Technology and accessibility in further education 

Voice over:
You're listening to the blind spot, a podcast from Thomas Pocklington trust.

Tara Chattaway: 
Hi, and welcome to the Blind Spot podcast really delighted today to be joined by Alex from our students support service at Thomas Pocklington Trust and Ben and George from All Able. And today we're going to talk a little bit about recent research looking at technology and accessibility in Further Education, which looked at the experiences of blind and partially sighted students access to information and excessive assistive technology, and found some really worrying findings. And so, perhaps it'd be great to introduce yourself first. 

So Alex, hi, welcome.

Alex 
00:44
Hi, guys. My name is Alex Henderson. I'm Student Support Coordinator at Thomas Pocklington trust, and I work in the education team alongside Tara. I've worked with a number of students supporting them directly bind party site students in Further Education.

01:01
Hi, and welcome. And hi Ben. Welcome.

Ben:
Hi, everyone. I'm Ben, I, co-director of All Able with George and I was one of the co researchers on this piece of research that we did in in partnership with the Thomas Pocklington Trust.

Tara Chattaway: 
That's great. And George, welcome.

01:19
George: 
Hello. Hope everyone's doing right. As Ben says, I'm George, I'm co director of All Able with Ben and I am the other half of the research team.

01:28
Tara: 
Well, welcome, everybody. I'm really looking forward to having a conversation today about this research. Could you tell us a little bit about this research and how it came about why focus on technology and accessibility? George, could you tell us a little bit about the reason behind this, this research and how it came about?

George:
So this this research started off as a commission by the Thomas Pocklington trust, we kind of expanded on the scope from the initial proposal. So really, at the beginning, we wanted to understand a little bit more about the technology specifically at that was available to students in colleges, but we realised that this doesn't, doesn't fully get to the bottom of some of the underlying issues, that it's not just about the technology that students have available. It's also about is all of the is all of the content accessible to students does it work with them at this point, all of the platforms work for students as well. And so we expanded the scope of this research a little bit to look more widely at arcologies. Moving towards delivering an accessible student experience. This takes into account things such as the new accessibility regulations that colleges have to abide by this, this also comes on the tail of, you know, a lot of changes that have come about because of the pandemic in terms of online learning. So there's a real kind of impetus at the moment to understand whether colleges have adapted to this new environment have adapted to a way of supporting a wider range of students. And as you mentioned, at the beginning, we've we found some quite sadly, shocking results from this research.

03:13

Tara Chattaway: 

Thanks for that, George. And, and as he just said, I don't think a spoiler alert for anybody listening to this podcast that the answer to some of these questions you posed in terms of are they ready? And are they sort of really thinking about digital accessibility that the answer is, is no. But Alex, why is this research important to Thomas Pocklington trust? You know, there's lots of barriers and experiences around education that blind partially sighted people experience? Why have a focus on technology in FE colleges?

03:45
Alex: 
Well, I think a number of things. So one is some of the direct experience that we've had as a service with working with students who have experienced some of these problems. But also, some of the other research that we've been involved in, there was the longitudinal transition study, which was a study that took place over a number of years, which followed at young people with vision impairment, and it followed them through their education or unemployment journeys, kind of really highlighted some worrying trends, I guess, in Further Education, that combination of things really meant that I think we needed to have a look at further education. It's definitely an area that I think hasn't really had a lot of scrutiny and hasn't had a lot of attention. So I think that was that's really the context and one of the driving forces for us wanting to find out more and really understand what's going on so that we can help to really make a positive impact going forward.

Tara: 
Okay, that's great. That's great. So this feels like it's a part of understanding the big puzzle, really a part of the jigsaw puzzle of these experiences of blind or partially sighted students. So super, the research and reading through the research, obviously, some of the findings were quite shocking. Obviously, there was the focus on accessibility that there was also a focus as well on and talking to students and to professionals as well that work in colleges to understand their experiences, and then a part of the research as well about understanding the barriers for actually accessing college in the in the first place. Ben, could you tell us a little bit about the highlights of the findings from from this report and what and what it tells us?


Ben: 
Well, essentially, it tells us that colleges are, I mean, if we're being really kinda don't have enough confidence in this area to be adapting their provision to support students in a an accessible by design way. And what we mean by that is that systems and services are being designed to be accessible at the beginning, rather than being retrospectively adapted. 

