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1. Background and Focus of this Special Issue

This special issue focuses on an important contempo-
rary concern—inclusive technologies and learning.
Since the 1960s there has been a continued develop-
ment and diversification of digital technologies used
across societal sectors (Bijker, Hughes, Pinch, & Douglas,
2012), enabling applications not solely within business
and commerce, but significantly within educational and
social settings (such as those discussed by The Metiri
Group, 2006, for example), supporting communication
and learning (for example, shown by Richardson, 2012),
providing opportunities to widen and deepen reach and
interactions (as indicated, for example, by Kim, Hagashi,
Carillo, Gonzales, Makany, Lee, & Garate, 2011). It can
be argued that such developments have created many
divisions and challenges too (Resta, & Laferriere, 2008);
individuals as well as nations may not have the same
access or facilities as others (ITU, 2015); and issues
such as exploitation and exclusion are regularly high-
lighted (Dutta, Geiger, & Lanvin, 2015). This special issue
is concerned with inclusive technologies and learning,
related to social inclusion. Key questions considered in
the papers selected for this special issue include:

e For learning, training or employment, do digital
technologies enable social inclusion within
educational or training settings (helping to
address the range of problems identified in the
extensive study of Vaughn, Wexler, Beaver,
Perron, Roberts, & Fu, 2011, for example)?

e Are digital technologies being developed to
enhance learning and social inclusion (such as the
way the development of virtual worlds is
described by Doyle, 2010, for example)?

e How are online learning and social networking
practices influencing social inclusion in learning
(engaging in practices and realising outcomes in
the forms detailed in Coomey, & Stephenson,
2001, for example)?

e Do digital technologies benefit certain groups to
greater extents, or specifically, in terms of
learning related to social inclusion (in situations
such as those discussed by Campigotto, McEwen,
& Epp, 2013, for example)?

o Do digital technologies support learning and
social inclusion across all ages, in terms of
intergenerational learning, and independent of
cultures (through processes such as those
described by Palaigeorgiou, Triantafyllakos, &
Tsinakos, 2011, for example)?

In this special issue, six papers are presented, each
providing a different perspective, but all focusing on
inclusive technologies and learning. Whilst all six pa-
pers offer different views, there is, however, a com-
mon message that emerges from across these six pa-
pers; that is—there is a vital need for research in the
field of inclusive technologies and learning to continue
to explore ways that allow individuals who have disa-
bilities or communication needs to collaborate and be
involved in research activities if we are to effectively
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identify outcomes that can be applied purposefully
through policy and practice.

2. Research, Practice and Policy Perspectives

In essence, these six papers offer perspectives that
throw light on the research, policy and practice arena.
In the field of inclusive technologies and learning, the
three elements of research, policy and practice are
seen and recognised as being necessarily closely con-
nected and affected:

e Research in this field can (and it is argued, should)
draw out findings that have implications for policy
and for practice.

e Policy should take research and practice into
account if it is to afford voice to those with
disabilities or communication needs that are a
part of an inclusive community or population.

e Practice should not only be aware of policy and
research in this field, but should review regularly
what effects this awareness is having on activity
and on outcomes in terms of learning.

Although these six papers have clear and important
messages and implications for policy, it is interesting
that few policy makers have been involved directly in
that research. The research that is reported has fo-
cused mainly on gathering evidence from learners and
from teachers. But the three audiences of researchers,
policy personnel and practitioners are all important in
the context of these papers. A way of considering this
is to think of the actors being influenced by an audi-
ence ‘slice’ (shown in Figure 1).

Thinking about this form of relationship through

The “Policy”
Slice

1

each of the papers, important emerging points from
each of them arise.

