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Summary and key points
Method:

· A small scale exploratory survey of 49 teachers (all training to be qualified teachers of visually impaired pupils, and regularly working alongside visually impaired students in schools). 

· Participants completed a short questionnaire in relation to their use of iPads in their professional work.

Summary points.

· There is evidence that the iPad is proving a useful educational tool for visually impaired pupils in a range of settings.

· Key strengths identified were the iPad’s accessibility features which are built into the operating system (magnification and speech-based), and the range of available third-party applications.

· Respondents described a range of examples of creative and innovative practice, including using iPads as: low vision devices (including accessing the whiteboard); reading devices (including speech output and adjustable large print); vision assessment tools; sources of visual training activities; and sources of accessible general applications (word processing, web browsing, email) and educational software.
Points of caution and follow-up questions:

· Many respondents felt that a lack of financial resources to purchase iPads, as well as a lack of personal knowledge and training, were barriers to greater use of this technology.

· The small survey sample may mean that other teachers may have different (perhaps less positive) views.
· Whilst it is potentially very useful having access to a range of applications on the iPad, some of these should be evaluated before use with pupils (e.g. vision assessment applications).
· There may be alternative products (e.g. Google Nexus, Amazon Kindle Fire, Microsoft Surface) which offer different advantages and disadvantages.
1 Introduction

There has been a recent increase in the use of mobile computer technology across Britain. This mobile technology includes laptop computers, but also so-called ‘post-PC’ technology including smart phones and tablet computers. The Apple iPad is one of the most popular examples of a tablet computer.

This report forms an initial exploratory investigation into how the iPad is being (and could be) used in the education of students with a visual impairment. This report presents the findings of survey of iPad use amongst 49 teachers training to become Qualified Teachers of Visually Impaired Students (QTVIs). This was an opportunistic survey and seen as an efficient method of gathering some exploratory data. As such the report provides only an initial snapshot of some of the educational use of iPads with and amongst visually impaired students. 
2 Method

A self-completion questionnaire was distributed to approximately 70 teachers training to become Qualified Teachers of Visually Impaired Students (QTVIs). All participants were attending a residential study weekend at the University of Birmingham as part of their two year part-time training programme. Participants were qualified teachers working in a variety of settings including mainstream schools, special schools (visual impairment), and special schools (non visual impairment, e.g. schools for students with severe learning difficulties). All participants had experience of working with students with visual impairments.

Questionnaires were distributed to participants at the beginning of the study weekend and collected over the course of the same weekend. A total of 49 questionnaires were collected.

The questionnaire was designed to gather data in relation to current iPad use. This included: the use of the iPad in their own work; use of the iPad by other professionals / teachers they knew of, or use of the iPad by students with visual impairments.

An initial question asked whether the participants had heard of the iPad – all had, except one participant who was unsure. The data reported here draws upon the 48 participants who had heard of the iPad.

The questionnaire (see appendix) was made up of a further seven questions linked to iPad use. Because of low numbers, frequencies rather than percentages are generally presented. Not all questions were answered by all participants. Data in relation to each question is presented in turn. 
3 Results
3.1 Overview of iPad use 

About half the participants reported that they knew of iPads being used by teachers in their work with visually impaired students. A slightly lower proportion reported that that they knew of iPads being used by the visually impaired students themselves.
Table 1. Is the Apple iPad being used within your work by teachers and/or students with visual impairment?
	