And I should just say that, you know, we found some amazing examples of Assisted Learning Support Teams, you know, the ones who provide the sort of immediate support to students with visual impairments in colleges were doing an amazing job, but they were absolutely at capacity and having to almost kind of run to standstill just to stay afloat because the rest of the college wasn't doing some of these accessible by design principles. So teaching staff weren't necessarily turning up with lecture materials, handouts in accessible formats, which means there's an extra bit of retrospective adjustment that's required there. And all of these things have a very significant knock on impact on to the kind of seamlessness with which students can get access to material and engage in a community of practice, life at college is more than just your learning in education. 

It's the kind of social experience and what we found is that some of the students were kind of just feeling a bit left behind and not particularly well looked after. And this comes from the fact that the colleges are not meeting their basic legal obligations. And we were able to measure that through whether they had the presence of an accessibility statement, which is the one of the most basic requirements of the new digital accessibility regulations that asked you to be aware of and publicly declare your accessibility health of your key services and systems just feels like FE colleges have somehow been overlooked in the rollout of these regulations and that they very much been left behind. So are, our key findings were that colleges are going to need a real injection of support and confidence building to get them to a more sustainable level where they can offer students their seamlessness and reduce the pressure on the really amazing Assisted Learning Support teams who were who actually doing a lot of stuff that perhaps they shouldn't really be doing. They shouldn't be required to do, you know, I think it's reasonable to expect teaching staff to make their basic teaching content accessible, and some of their practices, you know, teaching practices accessible, which leaves the Assisted Learning Support Teams, the tougher jobs have, you know, working on STEM, you know, science related documents, chemical structures, 3d printing, things like that, where they can get the biggest amount of value, they shouldn't be doing the everyday stuff. So this is what we're trying to raise awareness of.

Tara: 
Thanks for that. And yeah, I absolutely agree in Further Education, obviously, so important isn't it's a stepping stone into employment into higher education and, and into that young person, sort of developing their way of learning. And it's so important that systems are in place. 

So George, could you tell us a little bit more about what these regulations are? What do they mean to the layperson? And what did the research actually find? 

08:44
George: 
The regulations were talking about specifically, are the public sector bodies, websites and mobile applications. Number two accessibility regulations 2018. These require all public sector organisations, including colleges, among the rest of their educational institutes, local governments, central government, police forces, NHS, anything you care to name, it requires public sector organisations, to be very proactive in making their digital content accessible, many people are aware of the Equality Act, and the way that that works in the phrasing is reasonable adjustments effectively what's expected is, organisations will make one off adjustments to solve an individual's needs. And this is a this is a very reactive way of dealing with some of these issues. And it means they have to possibly deal with the same issue time and time again, on an individual basis. 

These new regulations put an emphasis on being proactive on making sure that organisations are meeting a bare minimum of legal requirements of meeting some technical standards to show that their digital systems, their websites, their content that they put up on their internal platforms. For all of their students meets a basic level of accessibility, which should allow people with a range of different impairments to be able to access that content interact with that content have the beginnings, the foundations of a good and accessible learning experience.

10:18
Tara: 
Okay, so this is, as he said, this is this is basic stuff as well, we're not asking for really complicated things to happen and how many colleges are actually compliant with this is that more colleges are compliant than not?

10:36
Ben: 
When we talk about compliance, that becomes an interesting and complicated conversation. The thing that we measured within the research is compliance with the presence of an accessibility statement, which has been said earlier, is this legal document that tells users about the accessibility health of a website of a, when we look to colleges, these accessibility statements are a very early stage indicator of their accessibility maturity. 

Because they're a very basic document, they've had more than three years now, to publish one of these relatively short pieces of information. When we when we look at the quality of accessibility statements across colleges, only 13% of all of the colleges in the UK have a statement which could be said to be compliant, it meets the legal wording for it, it covers all of the correct bases that they have to it shows, you know, the beginnings of the maturity of understanding what is required, but even then, that doesn't necessarily reflect the the actual quality that students will be seeing in terms of the accessibility of the websites, it just shows that they have developed some maturity to be able to discuss what is wrong with the platform in the first place. 

