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The rapid pace of change of the knowledge intensive era, supported by the emergence of Web2.0 and the 
consequential growth of personalised applications, has fuelled debate on the notion of Personal Learning 
Environments (PLEs). The concept of personalisation, adaptability and accessibility is particularly 
pertinent in terms of creating a learning environment that meets the individual needs of disabled learners 
WKDW�FDQQRW�EH�PHW�E\�VWDQGDUG�DSSURDFKHV�DQG�FRXOG�DIIHFW�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�DELOLW\�WR�DFFHVV�OHDUQLQJ�DW�DOO� 
This has led us to explore the potential of the personalised development of learning applications to 
provide the choice of tools, applications or services to support the learning experience of disabled 
students. This paper examines a community approach to the design, development and evaluation of open 
source widgets, through a project funded as part of the JISC Distributed Learning Environments 
initiative: Widgets for Inclusive Distributed Environments (WIDE). 
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Introduction 
 
Developments in Web 2.0 and cloud computing bring new opportunities for selecting and using tools to support 
communication, self organisation, independence and self regulation.  The  global  learning  landscape  of  the  
twenty-first  century  is  being  transformed  and shaped  by  the  uptake  of  digital  communication  tools  and  
ubiquitous  networked applications, along with the changing characteristics, needs and demands of students 
(McLoughlin & Lee, 2009). This transformation is supported by the convergence of three trends: the growing 
number of Internet-capable mobile devices, increasing flexible web content and continued development of the 
networks that support connectivity (EDUCAUSE Horizon Report, 2011). At the same time, the rigidity of 
established learning management systems (LMS) is being challenged by the potential to connect and mash up 
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different web based applications and the considerable growth in the widgets/mobile applications market. The 
concept of a mash up Personal Learning Environment that allows the learner to select and configure their own 
set of applications is receiving considerable attention. This is particularly pertinent in terms of meeting the needs 
of disabled learners who may have very individual needs that may render standard interfaces and environments 
LQDFFHVVLEOH�DQG�DIIHFW�WKH�VWXGHQWV¶�DELOLW\�WR�DFFHVV�OHDUQLQJ� 
 
A recent survey on the e-learning experiences of disabled students in HE (Seale et al., 2010) has highlighted an 
µDOO�RU�QRWKLQJ¶�DSSURDFK�WR�DVVLVWLYH�WRROV�� LQ�ZKLFK�\RX�HLWKHU�KDYH�WKH technology or not. Students who use 
proprietary access technology have little or no way to adapt it or select individual components to suit their own 
needs. Free or open source software offers the opportunity for disabled users to take control of their own 
computing, to select software fit their needs rather than passively accepting whatever developers choose to offer 
them.  Focusing on enhancing the e-learning experience  of disabled learners, this study explores the design and 
development of small discrete applications and tools that support the, sometimes, very specific requirements of 
learners, in an attempt to move closer to the goal of inclusive, accessible and personalised learning. 
 
Widgets for Inclusive Distributed Environments (WIDE), a project funded as part of the UK JISC Distributed 
Learning Environments initiative, explored the potential of widgets as a component of a mash up personalised 
learning. It begins by discussing the potential of widgets in enhancing the learning experience of disabled 
students by offering support in terms of personalised assistive technology tools and learning aids. The paper 
continues with an overview of participatory approaches in e-learning and then goes on to describe a mixed 
methodology for the design of widgets to support disabled learners that draws on principles from participatory 
design and agile development methodologies. Each phase of the study is presented and discussed in terms of the 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�LQYROYHPHQW��7KH�ILQGLQJV�RI�D�SUHOLPLQDU\�HYDOXDWLRQ�RI�WKe widgets developed as a result of the 
project is presented and the paper concludes with a discussion of further work required to support the wider 
creation and adoption of widgets to support disabled learners. 
 
 
Background Research 
 
Advances in technology supported by the emergence of Web2.0 and consequential growth of personalised 
applications, has fuelled debate on the notion of Personal Learning Environments (PLEs). This means that 
software applications need no longer be monolithic and can naturally be separated into distributed components 
(Raman, 2008). The application logic and the data resides in the network cloud, while the presentation and 
LQWHUDFWLRQ�FDQ�EH�SUHVHQWHG�WR�WKH�XVHU�LQ�D�IRUP�VXLWHG�WR�WKH�XVHU¶V�QHHGV��The concept of  a Mash-up PLE is to 
provide an open set of learning tools for the users to gather as they see fit in order to build his own environment 
rather than offering a monolithic platform which can be personalisable or customisable by users (Wild et al., 
2008). The third model of the JISC CETIS models of Distributed Learning Environments (DLE) (MacNeil, S. & 
Kraan, W. 2010) illustrates an example of how a mash-up of a variety of sources can provide personalisation 
through the use of different services gathered within a Virtual Learning Environment (VLE). 