	Yes
	No
	Not sure

	Teachers
	23 (47%)
	22 (45%)
	0



	Students with visual impairment
	19 (39%)
	24 (49%)
	5 (10%)




A follow-up open question asked if the respondent would be interested in developing the use of the iPad within their work if they had not already (and, if so, what had prevented them from doing so). Of the 34 participants who responded, the vast majority expressed a positive interest (including two who referred to ongoing trials in their school or service). Twenty-two of these participants described lack of funds as a key problem. Seven were concerned about lack of knowledge (including in relation to the appropriateness and accessibility of the iPad) and associated training needs. Although rare, two participants were concerned about more technical matters of compatibility of the iPad with other educational technology (school networks).
3.2 iPad use by staff
When asked how the iPad was being used by staff, it was most commonly reported that they were used when working with visually impaired pupils, although general administrative activities were also relatively common (record keeping, research).
Table 2. How is the iPad used by staff
	Use of Apple iPad by staff
	N

	Note taking and record keeping 
	14

	Web browsing and research
	17

	Working with visually impaired pupils
	23


Follow-up descriptions of the types of activities undertaken highlighted that the iPad was used to carry out a range of activities with pupils, including: visual assessment; visual enlargement of curriculum materials (text and diagrams); and use of speech access (‘talking books’). These activities suggest that a range of iPad accessibility features were being exploited (magnification and speech-based). There also appears to be a range of creative uses made of the iPad, ranging from a low vision devise (providing access to an interactive whiteboard), to the use of very particular and bespoke third-party applications for students with additional disabilities (e.g. dictation software).
Table 3. Specific examples of iPad use by staff
	Use of Apple iPad
	N

	Visual Assessments
	5

	Enlargement of text/diagrams
	3

	Talking books 
	2

	Reading PDF's, Emails
	2

	Some curriculum apps 
	2

	Using apps for pupils with complex needs
	2

	Emailing
	1

	Texting/Communicating
	1

	Whole Apple Suite for media
	1

	Linking up to interactive whiteboard in classrooms for close viewing
	1

	Filming presentations
	1

	For taking photo/video of h/wk / instructions for activities
	1

	Dragon Dictate [Dictation software] for PD pupils.  
	1

	Pro 10 speech package 
	1

	Access to lessons using camera
	1

	Games
	1


3.3 iPad use by students
Participants reported that students used iPads in a variety of overlapping ways. The questionnaire asked participants about iPad use under five category headings (presented in the table below). The use of iPad to support students to access information (whether as a ‘general information access device’ or a ‘low vision device’) was relatively commonly reported (15 participants reported they knew of students who did one or both of these things). For each of these iPad uses, participants were invited to provide details of the approaches taken and these are presented in Table 5 to Table 9.
Table 4. How is the iPad used by students (question 4)
	
	N

	A general information access device (using standard applications like word processors, web-browsers)
	12

	A low vision device
	14

	As a device for other educational purposes
	10

	Games and other leisure activities
	14

	Any other way by/with pupils with visual impairment
	8


Linked to the above, it was interesting to note that of those participants who answered question 5, the majority thought the iPad was being used “in addition to a desktop/laptop computer” (n=17), while only four felt it was being used “as an alternative to a desktop/laptop computer”.

Specific example of iPad use by students
Table 5. Specific examples of using the iPad as general information access device
	
	N

	Access to internet/web browser for research
	2

	Pages app for word, Numbers for Excel
	2

	iBooks to access PDFs
	1

	Easier than laptop with screen reader
	1

	Use voiceover for students with no sight
	1

	Trialling it for general access to mainstream lessons
	1

	PD children find easier to type on than QWERTY keyboard on laptop
	1


Table 6. Specific examples of using the iPad as a low vision device
	
	N

	Enlarging text
	8

	Talking books and reading text
	6

	To access whiteboard using camera
	2

	Use of Apps for SEN
	1


Table 7. Specific examples of using the iPad as a device for other educational purposes
	
	N

	Filming and  recording
	2

	Assessment using apps such as bubbles
	2

	Taking photographs
	2

	Games
	1

	Tracking
	1

	Braille
	1

	Dragon dictate
	1

	Pre 10 to go for students who struggle with keyboards
	1

	Speech and Language packages
	1

	Camera - Snapshots of displays
	1

	Different apps for literacy, maths and modern foreign languages
	1


Table 8. Specific examples of using an iPad as a game or other leisure activities
	