So this is this is kind of the step before the step of even getting into working on fixing any accessibility barriers to students. This is do colleges even understand the conversation that we're supposed to be having. And so as I said, about 13% of colleges have what would be considered to be a compliance statement. But the vast majority of organisations, not just college, it's but across the board completely. And it's exactly the same in the FE sector. Even the compliance statements claim only partial compliance with the technical standards, which is a further indication of whether this system is likely to actually be usable by anybody that that has kind of access needs. 

And so this is really disappointing that one, the FE college figures in terms of having compliance statements are the lowest across any sort of sector, within the public sector. So universities are significantly higher, local government, police forces fire and rescue NHS, even industry regulators significantly higher than colleges, even those those colleges that do have some information compliant information about their services, they are listing swathes of accessibility problems, ranging from, you know, minor issues up to very severe issues that are absolutely going to cause really significant blockers for users. And so we are very far away from a position where disabled students could go to a college and expect without individual reactive adjustments, to be able to have kind of an independent learning experience.


Tara: 
I mean, that's, that's really shocking, isn't it? Like one out of 10 colleges really having a compliant statement, but even then those compliance statements are finding issues, which are impacting men on the students journey. And, you know, obviously, that is really concerning. Ben, as part of this research, you you actually spoke to two students. I mean, what did students tell you about their experiences?

Ben: 
Yeah, thank you. I think this was one of the hardest bits of doing the research is the just talking to some of the students in Britain and really understanding some of the immediate situations they found themselves in where they were, they just felt like they weren't really being listened to they were being overlooked, that their requirements just weren't being recognised by the institution. 

And I think that had a knock-on effect in many cases on a kind of, you know, sense of belonging to the college but also their future aspirations and almost a resignation that perhaps it's going to be like this everywhere I go into the world of work and into possibly into higher education as well. So there were there were various themes. And another theme that I think came through quite strongly was and I think this is something Thomas Pocklington, you know, can really, really support was raising students own expectations of what they can reasonably expect to be provided to them, we spoke to a number of students where they were seemingly, you know, content with very little one student gave us an example of where college was, you know, had made a basic form accessible, and we're talking really kind of low levels of the compliance here, you know, this is something you'd absolutely expect. But she was absolutely delighted that she was able to complete this form and actually go that as an example of where a college was kind of going above and beyond. 

So I think we could, we could also work with students to build their own confidence to know, I'm not saying, you know, kind of have a go at colleges, because I think colleges have got, you know, a tough task ahead of them, but certainly to more forcefully advocate for their rights, and work with colleges as people with really valuable user experience to help colleges do better, you know, build better systems and procure better systems, and work on that kind of education piece within the college to raise everyone's level of awareness. So that accessibility isn't the thing that's bolted on at the end, which was very much the kind of feeling we got from the students that sometimes they felt a bit like an inconvenience,

Tara: 
okay. And Alex, I mean, Thomas Pocklington that just as a student support service, and we do support blind, partially sighted students in college. I mean, the findings of this report kind of reflects acknowledge what it is the experiences that you're hearing directly from students as well.

16:37
Alex: 
Yeah, actually, that was one of the things it really did resonate from some of the cases that I've worked on some of the students I've supported, a lot of these issues came up the accessibility of even just basic things like learning materials, so like the lecture notes, handouts, you know, those things not being provided in accessible formats, you know, students not having access to the sort of the best assistive technology solution, and really having to make doing struggle with stuff that really isn't, isn't appropriate. 

Sometimes it's just the attitude of the college. And that can go from the leadership right down to the teaching staff in the classroom, around being prepared to make things accessible and to adapt courses. To adapt assessments, the attitude is really important. And when we see good practice, it's generally when you know, you've got a college and teaching staff that I've got a very positive attitude towards wanting to include every student in the experience of learning. And something that in the bad cases that I see is where no students get so far in a course, they hit a bit of a snag in terms of accessibility, something, you know, maybe they reach a part of the course, which is quite visual. And in the bad cases, that the colleges tend to see that as a point to go, 

Well, you know, this course isn't accessible for you. And then that leads to the student dropping out. And then that can really lead to you know, either what we call churning where students end up going round and hopping from one course to the next because of accessibility not being able to ever kind of really finish anything or progress anything. But then even worse, that could even lead to like a disillusionment, in education, you know, where the students feel like there's all the avenues have been kind of close to them. 

