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ABSTRACT

Assistive Technologies exist that can assist and direct students who experience learning, studying, research or writing difficulties in planning, negotiating and completing tasks. The various technologies once deemed to be matched considerately to a need or set of needs may help in a number of ways. They can also potentially cause more problems or eventuate in a costly exercise in time, expenditure and frustration as the most appropriate devices, software or strategies were not made available or were not considered carefully. The lack of awareness or maturity in the research approach may compromise the potential outcomes. What needs to be considered? How do you determine the most relevant and appropriate assistive technologies for short and long term use? This session will investigate these and other associated issues and the major genres of software demonstrated.

1. EMERGING PORTABLE DEVICES

Students in secondary schools and tertiary institutions require a wide range of tools and solutions in order to initiate and independently complete tasks. Often it is difficult and time consuming to source the most beneficial combination of technologies that will meet their needs. A range of popular and affordable mainstream technologies exist that can assist them in their research, study, organisation and learning. 

How can we harness the simplicity, power and portability of devices such as mobile phones and MP3 players so that they are used effectively and constructively at school rather than being a nuisance and hindrance? Do we negate the positive advantages and features or relegate them to another ‘banned’ technology? 

Educators and students need to consider the relevance and importance of emerging portable digital devices. Schools and tertiary settings need to provide opportunities for including them in an educational, data retrieval and research context. Students perceive these technologies as critical elements in the delivery, storage development of knowledge systems, alongside their computers.

Educators should negotiate and decide with their students as to the necessary tools to use in class as well as in other domains.  Agreement as to whether they are permissible or appropriate in different settings at school should be articulated and clearly defined in school or institution policy. Most campuses have a computer laboratory or classroom with computing resources as well as in information areas such as libraries and pods. Facilities for safe, equitable and manageable usage can prevent security risks and ensure the integrity of all systems. Liaison and discussion with relevant IT personal will result in workable and productive outcomes.

The decision to allow or ban a device is dependent on how the school views and perceives learning. How students interface with devices and people has changed markedly over the past five years. The prevalence and scope of new portable devices has increased exponentially. The range of facilities has also diversified and expanded. Current technologies offer a range of functions with multiple features and formats in these devices. 

PDAs (Portable Digital Assistants) can not only surf the web, provide access to SMS and emails but also play back music and video file content. They can be used to store names and addresses or friends and colleagues as well as calculate, and help students organize and plan their day. They battery life can last up to a week without charging or a few days with constant use.

Mobile phones include web browsers, Global Positioning Satellite features, voice recording, video playback as well as Office document support The data transfer protocols include USB connectivity, infra red and Bluetooth. Students are connected to local and global communities and communicate in a variety of ways. Transmission of information is fast and often effective.

Have educators fully grasped the implications of these technologies and exploited them for the advancement of teaching practices, or lagged behind? Students often regard current educational settings and their teachers as being more and more irrelevant. With Web 2.0 tools, students are able to share ideas and information using a variety of online tools, accessed anywhere at their convenience.

2. SOFTWARE GENRES

Software can be freeware or Open Source based, or acquired as commercial products. With freeware programs and utilities, successful deployment can be achieved at a small cost with near immediate results. In other situations, successful and satisfactory deployment may result in significant costs in the initial purchase, as well as short to long time frames in the testing, installing, configuration and implementation. Opportunities and funding for training and professional development may or may not eventuate.

Genres of software programs provide students who struggle with text-based systems. Increasingly, students wish to use visual media to describe and document significant events in their work, study and leisure time. Schools need to provide opportunities for students to use their skills in video, photography and animation to complete assignments and tasks, without having to rely wholly on text.

Schools often remain ambivalent to the use of other recording and assessment tools such as video and audio recorders. They struggle with different formats and encourage or even stipulate that all assessment must be written or typed. This disenfranchises a growing percentage of students who find producing, reading and comprehending text difficult or impossible.

3. POTENTIAL SOLUTIONS

Using scanners with Optical Character Recognition (OCR) software, students can transfer text from any printed source into electronic formats that can be edited, printed and saved. Some students have difficulty reading text due to the complexity of the text, layout and amount of text, the vocabulary or terms embedded in the writing as well as the time required to read or study the contents. Occasionally it is simply the fact that the original is a library resource that cannot be borrowed. In other instances it may be the fact that the student is fatigued or under stress.

Scanning text using OCR systems, either desktop or hand held devices, provides students with the option of acquiring the whole or part of a document, newspaper, book, instruction or study guide. After it is electronically converted to a text file, PDF or MS Word document, students can change the font, size and colour, background colour, line spacing and overall appearance. Text can be voiced, brailed or even translated into a preferred language. Of course, copyright and validation principles need to be clearly understood and proper conventions followed.

Text to speech software provides speech feedback for MS Word files, web sites, emails, online chat messaging software and for any other programs where text can be ‘highlighted’ or selected. Voices are male or female and speed and sometimes pitch can be modified. Text can be spoken within the program, voiced by using a floating toolbar.

Text to Audio programs and utilities can be used to convert text to WMA, .WAV and MP3 sound formats. These file types can be associated and played with applications on the students’ or school’s computers or on portable PDAs, MP3 players and iPods.

Talking calculators can be used to check the input of numbers and functions as well as the result of a calculation. They assist vision-impaired students and those who require voice feedback as they may inadvertently transpose numbers or enter required steps or functions incorrectly.

There are spell checkers that help with locating and spelling words correctly. Used in conjunction with an online or dedicated thesaurus, students can locate and define words and build confidence in using more appropriate vocabulary. Yet other programs voice PDF files that have been downloaded from the web, accessed from a CD or DVD or provided by teaching staff or scanned by the student, teacher, scribe, tutor or teacher assistant.

Note building and storage applications are usually easy to master and track and store Internet pages and resources. They aid in storing, compiling and locating information whilst students research and gather critical data on the web. They can then re-order data, add notes, photos, images and video content.

Organisational, planning and information management systems provide electronic storage and retrieval of data. Systems exist that assist in students maintaining schedules and alert students to important and significant events. Use of diaries, calendars, reminders and visual, auditory and text-based media can realise better outcomes for poorly organised students. It promotes greater self-reliance, which results in a more confident and independent users.

4. CONCLUSION
It is in choosing the right technology to achieve a task at the right time that ensures success. As all students and educators have their own capacities to cope with new technologies, it is in identifying which technology or combination of solutions that will provide the necessary supports in a cost and time efficient manner. Educators need to embrace emerging technologies and assist students in identifying how, when and where they can be gainfully employed to further opportunities to participate and succeed.
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