3. An Overview of Each Paper with Key Emerging Points

McDowell (2015) offers a qualitative case study of an
undergraduate university cohort, exploring the ways
that online learning can support individuals on the au-
tistic spectrum in engagement with group work. This
case study investigates practices that teachers provide,
where the teacher is also the researcher. However, the
focus is clearly on the learners, undergraduates in a
university course. The paper raises questions—how can
group work be effectively managed to include learners
on the autistic spectrum, and what are the implications
for practice and policy? The paper argues from a prac-
tice viewpoint that there is a need to strongly consider
these questions. What will happen beyond the course
and the university context is certainly not clear, and
how the involvement that has been achieved can be
supported in the long term for these learners is not
within the gift of those undertaking the study or even
within the institution of the learners. This paper shows
that while practice clearly needs to consider how to
support collaborative and group work when cohorts in-
clude individuals on the autistic spectrum, policy at a
local and wider level importantly needs at the same
time to recognise the importance for individuals on the
autistic spectrum to be able to work in groups. Taking
this practice forward may well, therefore, be a concern
not just at a local university level, but at national and
international policy focus levels too. In terms of Figure
1, the study directly involves the research and practice
slices, but has vitally important messages and implica-
tions for the policy slice.

The ‘Research’

Slice

Figure 1. A relationship of actors and audience.
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Davidson (2015) provides a contrasting study, a collab-
orative action research study, which looks at how adult
learners living with an intellectual disability can be in-
volved in producing videos that tell their story and
gives others access to their achievements and success-
es. The study focuses on the learners, adult learners,
but also investigates how they are supported by and in-
teract with ‘counsellors’ and other adults in the com-
munity. Whilst the study focuses on how to involve
these learners in video production, rather than them
being involved in simply receiving information or ideas
through video channels, the questions of who can lead
this for individuals beyond the study, and who can take
this practice forward, are important if the successes of
this work are to be seen more widely. The paper raises
questions of how individuals with intellectual disabili-
ties can be effectively involved in producing rather
than receiving through video, and how this will be
done in other contexts by others in the future. The au-
thor provides an effective model that is linked to a
supportive context, but how this can and will be repli-
cated is a question that goes beyond the study itself.
From a policy perspective, there is clearly a need for
policy makers to be aware of the fact that involving
those with intellectual disabilities in producing rather
than receiving through video is an important practice
to develop and support. Taking this practice forward,
local, national and international support structure poli-
cy focus groups can all play a part. Again, in terms of
Figure 1, the study involves the research and practice
slices, but has vitally important messages and implica-
tions for the policy slice.

Hayhoe, Roger, Eldritch-Béersen and Kelland (2015)
provide us with evidence from a case study, undertak-
en in a university undergraduate context, concerned
with developing what they term ‘inclusive technical
capital’ to counter effects of changes in policy for sup-
porting university-level students with disabilities. The
study focuses on the learners, but the role of the re-
searchers is clearly important in creating potentially
positive alternative activities for the learners to gain
basic study skills. While teachers are less directly high-
lighted in this study, it clearly raises questions of how
mobile technologies and drop-in sessions can effective-
ly support students with disabilities in enhancing their
basic study skills in universities when allowances are
being changed. In this context, finding out that mobile
technology-based activities and uses of virtual learning
environments (VLEs) appear to be favoured by learn-
ers, clearly has implication for policy and practice. The
authors indicate the importance of mobile technolo-
gies and VLEs in this situation, but how these technolo-
gies can most effectively be used in practice, and who
will model this practice, are also questions for policy.
Outcomes of the study imply that there is a need to
consider appropriate and relevant policy at individual,
institutional and national levels to recognise ways to

effectively support students with disabilities, with prac-
tice seeking to introduce ways that are effective for
students with disabilities. Taking this practice forward,
local university policy focus will clearly be an important
next step. In terms of Figure 1, the study informs us
through the research and practice slices, with clear
messages and implications for the policy slice.

