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Abstract:
A qualitative study was conducted to ascertain how students with vision impairment experience inclusive education. Five students with varying degrees and causes of VI were recruited from an inclusive secondary school in SE Queensland, with whom the first author conducted a series of face-to-face interviews both in groups and individually. A key finding was that students wanted to have seamless access to academic and social dimensions of the school, underpinned by their aspirations for autonomy. They exemplified this point by speaking about the positive impact of being provided with accessible resources in lessons. However, they also discussed at length the ill-effects of often not having such access to resources in lessons and the additional support they required as a consequence. Recommendations are made of how educators can utilise Universal Design for Learning principles to prepare learning resources in a variety of accessible formats with minimal difficulty.
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[bookmark: _GoBack]School students constantly encounter written and diagrammatic learning resources as part of their studies. To be accessible to students with vision impairment (VI), these resources are typically transcribed from print into other formats and representations such as Braille, tactile, large print, audio, DAISY, and/or into an electronic medium that can be read on computers using assistive technology. The South Pacific Educators in Vision Impairment (SPEVI) Standards for Education (2004) outline standards for the education of such students, highlighting the importance of having learning material available to them in a timely manner. 
However, previous empirical research has revealed that VI students who attend mainstream schools believe that they often forego having accessible resources in many of their lessons, which can impact negatively on their inclusion (Higgins & Ballard, 2000; O’Brien, 1989; Rosenblum, 2000; West, Houghten, Taylor & Kia Ling, 2004). A study by Ward and Center (1999) revealed similar findings, with class teachers at an inclusive school in NSW lamenting that the inclusion of a VI student was unsuccessful because they neglected to provide him with suitable access to resources. SPEVI (2004) reported similar oversights, which they suggest are easily rectifiable, particularly with the advancement of technology in recent years. 
The purpose of the current paper is to report on findings of a recent study in which the researcher sought the views of VI secondary school students about elements of their education including resources. Recommendations are made based on some key findings about the provision of accessible learning resources to students with VI and universal design for learning (UDL) principles that educators can use in this endeavour.
Study Description:
In 2010, the author conducted a qualitative study with a group of five VI students who attended an inclusive secondary school in SE Queensland to learn about their experiences of schooling in such an environment. The students ranged in ages from 13-17 years, and were enrolled in grades 8-12. Each had different causes, time of onset and degrees of vision impairment. The researcher conducted more than 30 focus group and individual interviews with participants face to face over both terms 2 and 3. 
Findings:
Four of the five students used accessible resources, consisting of enlarged print, Braille, electronic documents or audio. In addition, each spent all or most of their lessons in regular classes, and most received support from paraprofessionals in these settings. Other “enrichment” lessons were provided in the special education unit (SEU) in accordance with each student’s specific educational requirements.
A key finding of this study was that the students desired seamless access to both the academic and social dimensions of their education, underpinned by aspirations that they held for autonomy. The students explained that the actions of other stakeholders both facilitated and inhibited this access. They spoke at length about access to appropriate resources, and the autonomy they were able to enjoy with their studies when these resources were provided in a timely manner along with those required by their sighted peers. However, as in previous studies already cited, these students believed the effectiveness of their inclusion was uncertain because educational staff were inconsistent in providing them with accessible resources in many of their classes.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK12][bookmark: OLE_LINK11]Positive impact on inclusion of timely resource provision 
Participants spoke positively of class teachers who provided them with accessible resources in a timely manner. The students generally considered that learning resources were easy to produce because they required little more than simple enlargement of printed material, or electronic copies of slides or worksheets. Participants who used laptop computers with screen reading software installed, reported that some class teachers often provided them with the documents to be used in lessons on their USB drives in a timely manner, though this was not common to all of them. One participant with no functional vision explained, “She [the class teacher] has all of our worksheets and all the projected notes…. She gives them to me electronically. … I can actually get them off her most of the time, which is really good”. Through these actions, the class teacher successfully facilitated this participant’s access to learning resources while his sighted peers viewed the same material on projectors or worksheets.
When more intricate study material was to be used, or resources simply required transcription into Braille or tactile representations, there was an expectation among participants that class teachers would be prepared well in advance and have such resources sent to the SEU for the necessary adaptations. As one noted, “They have to be more prepared, they have to have things earlier than usual so that I can get it Brailled up or put onto my laptop”. One participant with no functional vision commented that class teachers positively influenced his inclusion in lessons when they followed this procedure, which he appreciated because,
If the teacher is prepared … I will have it before the lesson. They’ll get it brought over here [to the SEU] and done up. That would be a preferred way to get it, because then I’d get it on time. 
Participants reported that having accessible resources made available to them concurrently with sighted peers enhanced their inclusion for three reasons. First, they believed that class teachers effectively enhanced their social inclusion in classes through timely provision of resources. Second, they commented that this accommodation enabled them to maintain academic parity with their peers on the material they studied. Finally, the students believed they were able to study with increased autonomy, which was far more acceptable to them than having to depend on assistance to access resources from paraprofessionals. One participant explained the advantage of being provided with resources simultaneously with sighted peers; “Instead of studying to keep up [with others], I’m [able to continue] studying to get ahead”.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Negative impact on inclusion of delayed or overlooked resource provision 
Participants claimed that many class teachers neglected to provide them with accessible learning resources. One participant commented, “All classroom material should be their [the teacher’s] responsibility. And I think a lot of teachers do a lot for us, but other teachers are like, there’s too much on their plate”. As a consequence, these students often had to rely on paraprofessionals to bridge the gaps that regularly appeared between themselves and study material. As one participant explained, this was a common occurrence for him.
