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Literature Review.

Can Learning Outcomes for children with Mild General Learning Disabilities,
pursuing the Junior Certificate School Programme, be enhanced using Information Communication Technology as a mediating instrument ?

Introduction:
According to Mencap (2005) a learning disability “affects the way someone learns, communicates or does some everyday things”.
Special schools catering for children with MGLD constitute the second largest group within the special schools sector (Griffin & Shevlin, 2007). The causes of MGLD are difficult to define but the literature would indicate a multiplicity of presenting reasons external to the child on the social, economic, educational, and physical levels. Children who have been assessed by an educational psychologist as having an I.Q. in the 50 to 70 range, where this is taken as an indicator, are considered to have a MGLD. Such children are capable of learning provided they are supported in that learning by those responsible, the parents, class teachers, specialist teachers, special needs assistants and the school management.

The JCSP provides a learning framework for children with MGLD. The learning experiences and organisational support offered to children with MGLD should be designed to meet the particular needs of these children.

The JCSP recognises the value of ICT within the programme, both as a subject to be studied, learning about ICT, and a learning tool in the education of children with special needs, learning with ICT. This view of ICT within the JCSP would seem to run contrary to both
Abrami (in Reynolds et al., 2004) and Cuban (in Reynolds et al., 2004). Abrami maintains that teachers should focus on learning with ICT, whilst Cuban maintained that computers, as a medium of instruction and as a tool for student learning, are largely incompatible with the requirements of teaching.

Many educators recognise a certain value in the use of technology to enhance learning but there is no consistent application within the curriculum (Papert,1993) nor has there been any significant level of research into ICT and its use with children with learning difficulties (Harrysson in Williams, Nicholas & Jamali, 2005). In his research study Williams (2005) cited many benefits of using information and communication technology with special educational needs students. Likewise, Florian and Hegarty (2004) cited the value of ICT and the possibility it offered for inclusion for children with special educational needs.
While the literature mentions positive and negative experiences of the usage of ICT in the area of special needs education, it is often the specific usage rather than the specific ICT itself which results in the negative feedback. Having children learn about ICT, how it works and why we use it, is surely a prerequisite for future effective usage in pursuit of learning. This is why the JCSP has a distinct advantage over mainstream curriculum; it incorporates ICT as a subject in first year. Florian (2004) described a number of benefits of ICT in a learning environment in special educational needs including:
1) Improving exploratory learning: allowing the student to interact with the material

and have more control over their learning. The internet is an example of how ICT

can be used in an exploratory manner.

2) Using ICT as a tool: this type of learning is about the skills involved in using the tools of ICT.

Williams (2005) cited the following benefits of using ICT:
1) Enhancing the paper-based work of illiterate pupils;

2) Obviating problems of manual dexterity;

3) Having access to a vast repository of images and other material;

4) Improving oral communication;

5) Evidencing work.

Many of these benefits are evident in the work of pupils pursuing the JCSP and it is also evident that the pupils, having learnt about ICT, were better prepared to utilise it to greater effect. Williams (2005) goes on cite a number of constraints and barriers in the use of ICT.

These included:
1) lack of experience/operating knowledge of various applications;
2) mistrust of the accuracy of information on the internet;

3) difficulty with age appropriate material;

4) lack of technical support.

The later two constraints mentioned by Williams would be evident in the operation of ICT in the JCSP. Age appropriate material for pupils in the eleven to fourteen year age group is difficult across the curriculum, especially in the area of literacy. Software for this age group is difficult to source, Wellington Square Reader Series (Granada) being one exception. This is where the ability of teachers to produce materials could be crucial to improvements in the learning outcomes of their pupils.

The lack of technical support is common and all too often the teacher of ICT or the class teacher trying to incorporate ICT into the learning environment is left to their own devices. There is little in the literature about the provision of embedded technical support for ICT, there may be some capital expenditure on initial hardware or software but thereafter the onus falls to the ICT teacher or coordinator. This person may or may not have received the training required to carry out the tasks associated with the subject and if they have, then they may well have  used their own time to upskill and train in ICT.
Motivation and ICT in SEN.

Reynolds, Treharne and Tripp (2003), writing in the British Journal of Educational Technology, cited the fact that ICT seemed to motivate pupils and thus brought about higher standards. When using ICT, whether as a subject in its own right or as a learning tool in  cross-curricular mode there seemed to be increased application to  the learning task in hand. For children with SEN who have often experienced failure in school ICT seems to offer success and to level the playing field. The failing child can now avoid handing in a smudged paper copy with words/letters crossed out and spellings mistakes. Their poem can be written and illustrated as well as the more able pupils in the class. They can be aided to be more creative, they can try different things, they can evolve their own learning, they can experiment without fear. The potential of ICT to increase commitment to learning and to increase the pupil’s sense of achievement in learning is best illustrated by the pupil’s desire to produce copies of their work to take home to show parents. Many of these children would be taking or rather wanting to take home work to show off for the first time. ICT would seem to able to engage certain pupils whether they be weaker learners or some of the more disruptive learners.
Denning (cited in Reynolds et al., 2003) in a collaborative study found that sixty six percent of pupils would benefit from and achieve higher standards if using ICT. Teachers involved in the study particularly cited the increased achievement of those pupils who would be perceived as traditional underachievers.
There is some evidence in the literature that pupils with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder can gain benefit from interaction with ICT both in school and at home. A research project by Shaw & Lewis (2005) found that computerised presentation significantly improved the accuracy of responses and the on-task focus of participants with ADHD . 
Within the special school sector a significant number of those pupils attending with MGLD are also assessed as being on the ADD or ADHD spectrum. A number of these pupils are on medication for this. Anecdotal evidence would suggest that these pupils can gain benefit from participation in ICT centred work. They would appear to stay on task longer, show improved levels of learning outcomes and display less disruptive behaviour within the work setting. It

would seem that further research is warranted in this area and that research so far indicates that pupils with ADD or ADHD can benefit from tasks which are presented by ICT. In an earlier study Ceci and Riazzi(1994) stated that:
For instance, if a task is perceived as a video game it may help recruit a set of strategies that children have acquired to conquer video games that might not be recruited if the same task is perceived as a type of test.
(Ceci & Riazzi, 1994, p.77) 
This is far removed from the drill-and-practice of early educational software (Woodward and Rieth, 1997).  

Conclusion:
The literature indicates that ICT can positively influence the learning outcomes of children with MGLD. Careful consideration must be given to the context in which ICT is employed, the type of ICT to be employed and the belief by the teacher that ICT can improve their teaching and therefore the learning outcomes of their pupils. Much of the progress made using ICT in the special school sector seems to be despite rather than because of Department of Education and Science policy. The more successful schools, in terms of ICT application, seem to have an individual teacher or a small group of teachers who take it upon themselves to upskill
and introduce technological innovation. An example of this teacher driven innovation is the Priory Woods School web site at http://www.priorywoods.middlesbrough.sch.uk. Developed by Ian Bean who has for many years promoted the use of ICT within the Special Educational Needs sector.

From the literature it is clear that research into ICT and its application in the field of SEN has not been a priority. For children, many of whom are labelled from an early age, there is a need to seek more positive utilisation of ICT to promote their learning and preparation for life. The references to SEN, MGLD, ADD, ADHD in this review should make it obvious that we need to look again at our children, see them as individuals and try harder to provide the best we can for their whole development. Information Communication Technology can and should have a role in that development.  
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