	N

	Educational Games
	3

	Photo booth and different games to enhance fine motor e.g. cut the rope
	1

	Using Apps to reinforce lessons (Mr Thorne does Phonics / Percy Parkers times tables etc).
	1

	Numeracy and Literacy game apps
	1

	Use of Switch it games (in future planned)
	1

	Braille games
	1

	Angry Birds - Baby touch app
	1

	Emails and texting
	1

	Colour/Shape recognition
	1


Table 9. Specific examples of others uses of the iPad
	
	N

	VI/Autism - Calming (Apps plus reward activities)
	1

	Staff providing their own iPad for general 'easy' access to information
	1

	Cause and effect games with pupils (PMLD/SLD/MLD)
	1

	Organisation/Speech apps
	1


3.4 iPad strengths and potential

Teachers were asked to indicate whether specific features of the iPad made it particularly interesting to them as a teacher of visually impaired students. Of the four features of the iPad suggested in the questionnaire, all were viewed as positive by at least half of the teachers (see table below).  The ‘in built screen reader and screen magnifier’ and ‘small size and portability’ features seemed to be viewed particularly positively.
Table 10. Aspects of the iPad which are of interest to you as a teacher of the visually impaired students (question 6)
	
	N (%)

	In built screen reader and screen magnifier
	36 (73%)

	Small size and portability
	36 (73%)

	Potential to replace traditional computing devices
	31 (63%)

	Flash storage and instant wake from sleep
	23 (47%)


Seventeen participants indicated other aspects of Apple iPad that were of interest to them. A selection of responses are presented below, and it is noticeable that the range of ‘Apps’ available was seen as positive by many (some making this general point explicitly, while others listing particular applications which were relevant to them and their work).
Table 11. Other positive aspects of the iPad identified (question 6)
	
	N

	Range of Apps available which are not available on laptop 
	5

	Use of visual assessment
	3

	Touch screen
	3

	Motivating and engaging children by using stimulation games and activities
	2

	Apps with switch capability
	1

	‘Street cred’ with peers 
	1

	Camera 
	1

	Speaking and listening activities
	1

	Sending emails for VI children
	1

	Word docs/PDF Files
	1

	Cause and effect programme
	1


Participants were asked a second similar open question but this time with emphasis upon recommended applications for teaching children with a visual impairment (question 7). The question generated similar responses to the previous question (although only 14 participants responded), and the list is presented below.
Table 12. Are there any applications on the iPad that you would particularly recommend as a tool for teaching children with a visual impairment (question 7).
	
	n 

	Apps for assessment
	2

	Voiceover with notes  
	1

	Facetime for deaf blind pupils
	1

	Free software to link up to interactive whiteboard
	1

	Magnification application
	1

	Accessibility to lots of websites 
	1

	Braille flashcards
	1

	For MDVI pupils - can communicate by touch
	1

	Look-tell
	1

	Reading presentation
	1


3.5 Additional comments 

Finally, participants were asked to provide any additional comments in relation to the use of the iPad in teaching students with visual impairment. Twelve participants responded to this question, and these are summarised below.
Table 13. Additional comments
	
	N

	I am keen to get some and start and I want one. We need sponsorship to receive Free iPad
	3

	It can motivate pupils as it is a device children want to use 
	2

	I know some tests are available such as logMAR - how reliable are these in comparison to standard versions?
	1

	Very portable
	1

	Watching the students with no sight accessing the internet and browsing 
	1

	It would be helpful if it could be used for assessment to avoid teachers needing to carry heavy bags
	1

	It could be used for touch typing
	1

	Braille application can be used for those students caught between braille and print. Especially teenage years when braille is a harder option.
	1

	We have difficulties using due to networked computer devices so use of Apple iPad can be more easy
	1