 

 

Figure 1. JISC CETIS model of distributed learning environments (Model 1) 
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7KH�GLDJUDP��)LJXUH����LOOXVWUDWHV�RQH�SRVVLEOH�LQVWDQWLDWLRQ�ZKHUH�D�VLQJOH�KRVWLQJ�VHUYLFH�µLQ�WKH�FORXG¶�VHUYHV�D�
collection of educationally useful, standardised widgets to a VLE, a blog, a social network and a smartphone app. 
A collection of services is gathered in one place and from there broadcast to a range of platforms.In terms of this 
project, we have identified the need for an additional platform that, in a Community of Practice development 
approach, might exist parallel to the Widget Platform. Widgets ±especially those created to meet the specific 
needs of disabled students who may require particular adaptations ± are dynamic and not necessarily static in 
content or structure. 
 
This concept of distributed learning environments, led to new ideas in the e-learning community to promote 
adaptability and personalisation of virtual learning environments especially for adaptation to specific needs and 
preferences. The experience of using a set of widgets in a learning environment supports the concept of mash-up 
PLEs in that it allows students to use applications or tools as they see fit. A mashup of different widgets can 
serve as front-end applications for distributed learning aids and services in a mash up based personal learning 
environment (Taraghi et al., 2009). The way widgets are conceived promotes the granularity of web 
applications, which in terms of e-learning means a more adaptable, flexible learning environment. 
 

Widgets represent discrete tools, applications, assistive technology or other learning supports to perform specific 
functions. In the context of the research reported here, a widget is considered as a discrete, self-contained 
application that works across a range of browsers or platforms (Pearson et al., 2011). The widgets, applications 
and gadgets (WAGs)market has had considerable growth over the past several years, as we turn to mobile 
applications for immediate access to many resources and tasks that once were performed on desktop computers.. 
In education, though, the opportunities for choosing and using such software are limited. A quick search of the 
Opera widget site (http://widgets.opera.com/category/) and Google gadget site reveals no specific category for 
education or for accessibility. (http://www.google.com/ig/directory?synd=open).  These emerging technologies 
provide an opportunity for the creation of small, bespoke widgets that perform specific functions and act as 
assistive technology and learning aids to support learners with disabilities. In terms of widgets to support 
disabled learners, examples include widgets that support learners with motor difficulties in completing web 
forms, widgets for creating high contrast view/themes or activating voice recognition for students with vision 
impairments, or symbols-based calendars for students with learning disabilities or cognitive disabilities that are 
non-text users. 

Nevertheless we acknowledge the danger of systems designed specifically to support disabled learners is that 
they can be costly, and may be limited in their potential for sharing and re-use. Secondly the expertise and best 
practice of local practitioners producing specific solutions is difficult to identify and adopt by the wider 
community (Sampson & Zervas, 2010). For this reason, the aim of this research is to make widgets that meet 
specific needs, but at the same time could be easily adapted to suit other specific needs as WAGS are often 
proprietary and application specific. The intention is not to provide a wholesale solution, but rather to support 
the use and development of widgets individually, or in collections of other widgets and learning resources. 
 
 
Widgets for Inclusive Distributed Environments (WIDE) Project 
This research integrates participatory design and agile development approaches through a project funded as part 
of the JISC Distributed Learning Environments initiative: Widgets for Inclusive Distributed Environments 
(WIDE). WIDE is a joint project that comprises accessibility experts, academics, researchers, teachers, tutors  
and other practitioners from the Higher, Further and Specialist College education sectors.   The project aims to 
develop resources that extend the functionality and flexibility of virtual learning environments to meet the needs 
of learners with disabilities who may require their learning resources to be adapted to meet their specific needs 
(MacNeil & Kraan, 2010) and contributes to the vision of an adaptable and personalised learning environment 
(Pearson & Gkatzidou, 2010). The study adopted a participatory approach in that it enabled researchers and 
technologists (WIDE team) to work together with disabled students and  practitioners (in teaching or support 
roles), to identify a student need, and to explore the potential issues and impacts of potential solutions to that 
need. The ideas were then translated into a design document, which represents a learning design for a widget that 
will best support the student. The WIDE development team then adopted an agile development approach to 

http://widgets.opera.com/category/
http://www.google.com/ig/directory?synd=open
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produce iterative prototypes of the widgets in close cooperation with the designers to produce a bank of high 
quality widgets that can be plugged in to a range of learning environments, developed by and for those 
responsible for supporting disabled students in further and higher education and in specialist colleges. 