Hardman (2015) reports a study using an action re-
search approach, involving mixed method data gather-
ing, exploring how teachers supporting special educa-
tion can be prepared and updated in their practices
through community building using Web 2.0. This study
focuses on teachers and their practices, specifically on
teacher trainees and teachers in the compulsory school
sector. However, the researcher has a clear role too, in
providing facilities and support for the building of a
community. With low levels of contribution by the
teachers following their graduations, the study raises
the questions of whether communities of practice work
in supporting ongoing practice in all cases through their
involvement as observers, whether there are specific
difficulties for teachers working with special education
in contributing in these ways, and what limits that use.
While it is clear that there is a need for these teachers
to be using technologies in order to be as aware as
possible of how to support children with special needs
with technologies, and for them to keep abreast of
new developments, how this should be done is not
clear from the study outcomes. It is refreshing, howev-
er, to see an example of activities that do not work in
an entirety. For practitioners, this leaves the question
open of how to set up such a network to support this
necessary community, and for policy personnel, ques-
tions of how the need for those supporting special ed-
ucation to share understandings, experiences and prac-
tices through their careers can be addressed. Taking
practice forward, there are clear implications for local
teacher training, as well as for regional and national
policy focus in this respect. In terms of Figure 1, the
study informs us of outcomes through the research
and practice slices, but leaves important questions and
implications for the policy slice.

Parsons (2015) offers a policy review and analysis,
looking in depth at the ways that digital technologies
might positively affect informed consent practices with
children and young people in social research. The au-
thor focuses on the learners in this paper, across the
age range, highlighting how technologies can now af-
ford positive ways to bring forward and highlight
learner voice more effectively, as well as to ensure in-
formed consent is more ethically focused. While teach-
ers are not the main focus of this paper, there are
clearly implications for teachers in how they respond
to and handle these new opportunities. The paper rais-
es questions about whether our current ethical pro-
cesses are always ethical (or whether they sometimes
might be considered unethical), and whether they do
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really achieve the purpose they are set out to do. Con-
sidering the legal element in these practices leads to
questions as to whether ethics are now more focused on
legal concerns than ethical concerns, how the two re-
late, and whether the ‘old practice’ of ‘signing on the
dotted line’ has become a practice that ethics adopts
without sufficient critical question. For practice, there is
a clear need for teachers to consider how informed con-
sent can be structured to ensure children and young
people (including those with disabilities and communica-
tion needs) have a significant voice in social research,
while for policy, reviewing the practice of informed con-
sent to ensure children and young people have a signifi-
cant voice in social research is a clearly vital need. Taking
this practice forward, there are certainly implications for
groups considering this issue at national and interna-
tional levels as well as at local and agency policy focus
levels. This paper again, in terms of Figure 1, informs us
through the research and practice slices, but has vitally
important messages and implications for the policy slice.

Burgstahler (2015) provides a review of practice
and research concerned with the progress of develop-
ments that support engagement and access through
online learning practices for university students with
disabilities (particularly in terms of visual, auditory and
motor disabilities). In this paper, the experience of the
researcher, and the experiences of teachers in universi-
ties, are brought forward and examined in terms of the
recent development of effective practice within an
overall policy concern—for making online learning
practices accessible for those with disabilities. The pa-
per raises questions of what has been achieved in
terms of supporting students with disabilities to en-
gage with and use online environments over the past
years, and what has failed. Overall, the author paints a

The “Policy’
Slice

fairly disappointing picture of university practices not
moving towards wide-scale concern and implementa-
tion. If outcomes at this time are not as positive and
wide-spread as had been hoped for, it is possible that
moving forward might require new technological ap-
proaches to these issues, as well as considering further
ways to influence practice and policy more widely. For
policy, it is important that the current state of play is
recognised, while for practice, it is important for
teachers and those managing courses to identify what
needs to be done, now and in the future. Taking this
practice forward is likely to require a focus not just
from the local university, but also at national policy fo-
cus levels, including discussions with technology pro-
viders and innovators. In terms of Figure 1, the review
informs us through the research and practice slices, but
again has important messages and implications for the
policy slice (including particularly innovative technolo-
gy policy).

