Accessibility Apps Project: Case Study.

What piece of software did you choose and why?

As all of our learners are blind and/or partially sighted I chose the NVDA screen-reader application for our case study as this was the program that would provide the most benefit to our learners. NVDA is a free open-source screen-reader which can be run from a USB pendrive. While NVDA doesn’t offer the performance, quality and functionality of commercial screen-reading applications it is very useful as a portable screen-reader which can be used on any Windows based computer. This means if a learner is having problems with their normal screen-reader or wants to use a computer which doesn’t have any accessibility software installed they can still browse the internet, send e-mails or create documents.

Tell us about the learner you've trialled it with, age, individual learning needs, have they used any previous assistive software.

The learner I chose is a 20 year old LSC funded student who is studying for a BTEC Business qualification and ECDL. He has extensive experience of using Accessibility software and runs a computer club for other learners. I though the Accessibility Apps project would be useful for Mo because he often helps learners who are having problems with their laptops and/or accessibility software and using NVDA from the Accessibility Apps USB pendrive would allow him to fix the computers with screen-reader support instead of having to remember long sequences of keystrokes and or guess where he was.

What type of lessons/scenarios was the software used?

Mo began by getting used to the Accessibility Apps pendrive and the NVDA program itself. Once he was confident with it he  was able to use it in lessons instead of the Jaws screen-reader provided by the College. He also used it in the computer club to demonstrate to other learners about the flexibility and portability of the Accessibility Apps pendrive and how it can allow you to use any computer whether or not there is accessibility software pre-installed.

Prior to using this, what challenges did you and learner face?
As I have mentioned Mo often likes tohelp other learners who are having problems with their laptops. If the problem does not effect the accessibility software then there is no problem, but often it is the accessibility software which is not working properly and/or has stopped working all together. In this situation Mo has to try and remember a long series of keystrokes and has no audio feedback as to where he is. If the computer screen is actually frozen he would not be aware of this.
What has been the impact of the software including advantages and disadvantages?
The main advantage of this software has been that Mo can now work on or try to fix any computer whether or not it has accessibility software pre-installed. This is especially important when he is away from College because most institutions and or home users do not have any accesibility software installed, so Mo and  other Learners who carry an Accessibility Apps pendrive around with them will always be able to use computers. The only disadvantage is that many of the other applications included on the Accessibility Apps pendrive are not themselves accessible with NVDA. So from the VI perspective it is really only NVDA which is of any use.
How do you plan to take this software forward?

Me and Mo will be recommending the Accessibility Apps pendrive to other members of staff and learners as an essential backup tool for anyone who is visually imapaired. Mo is now interested in trying to develop a similar accessibility pendrive which is specially customised for VI users. IT will include NVDA, some other open source accessibility software and a selection of applications that are accessible with NVDA such as Firefox and  Thunderbird etc.
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