 

THE WIDE Methodology 

The WIDE project adopts a mixed methodology that draws on principles from participatory design and HCI 
under the umbrella of agile development. This methodology responds directly to the call for methods that 
empower learners to be the ones who highlight the issues which are important to them (Sharpe et al., 2005). 
Participatory design can be defined as an approach to design that attempts to actively involve all stakeholders in 
the design process to help ensure that the product designed meets their needs and is usable.  In the context of the 
WIDE project and in order to avoid the dangers and pitfalls of a technology-driven pedagogy (Salaberry, 2001), 
the community of practice involves disabled students, researchers, technical experts, teachers and specialist 
teachers.  

 

Stakeholders Interest/Stake 

 

Disabled students Creators and end users with specific needs. 

Teachers of students 
with disabilities 

Users of widgets. Established needs for flexible solutions to 
student support learning. 

Researchers Understand issues of e-learning development to support 
personalisation  and accessibility. 

Tutors/Carers Understand needs of disabled learners. 

Practitioners from HE, 
FE, Specialist Colleges 

Need to understand how widgets can be used to provide 
flexibility to VLE. 

Table 1. Stakeholders Table 

1HYHUWKHOHVV�� LW¶V� WKH� XVH� RI� SDUWLFLSDWRU\� GHVLJQ� WRJHWKHU� ZLWK� DJLOH� GHYHORSPHQW� PHWKRGRORJ\� WKDW�
distinguishes the project from other studies that have researched the experiences of disabled learners, in that 
participation is conceptualised as involving them more than as research informants. Agile  development is not  a 
single, well-defined process, but a common  name for several processes and methods, sharing a set of  core 
ideas, values  and principles of software development (Blomkvist, 2006).  The  core values and principles  as 
defined in the Agile Manifesto (Agile Alliance 200) place less emphasis on the process and its deliverables, and 
focus instead on the people involved and  their co-operation in order to  produce results more quickly with 
reduced risk of failure or delays. The driving force behind the agile perspective is to shift  the overall focus of 
software  development  to a more agile or lightweight perspective (Cockburn 2002).  For this reason, agile 
methods provide a lightweight approach to development where requirements and solutions evolve through 
collaboration and through iteration. The nature of widgets lends itself to agile iterative methods (Leeder, 2009) 
as a basic functional widget prototype is  straightforward to develop and deploy to users in a series of design 
iterations.  Nevertheless, from  an  HCI perspective, agile processes do not  inherently provide the required 
support for user-centred design, but can  function as one pillar on the way to an integrated approach (Memmel et 
al., 2007). 
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With regards to the participation of the community of practice in the WIDE study, there were three key phases 
of participation: 

 Phase One: Opportunity to contribute own experiences of e-learning and identify potential tools to support 
their learning. 

 Phase Two: Opportunity to conceptualise and design the widgets to meet the identified needs. 
 3KDVH�7KUHH��2SSRUWXQLW\�WR�HYDOXDWH�WKHLU�µRZQ¶�DQG�RWKHU�ZLGJHWV�GHYHORSHG� 

 

In the first phase of the study and in preparation for the workshop, the teacher participants were invited to 
identify with their students what they think would be the most useful means of support in terms of widgets. In 
the case of tutors working in specialist colleges with students who are not always able to articulate their needs, 
then the tutors would contribute their own ideas from direct experience of supporting their students. In the 
second phase of the study, the Community of Practice (CoP) was involved in producing learning designs to 
encapsulate their ideas for widget. In the third phase of the study, different stakeholders evaluate different 
aspects of the study; users evaluate the widgets they have designed, disabled students who have not been 
involved in the workshops evaluate the widgets and external consultants evaluate the process of setting up and 
supporting the community of practice. Each of these phases will be described in detail in the following sections. 

 
WIDE Pre-Workshop participation (Phase 1) 

Teachers and students discuss the problems and difficulties the students experience in using the VLE, organising 
their work, carrying out assessments or completing assignments. They identify the kinds of tools that would help 
them to achieve these tasks or support their learning. These discussions would be encapsulated later on in the 
Phase 2 workshops in the form of personas and scenarios, so that, although students may not be directly 
involved in that phase, their requirements are captured. 