I've worked with students and parents, who have been told no so many times, and then, you know, had to drop our courses so many times because of accessibility, that they actually feel like there's very few avenues for them to go down in terms of career. One was a student studying an IT course, and they ended up sort of dropping out of that course, because the college sort of said that it wasn't going to be accessible. And it's just such a shame, because it is one of the most doable sectors industries for blind and partially sighted people to go into.

Tara: 
So this is really important stuff. I mean, what I'm hearing so far is that, you know, this is about leadership coming down from leadership to the, to the bottom, and everybody sort of working collectively, it's about making sure the processes are in place, the platforms are accessible. And so the student gets a positive experience, because if you said to Alex and Ben, you know, the outcome for that that student means that they're either churning or they get disillusioned or kind of become distant from employment really think that it's not for them. I mean, the research also looked at the kind, obviously to have an accessible website is where students go to find out their information and who to contact. 

And I understand that the research actually explored that a little bit more by using a persona and exploring about how people find out information to access colleges in the first place. George, could you tell us a little bit about the findings of the report?


George: 
This arguably is one of the most concerning pieces of the research, the persona based testing, we wanted a consistent approach to see what prospective students were experiencing when they were contacting colleges to ask about support for users with additional access needs. 

You know, both Ben and Alex have mentioned that the disillusionment that students can experience once they're into the colleges. What I then wanted to touch on with research was, what happens even before they get in is further education, a welcoming environment that is ready to talk about disability and ready to really talk about supporting people with a range of different needs. And as we've kind of already intimated, the answer to that is a resounding no. So the persona based testing was, was there to provide a consistent method of contact a consistent contact situation where we had a blank member of our label team contact, a large representative sample of colleges. And I can absolutely say that this really does represent the sector as a whole, and send them an initial email through their main contact route, some of which weren't accessible in the first place. So we've already failed at that first hurdle. But for those colleges that he could get through to, we contacted them. 

The persona said, by a blind student, I am looking at attending your college, I wanted to speak to you to find out if it's going to be able to support my additional requirements. Can I speak to your additional learning support team? Do you have an additional learning support, contact anything like that, and also mentioned that the persona user was a user of a JAWS screen reader and they wanted to know if some of the internal platforms the virtual learning environments would work? And if they had any advice on that, so this was a what sounds like a lot, but it's a very basic persona for the kind of questions that students ask of colleges. 

To build this, Ben and I spoke to many other students about what they would ask. And this doesn't even go into the depths that some of those students would expect their institution, they would ask things like, specifically, what parts of the reading list are accessible down to the individual, individual kind of text? So this was a relatively basic question, an opening question for this contact on the blind student, I have a couple of questions about your internal systems and whether they'll support me. And do you have an ALS contact out of the large sample that we tested with, it was really shocking to see that 45.4% of those colleges, or nearly half of those colleges completely ignored this email. What's more concerning within that 45.4%, we can split that down further 24% didn't respond to any student requests, even the follow up ones, which we did to try and root out some of the some of the causes of this lack of response, once we sent the initial emails and didn't receive any response. We followed that up with a further email that was more generic that did not mention disability in any way. It just said, Hi, I'm a student, I've got some questions about whether the college is right for me. And I might need to speak to someone not specifically mentioning disability in any way. Now, 24% didn't respond to that either. So there is this issue where nearly a quarter of the colleges that we looked at don't respond to any emails from any student through their main contact routes, which is a poor experience for everyone. The more concerning aspect is the other 21.4% of colleges that we tested that did not respond to the questions about disability support, but within two days of being contacted from a more general query, with no mention of disability, they would respond very positively, very happy to engage very happy to have a chat. And it was really, really concerning to see that there is this rather hefty chunk of organisations that will completely ignore questions about disability, but more than happily engaged with others. 

So that raises further questions for us about what is the cause of this? Is there some maliciousness there? Are there factors that we can't see that are wrongly encouraging organisations to ignore requests from disabled students? Is it a lack of education within the staff, these at least frontline positions for the colleges? Do they not know? How to answer these questions? Do they not know who of their colleagues they should go and speak to when they received questions like this and what to do about it? 

