthusiastic about making it as accessible as possible. Next we need to look at internal systems for staff and again, already we have enthusiasm and willingness to create accessible pathways to information developed by the Illawarra Institute for staff with disabilities so taking it one step further and adopting UD principles will not be a difficult thing to do. By bringing the Institute together embracing universal design will create a learning environment that will ensure the ease of access to information for students who are blind and vision impaired and have other print disabilities.

The information hub will be a project in itself. We are in the process of choosing the most effective environment for this depository of information and strategies on universal design. As with everything else, how we house this information is just as important as the information itself. We are currently looking at wikis, moodles and SharePoint as possible options remembering that there are always little hiccups such as branding that need to be negotiated. Ultimately this information hub will be a place for teachers, administrators, clerical staff, property managers and support staff to go to where they will find guidelines, strategies and online learning materials on universal design and how we can adopt these principles across the Institute. There will also be a discussion board where we can help one another with suggestions, what works, what doesn’t and where to go to for further information. My dream is for our Institute to be the first to openly adopt universal design as an overarching principle in its operations and service delivery. For my Institute to be seen as the benchmark of excellence for all VET providers in this country and I believe that we can do this. 

With such a large project, I believe that the most important place to start is the delivery of information in a way that is more accessible to students who are blind or vision impaired or who have print disabilities. I know what it is like to experience delays, point blank inaccessible information, information provided in a format that is not my preferred format and lack of technology that can make accessing information an enjoyable, independent process and I suppose that is a driving force in encouraging universal design in the first place. 
 
So, how do we change the paradigm? 
By getting the information out there.  
By supporting teachers to realise that making changes to the way that learning materials are distributed is not difficult, just different
By ensuring that all of the information that our Institute develops adopts UD principles
By assessing the impact on student retention rates
By assessing student satisfaction and
By supporting one another in not only the mechanics of UD but most importantly, in adopting these principles as a way of thinking - that UD becomes a fundamental dynamic of the Illawarra Institute. We have already started, we have a long way to go but where there is enthusiasm, support and information, we will see this shift become a reality. And that will be the essence of another paper perhaps at the next Round Table conference.