 
 

WIDE Widget Design Workshops (Phase 2) 

During the second phase of the project, through a series of workshops and follow up activities, the participants 
were given the opportunity to identify appropriate learning designs (digital and non-digital) derived from 
practice that can be re-purposed as widgets. The WIDE workshops were run on three separate occasions at three 
different locations, at Teesside University, at a specialist FE college in Mansfield, and at the JISC TechDis in 
York). The workshops involved a total of 11 teams of four to six people (49 participants in total), with an 
average of 15 participants at each workshop. During the workshops, participants were divided into groups of 
five, where each group would include a disabled student, an academic/teacher, a researcher, a tutor/carer, and 
practitioner where possible in order to obtain detailed and highly contextualised learner voices. Each group was 
assigned to a developer and was facilitated by a member of the WIDE team, whose role would involve bringing 
together the diverse expertise of the participants and overcoming the common challenges of participatory design 
in terms of gaps in communication (Segalowitz et al., 2010) and alignment of expertise with the community 
(Nwigma, 2009). Wenger (1998) indicates that leadership and facilitation roles are crucial to all CoP and that 
should be filled by "recognised experts [who] need to be involved in some way, even if they don't do much of 
the work", and that their presence is needed to legitimise the community "as a place for sharing and creating 
knowledge".  
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The outline of the workshops included: 

 Overview of open source and freeware accessibility software  
 Introduction to creation and use of mobile prompts  
 Widget design brainstorming in small groups (including design facilitators) 
 Working collaboratively on poster templates to create designs in small groups  
 Presentation and discussion of designs 
 Widget development and evaluation plans 

At the workshops, participants were introduced to examples of learning supports, briefed and prepared for the 
activities. The brainstorming session elicited a number of ideas (typically six or seven from a group of four) 
from which the groups then select one or two to develop full designs.  
 
During the design process each group developed their initial ideas further with the aid of a set of specially 
adapted templates learning design and storyboard templates. For these we used A0-sized laminated posters 
(Figure 2 and 3) in order for the participants to organise their expert knowledge to produce a learning design that 
encapsulates the necessary information on the interface and functionality of the widget. These posters templates 
were designed to be user-friendly, requiring no technical expertise and therefore suitable for our participants and 
suggestive rather than prescriptive. They include some simple prompts and principles, from which ideas can be 
developed and knowledge can be captured and expressed. 
 

 

 

Figure 2 and 3. Widget Learning Design Template and Storyboard 

The Widget Learning Design Template provides all the necessary information on the interface and functionality 
of the widget. It consists of a number of sections that the participants need to fill in to describe the widget in 
detail. Participants were required to complete the following sections on the template: 

 Persona: a precise description of a typical user of the widget and identifies what the user needs to 
accomplish 

 Scenario: identifies the learning context in which the widget would be used 
 Learning Design: describes exactly what the widget will do and how it will operate 
 Content: identifies any additional resources or assets that would be required for the widget For example a 

µFDOHQGDU�ZLGJHt will require the designer to provide a list of events 
 Links: identifies any external service the widget might need to be linked to. For example a mobile widget 

using GPS  
 Related Ideas: participants are encouraged to identify any small possible adaptations that can be made to 

create an alternative widget 
 Warranty: a short statement signed by the designer to license the work under the Creative Commons 

License 
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The storyboard template allowed the participants to document and design the interface of the widget. In some 
cases, participants were required to provide information not only for the user interface of the widget but details 
on the design and functionality of the administrative side.  

On completion, the learning designs were photographed, archived digitally, and made available on the WIDE 
wiki where the final widgets are available for download and distribution. This approach was adapted from the 
learning object design approach used by the Reusable Learning Objects-Centre of Excellence in Teaching 
Learning (Leeder, 2009). However many of the elements such as personas and scenarios are commonly used in 
user-centred design or user-experience design.  

 

Widget Development  

A total of 31 widget designs were produced during the WIDE workshops, which meant that each team produced 
more than one design. These designs include a wide range of widgets such as: 

� Visual shopping list widget that provides symbol-based task list (Figure 4). 
� Digital abacus, a learning aid widget to assist students with motor difficulties in their math 

calculations (Figure 5). 
� Sentence jumbler widget that shuffles the words in a sentence requiring the user to put them in the 

right order. 
� µ,�DP�KHUH�ZLGJHW¶��D�ZLGJHW�WKDW�DOORZV�WKH�XVHU�WR�UHSRUW�WKDW�WKH\�KDYH�DUULYHG�DW�D�VSHFLILF�ORFDWLRQ�� 
� µ5XOHU¶��LV�D�VLPSOH�ZLGJHW�WKDW�VXSSRUWV�G\VOH[LF�VWXGHQWV�UHDGLQJ�DQG�WUDFNLQJ�WH[W� 

 

 

                

Figure 4. Visual Shopping List Widget            Figure 5. Digital Abacus Widget 

The widget designs were classified into three categories: 

� Tools: self-contained widgets that might require access to a Web service but do not store or   edit data. 
� Applications: complex widgets that use Web services to store and retrieve persistent data. 
� Learning Objects: independent self standing units of learning content. 