Unsurprisingly the comments cover a wide range of points including some which had been raised elsewhere. Nevertheless, there are further examples of enthusiasm for the iPad as well as some notes of caution (the concern about the improper use of assessment materials being notable). The reference to touch typing is also worth reflecting upon. Given the iPad’s touch screen does not give tactual feedback to the user, touch typing can be difficult for those with severe visual impairment. However, the iPad can be linked to small wireless keyboards as well as rubber keyboard overlays (e.g. TouchFire).
4 Conclusion
Although this is only a small scale exploratory survey which was completed by a relatively small number of trainee QTVIs, it does provide evidence that the iPad is proving a useful educational tool for visually impaired pupils in a range of settings. One strength may be the apparent general enthusiasm towards the iPad exhibited by teachers and pupils alike and this may be linked to the iPad’s general desirability (or as one respondent put it, ‘street cred’). However, more practically it appears to be the inbuilt accessibility features (magnification and speech-based) and the range of available third-party applications which generate particular enthusiasm amongst this group.
This short piece of work has generated a range of examples of creative and innovative practice which usefully adds to the emerging literature of this type (e.g. in relation to iPad use with other special educational needs groups). The work also raised some points of caution and questions which require follow-up. Most notably, many respondents felt that a lack of financial resources to purchase iPads, as well as a lack of personal knowledge and training, were barriers to greater use of this technology. Additionally, the questionnaire was not completed by a significant proportion of the original sample of teachers who were approached. It is possible that they had different (perhaps less positive) views, leading to their reluctance to complete the questionnaire. Finally, this questionnaire focussed upon the Apple iPad because it is the most popular tablet computer at time of writing. There may be alternative products (e.g. Google Nexus, Amazon Kindle Fire, Microsoft Surface) which offer different advantages and disadvantages. This is worthy of further investigation.
5 Appendix – Questionnaire: The Apple iPad as a Learning Access Tool for Blind and Low Vision Young People

Thank you for agreeing to complete this short questionnaire. RNIB and VICTAR are looking at the role of the Apple iPad as a learning tool for blind and low vision young persons and we would like to establish its popularity within the field of education and visual impairment in the UK.

1. Have you heard of the Apple iPad?

Yes [  ] 

No [  ]

Not Sure [  ]

2. Is the Apple iPad being used within your work by:

	
	Yes
	No
	Not sure

	Teachers
	
	
	

	Students with visual impairment
	
	
	


If the Apple iPad is not being used within your work, is this something that you are interested in developing? If you would, what has prevented you so far in doing this?

	


3. If the Apple iPad is being used by staff in your school or support service, we are interested in the main uses of the device. Is the Apple iPad being used for any of the following:

	
	Yes
	No
	Not sure

	Note taking and record keeping 
	
	
	

	Web browsing and research
	
	
	

	Working with visually impaired pupils
	
	
	


	If ‘yes’ please explain (or provide other examples):




4. If the Apple iPad is being used by students in your school or support service, we are interested in the main uses of the device. Is it being used in any of the following ways:

	
	Yes
	No
	Not sure

	A general information access device (using standard applications like word processors, web-browsers.
	
	
	

	If yes, please explain:



	A low vision device
	
	
	

	If yes, please explain:



	As a device for other educational purposes 

	
	
	

	If yes, please explain:



	Games and other leisure activities
	
	
	

	If yes, please explain:



	Any other way by/with pupils with visual impairment
	
	
	

	If yes, please give further information:




5. Would you say the Apple iPad is being used:


In addition to a desktop / laptop computer [  ]
OR

As an alternative to a desktop / laptop computer [  ]

6. Are any of the following aspects of the Apple iPad of interest to you as a teacher of the visually impaired students? 

In built screen reader and screen magnifier [  ]

Small size and portability [  ]

Potential to replace traditional computing devices [  ]

Flash storage and instant wake from sleep [  ]

Others, please list:

	


7. Are there any applications on the Apple iPad that you would particularly recommend as a tool for teaching children with a visual impairment? 

	


8. Have you any additional comments you would like to make, in relation to the use of the Apple iPad in teaching students with visual impairment?
	


1

