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	Author

Ailsa Macleod


	Organisation

Royal National College for the Blind


	Employer Involvement (If Applicable)

N/A


	Background to Project

RNC has been engaged since 1999 in testing the accessibility of virtual learning environments.  An audit of MOODLE was undertaken in 2007 which recognised the need to introduce a VLE but accessibility issues were holding back development.  The publicly distributed version of MOODLE was found to be not sufficiently accessible for existing RNC purposes.  However, the RNC considered that by not facilitating access to VLEs more expert learners (with highly developed skills with enabling software) it could be discriminating against them.


	Project Approach

Having established that there were several areas which presented barriers to visually impaired students:
· Attempts were made to improve accessibility to the publicly distributed version of MOODLE.
· A bespoke system was designed with a people with a visual impairment as the starting point for the development
· An audit of the skill sets required to access both the publically distributed version of MOODLE and a bespoke version of a VLE were carried out.
· Other packages that would run with MOODLE were investigated for accessibility.
· The accessibility of the actual learning materials was completed both with industry standard Microsoft software packages and with enabling software




	
Describe the Project from start to finish

Attempts to improve accessibility to the publicly distributed version of MOODLE was carried out in-house to modify MOODLE scripts by adding extra navigational elements to the structure to allow access to pages which would otherwise not be available to visually impaired users.

The results of attempting to modify MOODLE scripts to improve accessibility have shown that making visually conceived environments accessible by adding functions such as “skip to main content” links are not a solution that improves the learning process.  The overload of information a screen reader would read out in these circumstances led to an investigation into whether a bespoke package would be preferable.

A bespoke system designed with a people with a visual impairment as the starting point for the development rather than a modification of an existing VLE was considered preferable.  The potential for use as a tool to train learners in the underlying strategies required to make effective use and to minimise the additional cognitive load required when using interfaces that are “accessible” rather than usable.

The accessible VLE was created and later abandoned in preference of the publicly distributed version of MOODLE.  The bespoke model would not be sufficiently similar to the publicly distributed version to offer transferable skills and advancements in the assistive technologies now offered improved accessibility.

The accessibility issues involved in using MOODLE as an interface or gateway to accessible materials in a learning environment are not insurmountable. Having an inclusive online learning environment is reliant on three areas being investigated for accessibility, the MOODLE interface, any plug-ins used and all of the course materials hosted on the MOODLE.


	Lessons Learned

Accessibility is not a simple concept; making an accessible MOODLE was not necessarily the best solution.  Whilst working on developing an accessible MOODLE, more was discovered about the accessibility features of the standard MOODLE and ways of utilising MOODLE.


	Recommendations

Continue to update the audit of skills and appropriate training while the first course is delivered via the colleges MOODLE system using standard versions for dissemination within a range of interested educational institutions within the LLN


	Plan for Dissemination

LLN Conference
RNC Newsletter
RNC Website
Specialist College Forum
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