There is far more work to be done here to work out what is going wrong. But we have checked this with many other college staff once we found these results. And it was kind of ratified by some of the testimonies we got from them as well. They know that this is somewhat of a problem that there does seem to be a disconnect between front facing communication teams, and the additional learning support team or any other groups that would better be able to address some of these questions. So, yes, one of the most one of the most shocking parts of the research, I think, 

Tara: 
Thanks for that. Jordan, I agree. You know, at the end of the day, you know, if you can't get your foot into the door into a college anyway, then that's going to limit students, his choices and ability to go on and to do the courses that they want to do. And again, this feels like this is coming right back to leadership, again, as well. I mean, the report has a number of recommendations. 

Ben, could you tell us what some of these recommendations are from the reports going forward?



Ben: 
Yeah, I think some of the I mean, the main ones are ones we kind of already covered around doing that awareness raising piece, you know, and this starts at the very top of the organisation from the senior leadership team, embedding this into policy and practice. 

I think the awareness raising, and particularly at that higher level will be the thing that then helps colleges to really focus on these and actually give some, some significant resource to meeting their legal obligations. So yeah, addressing it at the, you know, a college wide level, top down, bottom up, because accessibility don't well, isn't the domain purely of a disability team, you know, Assisted Learning Support team, they're there to facilitate and catalyze, but they're not there to do to be the buffers for you know, excusing, poor practice elsewhere.

 I think we also identified that there, some of this relates to funding, but where those send an ALS teams are at capacity, they clearly need some more support, because they are a very well placed group to do this outreach, this confidence building, I mean, we almost described in the report as a vicious circle in that they, they can see that colleges aren't being accessible by design. And they know many of the areas where you could immediately address this really effectively. But they're so busy keeping the kind of thing of flow, they're unable to do that outreach. 

So some level of freeing them up to be those catalysts for change within their own organisations that they know very well, they know the types of issues that their students are experiencing, because it may not be exactly the same mixture in each college. So I think the ALS team's feedback as well, of course, as the student feedback is absolutely critical. 

One of the things and Alex picked up on this, and this was definitely a feature of, you know, interviews with students was that their own confidence in the use of assistive technology was by no means something that you could, you could guarantee, you know, I think there's an assumption, possibly in college leadership that somebody you know, with a visual impairment will automatically know what the best software is, and know how to install it and keep it up to date. But we had lots of examples where people were telling us that, oh, you know, I had some software when I first started, but then it misbehaved, and I've not been able to get support. I'm now relying on other people to read things to me, you know, that level. 

So it's all those things taking away their independence, where this one's heading in terms of building confidence in the next generation, that colleges shouldn't just do this awareness raising exercise with their own in house teams and stuff, although of course, that's where the immediate priority is. But I love the idea that they should be training all students whether they have a disability or not, in the value of accessibility, the value is of assistive technology, which, you know, I think can have productivity benefits for everyone, regardless of whether they have a disability or not. I really like that so that students doing kind of group work with students with visual impairment can can more actively include them in the group presentation, the PowerPoint slides, that they're all developing an AR, knowing how to share and engage with everyone in their group equally. And I think that might address some of the problems we identified around, you know, that sense of belonging and not quite fitting in because the college hasn't really made provision for them in a mainstream way.

29:12
Tara: 
Thanks for that, then, I think some great recommendations, that All Able and Thomas Pocklington trust, have also produced some materials and resources to support colleges to actually do some of this stuff and not sort of, as you said, before, beating over their heads with a stick, but also saying actually, here's some of these solutions. 

Alex, could you tell us a little bit about these resources and where people can find them?

Alex:  
Yeah, sure. So I'm really excited about this. So because obviously, you know, we've got the recommendations, and we sort of looked at some of the problems, but I think it's really important to look at some of the ways we can move forward with this. We have our making college accessible Guide, which is on our website, and that really just gives a really practical guide that colleges can start sort of implementing Right now, obviously there's other issues that need to be looked at in terms of government and leadership and things like that. 

But I think this guy's really about getting in there. And in making these changes right now, so that covers things like how to create accessibility policies, how to assess and test the systems that our college already has, and see how accessible they are. It also covers about how to start implementing accessibility right from the beginning, you know, embedding it in everything that the college does, which I think is really important, it's accessibility should be built in, rather than bolted on a really big one, about procuring systems and resources to make sure that those are accessible.