The widgets were most commonly classified as tools (61%) with around a third (26%) being considered as 
applications and only a few were classified as learning objects (13%).The designs identified by the participants 
included a wide range of different types of widgets ± all designed to meet particular needs  - categorised as time 
management widgets (13%), task management widgets (16%), assistive technology widgets(16%), learning aids 
(16%), independence tools (19%), social network widgets (3%), content-free apps (3%) and learning objects 
(13.5%). 
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Following the design process, each of the widgets were classified in terms of a number of factors grouped into 
technical elements (such as whether they needed access to a database, web-services, operating system or GPS) 
display features (widget window, desktop, full-screen, movable, resizable, dockable etc) and application 
compatibility (such as to mobile device, browser or VLE). These features determined the development platform 
of the widget. As each widget was developed, a liaison from the WIDE development team contacted the 
designer to seek clarification or request additional content and invite feedback on the widget (design, interface, 
IXQFWLRQDOLW\�HWF���7KLV�HQVXUHG� WKDW� WKH�GHVLJQHU�ZDV�DZDUH� WKDW� µWKHLU¶�ZLGJHW�ZDV�EHLQJ�GHYHORSHG�DQG� WKDW�
they were involved in the whole process. 

The intention was to develop W3C standard, free, open source widgets that can run in any web browser, do not 
require installation and are platform independent. Apache Wookie (Incubating) is an application that provides a 
W3C-compliant widget server where you can deploy widgets and serve W3C widgets from the Wookie server in 
third party applications. Although the original intention was to develop Wookie (2010) widgets, in some 
instances this was not feasible, particularly if the widget required access to the desktop or local device. 
 
As a result, three types of widgets were developed: 

 Wookie widgets: standard W3C widget running from a Wookie web server. 
 Opera widgets: standard W3C widget but benefitting from installation on a desktop or devices hosting 

the Opera web browser 
 Mobile, desktop or windows app: designed primarily to install and run on a specific mobile phone or 

device, laptop or as a windows app and therefore usually not W3C-widget compliant 

In practice, the majority of designs (23) were implemented as Wookie widgets, while some (8) required 
IDFLOLWLHV� WKDW� ZHUHQ¶W� DYDLODEOH� WR� WKH� ZLGJHWV� VWDQGDUG� $3,V� VR� QHHGHG� WR� EH� 2SHUD� ���� RQO\� RU� :LQGRZV�
applications (2).  

 

WIDE Evaluation (Phase 3) 

In accordance with the principles of participatory design, the CoP  was involved in every stage of the evaluation: 

� Analysis and design stage: Accessibility experts and technical experts evaluate and advise on proposed 
designs. 

� Implementation stage: Evaluation of prototype widgets by designers 
� Deployment: Widgets evaluated in practice by designers (post project) 
� External evaluation: an evaluation of the widgets developed, the design approach and the potential for 

adaptation is being carried out by accessibility experts external to the project. 
 

A full evaluation of the widgets in use is necessarily a longitudinal process and is ongoing.  

 

Evaluation at Analysis and Design Stage 

Although the primary stakeholders of this study are the students, the teachers and supporters of students with 
disabilities and accessibility experts were also considered as stakeholders. For this reason, it was important to 
seek informal feedback on the workshops from the participants and partners at Portland and York. Some 
comments include: 

µ,Q�WHUPV�RI�WKH�ZRUNVKRSV�WKHPVHOYHV��,��WKRXJKW�WKDW�WKH\�ZHUH�VXSHUE�  It was great to have 
the morning to contextualise the aims and objectives and then the afternoon for the 
participants to be creative and work on specific (and therefore highly UHOHYDQW��ZLGJHWV¶ 
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The workshop facilitator at Portland College gave this view of the experience: 

µ7KH�G\QDPLFV�RI�WKH�WKUHH�ZRUNVKRSV�ZHUH�DOO�YHU\�GLIIHUHQW��ZLWK�SURV�DQG�FRQV�WR�HDFK�  The 
mix of the audience in York was superb, with ideas being adapted and changed from ISC to FE 
to HE and vice versa.  In complement to this though, specific groups also formed on occasion 
to produce a level or user-VSHFLILF�DSS�¶ 

Feedback from staff at the specialist college also indicated that they enjoyed the control of being authors, 
especially when there was no need to have the technical expertise to worry about how to produce the widgets 
themselves.   

