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Aim

In recent years there has been an enormous growth in the

use of both social networking websites (eg Facebook and
MySpace) and mobile phones, particularly amongst teenagers.
Indeed, given the convergence of technology in the form of
smart phones, “post-PC" mobile technology is often used to
access social networking sites. This research explores how
young people with visual impairment (VI) are included in these
developments.

Method

The research is part of a five-year longitudinal project which
follows the transition journey of young people with VI as

they move from compulsory education into FE, training and
employment. 70 young people (15-17 years old) took part in a 30
minute telephone-based survey.

Key results

High levels of inclusion

Almost all (99 per cent) of the young people reported that they
had access to the internet at home, and 87 per cent had access
through their own computer. Similarly, almost all (99 per cent)
had a mobile phone and three quarters reported having a "smart
phone” (and commonly used it to access the internet). The
majority (91 per cent) reported they had set up their own profile
on a social networking site (Facebook was most common), and
over half of these accessed their site every day, most commonly
for social interaction with their friends (in keeping with general
youth culture).

Eéome accessibility issues

Reports of accessibility difficulties were relatively rare and
generally workarounds were found. Nevertheless, accessibility
difficulties were most commonly reported amongst those with the
most severe VI. There is evidence that some of the young people
may not be fully aware of the accessibility options available on
mobile phones which may mean that they are not using the
technology in the optimum way or discounting phones which
could suit them:

“Companies could release or publicise more
accessibility tools.”
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Discussion

Independence skills

Independence skills are commonly identified as critical
foundations for successful transition of young people with VI
from education to adulthood (including employment). Literature
commonly laments poor levels of independent curriculum
access amongst this group (eg poor take-up of low vision

alds and computer use In the classroom, and high reliance on
enlarged print). This study provides evidence that many young
people appear to be independently accessing information on
their own terms for the purposes of social interaction and they
are commonly using mainstream mobile technology. This is
encouraging for the young people’s transition journeys (in terms
of social inclusion and independence).

Potential for curriculum access

There was evidence that many of the young people used mobile
and social networking technologies in relation to their education
— many described browsing college or university groups and
networks; 80 per cent described communicating with friends
about lessons and homework:

“Just like what’s the homework and things — nothing
important.”

“Would discuss when assignments are due. If [I] need help,
is very useful for getting in touch.”

” Given the range of functions many smart phones offer (eg large

backlit screens, zoom functions, speech technology, camera
facilities), this technology may also have more direct applications
in the classroom for curriculum access (eg as a low vision aid)
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douglgga
Sticky Note
Font size seems small on heading "some accessibility features"?

douglgga
Sticky Note
Should it be comma between names rather than ';'

douglgga
Sticky Note
additional space to move para down a little?

douglgga
Inserted Text
Can this sentence be squeezed into the spare space?: "Mainstream mobile technology is being embraced by young people with VI and presents an exciting opportunity for supporting their education and independence."