 You know, we've had a number of cases where, you know, exam platforms and virtual learning platforms just haven't been built with accessibility in mind from the beginning. So then, when a blind or partially sighted student comes along, you know, these systems just aren't accessible. And it's so much harder to try and build that in afterwards than rather than sort of building in from the beginning. So we've got guidance around that. And also to sort of speak to some of the things we were talking about earlier about how colleges can engage with students, you know, to sort of catch those initial queries and handle them properly. 

We've got some guidance around what questions to expect and what questions you should, you should know the answer to as someone working in a college kind of in low. So it's a really good guide, it's really practical. So that's, that's what we've got now. And I really urge any student, parent education professionals on working in a college leadership, to really check that out. And either, you know, if you're in a position to implement it, go ahead and start doing it. And if you're a student, or a parent, you know, send it into your colleges point in their direction of the teachers and the staff working there. In terms of other stuff that we've got coming up, we're developing some other resources. 

Soon, we have some really interesting case studies, the experiences of students in further education, but also some of the people providing support in further education. So we've kind of got different perspectives there. We have a live event coming up in early next year, which is going to be really exciting, where we're going to be, you know, really looking to engage with colleges and professionals to sort of work with them to help them take this opportunity to actually really raise their game in terms of accessibility.

32:19
Tara: 
That's great. Thanks, Alex. George. Thank you so much for talking us through the research is, is there any final point that you would like to make or a one message you would like to give to colleges that you would like to say?

32:32
George: 
Perhaps just to reiterate some of the really great points that both Alex and Ben have made, you know, we didn't just want this research to be a yet another paper, yet another set of recommendations, but no plan of how to actually go about changing anything. I do really encourage people to take a look at the resources that Thomas Pocklington Trust and or All Able have put together with the making college accessible guide to be able to start turning some of these recommendations into practical change. And I also want to reiterate a lot of what Ben has said about this being valuable, not just for, for students and staff who are dealing with dealing with accessibility issues and impairments, but that that some of this can really affect productivity, changing everyone and a lot of what they can change with some of these recommendations is going to have really wide ranging knock on impact for all of our students.

33:29
Tara: 
Thanks, George. And I agree, I think what's great about this piece of work is how collaborative it's been. And the fact that there are resources and there's some real practical things that can be done. So we can really work together to improve outcomes for blind partially sighted students, if they choose the route to go into mainstream college. And then I'm going to give you the last word, Ben.

33:54
Ben: 
In doing this, we've become really, really invested in so many ways, you know, some of the stories we've heard about. And so we're, you know, I don't think this ends just with this report being published. You know, as we've said, we've got there really practical guidance on what colleges can do. And I think nobody's expecting every college website to be absolutely perfect, every resource to be absolutely perfect. But what we do want to see is a very active engagement, a clear roadmap for how colleges can take this forward sustainably and crucially, involving students with visual impairments in the building of those roadmaps get them involved, they have unbelievably valuable intelligence about how your organization's work. 

And exactly as George, Alex have said, if you can get your systems and services working well, for students with some of the most difficult accessibility challenges, then you're not going to be disadvantaged anyone who doesn't face those challenges, you're just going to be given them an even better experience. So this is a great way to make your college more attractive to everyone and improve things like retention progression attainment and the number of students going on to higher education.

 I think it's a, an unbelievably valuable thing that should be seen in the whole context of the college and not just about supporting, you know, what some may perceive to be a relatively small cohort of students. This, the opportunities here are great and really exciting. I think they should be embraced in that way and not just be seen as some legal dark cloud because we don't just want to be the kind of people who are telling everyone off all the time, you know, that we understand this stuff is difficult, but make a start and get stuck in and seek help from brilliant organisations like Thomas Pocklington who will look after you.

35:44
Thank you. Well, thanks so much, Alex, Ben and George this has been such a pleasure to speak to you all. And you know, just to reiterate what you're said to anybody listening out there, read the research, look at the recommendations, have a look at the resources, get in touch if there's anything we can do if you've got any questions, and watch this space for more to come say thank you. Thanks, everyone.

Voiceover: 
Thank you. Thanks. You've been listening to the Blind Spot podcast from Thomas Pocklington trust. If you'd like to find out more about what we do at TPT, check out our website, go to www.pocklington-trust.org.uk. And don't forget to subscribe to the podcast so you don't miss the next episode. Thank you for listening
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