 

Evaluation at Implementation Stage 

A preliminary evaluation of the widgets has been carried out and initial results confirm that the designers are 
enthusiastic about their widgets, generally the learning designs have been translated successfully into widgets 
and they have met the expectations of the designers.  

A total  of  13  participants  took  part  in  the  evaluation  and  evaluated the widgets they have designed. A 
selection of the feedback and suggestions for further development (some of which has already been 
implemented) is given below: 

 

Touch Screen Timer widget: 

 µ,W
V�H[FHOOHQW��:HOO�WKRXJKW�RXW��,�OLNH�WKH�GLJLWDO�GLVSOD\�JRLQJ�UHG�GXULQJ�WKH�ODVW���VHFRQGV¶ 

Visual Shopping List widget 

 µ,�OLNH�WKH�LGHD�RI�DXGLR�IHHG�EDFN�RQ�FKRLFH�VHOHFWLRQ�DQG�VHOHFWHG�LWHPV�SXW�LQWR�EDVNHW�¶ 

Digital Abacus widget:  

µ7KLV�LV�Yery impressive. Thank you for bringing my idea to creation. The widget works fine and 
is very close to how I imagined it to work. Could you make the background of the application 
WUDQVSDUHQW�VR�WKH�XVHU�FDQ�VHH�WKH�RWKHU�
RSHQ
�ZLQGRZ�EHKLQG�WKH�DEDFXV"¶�(This was 
implemented). 

Sentence Jumbler widget: 

µ)LUVW�RI�DOO�OHW�PH�VD\�WKDW�WKH�6HQWHQFH�MXPEOHU�LV�D�UHDOO\�QLFH�LGHD�DQG�,�OLNH�KRZ�TXLFNO\�LW�
works - no waiting for too long. I think that if I was going to use this with a learner it would be 
useful to be able to generate more than one sentence at a time for the learner and click jumble 
DQG�OHDYH�WKHP�WR�LW�IRU�D�IHZ�PLQXWHV¶� 

(Dyslexia Tutor) 

The widgets have been widely disseminated and we have already had a request for an adaptation to the Visual 
Shopping List widget:  

µ:KHQ� ,� VDZ� WKH�9LVXDO� 6KRSSLQJ�/LVW� LQ� WKH� -RUXP2SHQ� OLVWLQJV� ,� NQHZ� LW� ZDV� VRPHWKLQJ� ,�
should show to the teachers. They like the widget very much and have asked me to try and find 
out if it can be adapted. Their particular idea is that the teacher would be able to type in 
weights and specify exact brands, where necessary, to allow the system to be used within 
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FRRNLQJ�FODVVHV�ZKHUH�VWXGHQWV�YLVLW�WKH�FDWHULQJ�VWRUH�WR�FROOHFW�WKHLU�LQJUHGLHQWV�´ 

Evaluation at Deployment Stage 

A preliminary evaluation of the widgets developed was also carried out, where selected widgets were evaluated 
by disabled students in practice. These students have not been involved in the workshops and they were give a 
list of widgets they could chose from to download and evaluate. The data collection method that was employed 
was a questionnaire that included both rating scale and open ended questions. The students were required to 
FRPPHQW�RQ�WKH�ZLGJHWV¶�IXQFWLRQDOLW\��VXJJHVW�KRZ�WKH\�ZRXOG�XVH�WKHP��DQG�Ldentify possible adaptations to 
their design, functionality or purpose. Overall, the feedback for the widgets was positive and the students 
identified a number of adaptations to the widgets. All of the students found the process of downloading the 
widget straightforward and easy and only one of the students had difficulties in understanding the purpose of 
widget.A selection from the comments from the open ended questions is given below: 

Spell it widget:  

µ7KLV�LV�JUHDW�IRU�DQ\RQH�ZLWK�OHDUQLQJ�GLIILFXOWLHV�when it comes to spelling. As a dyslexic 
myself, this is a great tool. All you have to do is guess how to begin spelling the word and the 
ZLGJHW�GRHV�WKH�UHVW�IRU�\RX�¶ 

Visual shopping list widget: 

µ7KH�ZLGJHW�LV�TXLWH�VLPSOH�WR�RSHUDWH�EXW�,�ZRXOG�KDYH�OLked some kind of table with the items on 
WR�EH�JHQHUDWHG�DIWHU�WKH�GRQH�EXWWRQ�LV�FOLFNHG¶� 

One-Click timer widget: 

µ,�H[SHFWHG�D�VLPSOH�DQG�HDV\�WR�XVH�ZLGJHW�ZLWK�D�EDVLF�EXW�XVDEOH�LQWHUIDFH��EXW�,�ZDV�DFWXDOO\�
unable to get it working at the beginning. I would have liked the opting of adding multiple 
DODUPV¶� 