I probably do need a teacher aide [in most classes], because any notes written on the board, like, a kid might ask a question, the teacher might write up the answer, or whatever, and do something on [the] spur of the moment, and I’m not getting that.
Others described how they would rely on friends to provide them with the access they required to learning resources, when class teachers and paraprofessionals neglected to do so. As one participant explained,
They’d [friends] always help me if I got stuck on something. … if I couldn’t read something, which I can’t a lot of the time, and the teacher hadn’t given me notes, they’d just tell me what’s going on. Like, “keep me in the loop”.
When this was not possible, participants often had to forego access to learning resources outright during lessons, and had to seek assistance from their teachers in their own time after the resources had been produced. This lack of access compromised their inclusion, as they were unable to access their studies autonomously. Such oversight added unnecessary stress for students and the potential for them to fall behind with their studies. 
Implications for Practice:
From the students’ comments regarding accessible resource provision, it appeared that inconsistency existed at the school surrounding this issue. Class teachers often appeared to rely heavily on paraprofessional support directly in lessons rather than to have them transcribing resources for distribution before lessons. In addition, the students’ friends appeared to assume responsibility for their access to study material from time to time, when educational staff neglected to fulfill this role. In both cases, the adjustments were later than desired, which led to dependence on concurrent rather than preparatory paraprofessional support and thus compromised student autonomy in the classroom.
Schools must promote a strong inclusive ethos, in which educational staff are encouraged to cater to the individual needs of all students in their care (Buultjens & Stead, 2002). This includes class teachers’ being aware of their responsibilities in relation to the preparation and distribution of accessible resources not only for sighted students, but also for those with VI and other impairments. The participants of the present study highlighted the importance of having accessible resources made available to them in classes. They also spoke of being neglected in this area, which prevented them from enjoying full inclusion. 
Using UDL principles to maximise resource provision:
The Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST, 2006) offers an approach to curriculum design aimed at increasing access, participation and progress within general educational settings for all learners. UDL principles enable teachers to address a range of diversities among all students in their care (Meo, 2008), and could be used to address students’ individual requirements for resources in a variety of accessible formats. 
In contemporary educational environments, many learning resources that teachers use are widely available electronically. Indeed, new technologies are at the forefront of educational agendas, in which electronic resources are becoming more common than physical books and other print documents. Such changes in the educational landscape bring the mainstream into line with accessibility for people with VI, as all students can make use of digital resources. Rose (2000) suggests that recent adoption of technology enhances UDL for classroom application, because digital resources can be converted into a variety of formats quickly and effortlessly. Class teachers should use electronic resources more often to enable easy conversion into formats that are appropriate to the needs of all students. For example, documents that originate in electronic formats can easily be printed in enlarged fonts or Braille, be read aloud with a screen reader, and presented with highlighted main points with hyperlinks to definitions or elaborations. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4]Although several software packages are available that utilise UDL principles with learning resources, one is particularly useful for educators who have students with VI in their classes. Dolphin’s EasyConverter (Dolphin, 2011) enables users to convert a variety of different document types into accessible electronic formats, large print, mp3 audio, DAISY talking books or into Braille quickly and efficiently. In an educational context, this tool would enable all teachers to take UDL principles to an extra dimension. However, educators would require explicit professional development to learn how to enhance access to resources for students with VI. This must include thorough training on the impact of vision impairment on students’ access to their education, and the specific requirements each student with VI has for resources in particular formats. VI specialist staff such as teachers of vision impaired students (TVIs) and advisory visiting teachers could provide such training to general educators at schools. Overall, this would allow teachers to make most of the adaptations to resources themselves without having to rely on support staff. This will impact positively on the inclusion of all students with VI who attend such classes, as they will be able to enjoy increased access and autonomy with their studies. Clearly, more responsibility can be taken by teachers, which in turn may reduce their overdependence on teacher aides as well as their students.
Conclusion:
This paper reported on key findings of a study conducted in 2010 with students with VI who attended an inclusive secondary school in SE Queensland. Autonomy and seamless access to resources were important to the participants of this study, underpinning their feelings of being included in both the academic and social environments of the school. However, although the students felt that their requirements for accessible resources were simple, class teachers apparently overlooked their responsibilities to provide such modifications. As a result, the students had to rely on others such as paraprofessionals or friends to help them access the learning resources, which they believed impacted negatively on their inclusion by reducing their autonomy as learners. Recommendations are made for all educators who have students with VI in their classes to use UDL principles to increase access to learning resources. The researcher also recommends that vision support specialist staff provide explicit training to general educators on the impact of impaired vision on learning, and the requirements of individual students for particular formats.
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