Overall, the six papers in this special issue highlight
the ways that researchers in this field have been ac-
tively engaged in supporting and drawing out findings
from learners and teachers that have relevance not just
for the practice and research slices, but also for the
policy slice (illustrated in Figure 2).

These papers highlight our need for practice and
policy to have appropriate and regular concern for in-
clusive technologies and learning, to accommodate and
consider:

o |In adult learning settings, how video production
might support collaborative work and
engagement for individuals with intellectual
disabilities.

The “Practice’
Slice

The “Research’

Figure 2. The approach taken by the researchers in this special issue.
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e In universities and institutions of higher
education, how online environments might
support group work for individuals on the autistic
spectrum, how mobile technologies and VLEs
might support ‘inclusive technical capital’
approaches for individuals with disabilities, and
how regular review of the provision of online
learning practices (including innovative
technology review) is required to ensure access
for individuals with visual, auditory or motor
disabilities.

In compulsory school settings, how ongoing
support for teachers of special education might be
appropriately provided, and how technologies both
challenge and can support ethical consent practices
more effectively to enable learner voices for
individuals, including those with disabilities and
communication needs, to be heard.

4. Adding to Our Depth and Breadth of Knowledge

From a review of literature focusing on inclusive tech-
nology enhanced learning, | identified recently a list of
major gaps in our research knowledge and understand-
ing (Passey, 2013). The review suggested the need for
us to ‘understand more about certain groups of learn-
ers, as well as about certain ranges of educational digi-
tal technologies and their applications in the field of
practice’ (pp. 208-209). The list of gaps identified, in-
cluded our need to have more evidence about:

e ‘Impacts of different categories of digital
technologies on long-term memorisation and the
development of social and societal aspects of
learning.’

e ‘Uses, outcomes and impacts of project and after-
school club activities involving digital technologies
and software involving and supporting parents.’

e ‘Outcomes and impacts for: learners with limited
cognitive abilities or attributes engaged with
online revision resources, online learner support,
and project and after-school club activities;...for
learners with challenging social attributes and
abilities engaged with online learner support.’

e ‘Ways parents and guardians, support workers
and youth workers, counsellors and online tutors
are interacting with learners across school sectors.’

While the focus of the review list was on the compulso-
ry school sector, the evidence behind it nevertheless
gathered findings from studies in other learning set-
tings, including higher education and adult learning
where applicable. The six papers presented in this spe-
cial issue do provide us with a greater depth and
breadth of knowledge in certain of these areas of gaps.
They inform us about:

e The role of online environments in supporting
group work with individuals on the autistic
spectrum.

e The use of video production to support
communication and engagement for those with
intellectual disabilities.

e The role of mobile devices in supporting those
with disabilities.

For this special issue, some key questions were listed
that prospective authors might wish to address. The
authors of this special issue have addressed these
questions, in the following ways:

e How can digital technologies support inclusive
approaches to learning? Authors have provided
evidence of how this has been achieved in specific
cases in university and adult learning settings.
What is the current state of play with regard to
research in this field? Authors have provided
evidence from reviews of practice and research,
in terms of university online learning provision,
and ethical consent for learners in compulsory
education settings.

How is research looking at this issue, not just from
a research perspective, but also from a practice
and policy perspective? Authors have provided
evidence that researchers in this field are actively
involved in drawing data from learners and
teachers, and focusing this in ways that can
inform policy at a range of levels.

What has been done to date, and what needs to
be done next? Authors have provided evidence of
progress in this field, and while their important
contributions are acknowledged, it is clear that
more remains to be done, if we are to support the
wide range of individuals whose voices need to be
brought out and heard, so that we can consider
better how to be involved with and enhance their
learning, assuring their social engagement.

| record my thanks and sincere appreciation to the au-
thors of the papers contained in this special issue, as
well as to the reviewers of those papers. Without these
contributions, we would be all the less aware and less
prepared for our future.
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