The other student also commented on the interface of the widget: 

µ,�ZRXOG�XVH�WKLV�WLPHU�ZKHQ�ZRUNLQJ�RQ�VPDOO�WDVNV�±especially in a time critical environment. 
But I tried clicking and dragging the timer bar but instead it dragged the whole application and 
,�ZRXOG�KDYH�OLNHG�D�VROLG�EDFNJURXQG�WR�LW�VR�LW�ZRQ¶W�FRQIOLFW�ZLWK�P\�GHVNWRS¶� 

External evaluation 

In terms of the external evaluation, the intention was to receive feedback from accessibility experts external to 
the project on the validity of our overall process which is relevant in terms of the participatory method applied. 
For this reason, we engaged a number of accessibility experts to evaluate the overall process of the WIDE 
project, in terms of the wiki, widget learning design and implementation method and the widgets themselves.  
This evaluation covered an evaluation of a sample of three WIDE widgets, an evaluation of the process of 
developing a widget (from a non developer point of view and from a developer point of view) and an evaluation 
of the WIDE wiki as a means of supporting the participatory design process (WIDE Project Report, 2010). 

 

In terms of the widgets, the evaluators found that the working versions of the widgets show significant potential 
in addressing accessibility issues, and matched the learning designs. Regarding the participatory process, the 
evaluators identified that the wiki-based approach adopted by WIDE offers a suitable basis for bringing together 
and supporting interested parties to design and develop widgets. Nevertheless they commented that it was 
limited to supporting the community of practice and the workshop participants, rather than the wider 
community. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Linked to the overarching aim of enhancing the e-learning experiences of disabled learners, the WIDE project 
aimed to apply user-centred methodologies to the design of accessible widgets and to disseminate these widely, 
in order to promote a participatory approach to designing and evaluating e-learning.  

Web  2.0 technologies   equip  educators with  a  rich repertoire of  services  and  applications  to  address  this  
challenge by  enabling  learner choice  and  allowing  creative  decisions  about  how  to  best  to  set  learning  
goals  and create  learning environments  that support  those goals. The findings of the WIDE case study 
demonstrate a need for personalised applications to enhance the learning experience of students with disabilities, 
they also recognise that although basic widgets are simple for those with some technical expertise to develop, 
the development of new widgets is likely to be beyond the means of most teachers or tutors. For this reason a set 
of authoring tools (incorporating libraries of templates, services and APIs and a repository) that would enable 
academics without technical skills to develop, modify, adapt and share widgets is required.Development of such 
a toolkit would require extension of the CoP to include developers, content providers, researchers and learning 
design experts as well as teachers, tutors and students. This represents a significant challenge but would provide 
a means for a much more extensive CoP to develop widgets tailored precisely to the needs of disabled students, 
and would make a considerable contribution to emerging models for supporting greater levels of personalisation 
and customisation of learning for all individuals. 

References 

Cockburn, A. (2002). Agile Software Development. Boston, MA: Addison-Wesley. 
EDUCAUSE Horizon Report (2011). Available online: http://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/HR2011.pdf 

Accessed: 16/06/2011 
Leeder, D. (2009). INTERACTIVE e-learning development workshops. Proceedings of the IADIS International 

Conference  Information Systems 2009, Barcelona, Spain. 
MacNeill, S. & Kraan, W. (2010). JISC  Distributed Learning Environments Briefing Paper. Available Online: 

http://wiki.cetis.ac.uk/images/6/6c/Distributed_Learning.pdf Accessed: 16/06/2011 
McLoughlin, C. & Lee, M.J.W. (2009). Personalised learning spaces and self-regulated learning: Global 

examples of effective pedagogy. In Same places, different spaces. Proceedings ascilite Auckland 2009. 
Available online: http://www.ascilite.org.au/conferences/auckland09/procs/mcloughlin.pdf Accessed: 
16/06/2011 

Memmel, T., Gundelsweiler, F. & Reiterer, H. (2007). Agile Human-Centered Software 
Engineering.Proceedings of the HCI07 Conference on People and Computers  

Nwigma, P. (2009). Collaborative Design of Educational Digital Libraries for African Higher Education.Journal 
5(3). 

Pearson, E., Gkatzidou, S., & Green, S. (2011). Widgets to support the concept of an Adaptable Personal 
Learning Environment. Proceedings from the IEEE International Conference of Advanced Learning 
Technologies (ICALT). Athens, Georgia. https://doi.org/10.1109/ICALT.2011.178

Raman,T.  (2008). Cloud Computing And Equal Access For All. Proceedings of the W4A Conference, Beijing, 
China. https://doi.org/10.1145/1368044.1368046

Salaberry, M.R. (2001). The use of technology for second language learning and teaching: A retrospective. The 
Modern Language Journal, 85(1), 39-56. https://doi.org/10.1111/0026-7902.00096

Sampson, D. and  Zervas, P. (2010). Technology-enhanced training for All: Evaluation Results from the use of 
e-Access2Learn Framework. https://doi.org/10.1109/ICALT.2010.206

Seale, J., Draffan E.A. and Wald, M. (2010). Digital agility and digital decision-making:conceptualising digital 
inclusion in the context of disabled learners in Higher Education. 

Segalowitz, Miri & Brereton, Margot (2010) An examination of the knowledge barriers in participatory design 
and the prospects for embedded research. In OZCHI 2009 Proceedings : Design: Open 24/7, ACM Digital 
Library, The University of Melbourne, Melbourne. https://doi.org/10.1145/1738826.1738890

Sharpe, R., Benfield, G., Lessner, E., & De Cicco, E. (2005). Learner Scoping Study: Final Report Available 
from: http://www.jisc.ac.uk/elp_learneroutcomes.html. Accessed: 16/06/2011 

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning as a social system. Systems Thinker.Available online: 
http://www.co-i-l.com/coil/knowledge-garden/cop/lss.shtml Accessed: 16/06/2011 

WIDE Project Report (2010). Available online: 
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/elearning/Distributed%20VLE/widefinalreporteval.doc

http://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/HR2011.pdf
http://wiki.cetis.ac.uk/images/6/6c/Distributed_Learning.pdf
http://www.ascilite.org.au/conferences/auckland09/procs/mcloughlin.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1109/ICALT.2011.178
https://doi.org/10.1145/1368044.1368046
https://doi.org/10.1111/0026-7902.00096
https://doi.org/10.1109/ICALT.2010.206
https://doi.org/10.1145/1738826.1738890
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/elp_learneroutcomes.html
http://www.co-i-l.com/coil/knowledge-garden/cop/lss.shtml
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/elearning/Distributed%20VLE/widefinalreporteval.doc


Proceedings ascilite 2011 Hobart: Full Paper 466 

x Accessed: 16/06/2011 
Wild, F., Moedritscher, F., & Sigurdarson, S.E. 2008. Designing for Change: Mash-Up Personal Learning 

Environments. eLearning Papers, 9. Available online: 
http://www.elearningeuropa.info/files/media/media15972.pdf (accessed 26/3/11) 

Wookie, Apache Wookie Incubator (2010). Available online: http://incubator.apache.org/wookie Date 
Accessed: 16/06/2011 

W3C. Widgets Packaging and Configuration. Working Draft  2010. Available online: 
http://www.w3.org/TR/2010/WD-widgets-20101005/ Date accessed: 18/1/2011 

Author contact details:  
Voula Gkatzidou    s.gkatzidou@tees.ac.uk 

Please cite as: Gkatzidou, V. & Pearson, E. (2011). A community Approach to the Development of Widgets to 
Support Personalised Learning for Disabled Students. In G.Williams, P. Statham,  N. Brown, B. Cleland (Eds.), 
Changing Demands, Changing Directions. Proceedings ascilite Hobart 2011. (pp.455-466). 
https://doi.org/10.14742/apubs.2011.1759

Copyright © 2011 Voula Gkatzidou & Elaine Pearson. 

The author(s) assign to ascilite and educational non-profit institutions, a non-exclusive licence to use this 
document for personal use and in courses of instruction, provided that the article is used in full and this 
copyright statement is reproduced. The author(s) also grant a non-exclusive licence to ascilite to publish this 
document on the ascilite web site and in other formats for the Proceedings ascilite Hobart 2011. Any other use 
is prohibited without the express permission of the author(s). 

http://www.elearningeuropa.info/files/media/media15972.pdf
http://incubator.apache.org/wookie
http://www.w3.org/TR/2010/WD-widgets-20101005/
mailto:s.gkatzidou@tees.ac.uk
https://doi.org/%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%94%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%93%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%91%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%94%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%97%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%9A%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%97%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%95%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%92%ED%AF%80%ED%B1%84%ED%AF%80%ED%B1%93%ED%AF%80%ED%B1%98%ED%AF%80%ED%B1%85%ED%AF%80%ED%B1%96%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%91%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%95%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%93%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%94%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%94%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%91%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%94%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%9A%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%98%ED%AF%80%ED%B0%9C



