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ABSTRACT

The inclusion of students with disabilities in the education system results in content or assessment
accommodations to suit the students’ special needs and to ensure they have acquired the objectives listed in the
curriculum. In this paper, we aim at proposing different ways to accommodate a university English language test
to a partially blind student who used text-to-speech tools (TTS) in order to provide them with accurate assessment.
To carry out this research, the student has been monitored throughout the course to see which accommodations
fit their! needs best. All in all, we have observed that read-aloud accommodations lead to a better inclusion of the
partially sighted student and better performance.

KEYWORDS: Special needs; Visually impaired; Higher Education; English language teaching; Curricular
accommodation; TTS; Blind; Exam; Accessible.

1. INTRODUCTION

Access to education is one of the many citizen’s rights, as established in The Universal
Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) (UN, 1948). Although not a binding or legal piece, the
UDHR contributed to making progress in social and people’s rights, which were later compiled
in the Spanish Constitution (art. 27.1 CE, 1978) and in the European policy. Furthermore, it is
a “moral imperative” to provide students with access to “assessment products and services” in
education (Hansen & Mislevy, 2008: 1). The term ‘accessibility,” can then be defined as the
inclusion of students with disabilities in our education system considering their individual
needs. This inclusion usually results in accommodations and modifications in the curriculum
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as well as in the teaching practice. The former term, i.e., ‘accommodation,’ is used to refer to
extra support to level the playing field for the student with special needs (Harrison et al., 2013)
such as timing, setting or format, but keeping the goals and level unaltered. Whereas the latter,
‘modification,” implies some “change in what is being taught or in what is expected from the
student” (Center for Parent Information and Resources, 2017).

Within the European context, member states have united forces to combat social
exclusion. One of the main objectives shared between the European Commission and the
European Council is to foster inclusive education, equality, equity and non-discrimination so
as to promote civic competences (OJ C 417 15.12.2015: 33), as agreed by all member states
on The Paris Declaration on 17 March 2015 (EC/EACEA/Eurydice, 2016; OJ C 195: 7.6.2018:
2). In order to attain those priority areas, namely inclusive education, equality, equity and non-
discrimination, governments need to respond to all types of diversity — i.c., “disadvantaged
groups such as learners with special needs” (OJ C417 15.12.2015: 25, 28; OJ C 195, 7.6.2018:
3). These aims are in accordance with those outlined in the Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities (UN General Assembly, 2007) which states in Article 24 (UN General
Assembly, 2007: 14) the “right of persons with disabilities to education” and the fact that:

States Parties shall ensure that persons with disabilities are able to access general tertiary
education, vocational training, adult education, and lifelong learning without
discrimination and on an equal basis with others. To this end, States Parties shall ensure
that reasonable accommaodation is provided to persons with disabilities.

Along these lines, the European Pillars of Social Rights (EC, 2017) highlights in its first
chapter that:

Everyone has the right to quality and inclusive education, training and life-long learning
in order to maintain and acquire skills that enable them to participate fully in society and
manage successfully transitions in the labour market.

Within Spanish borders, there has been an intention to develop an inclusive education
system over the last four decades (Cuadrado Gordillo et al., 1998), for which the Spanish
Constitution (1978) acted as a steppingstone declaring education to be every citizen’s right
(art. 27.1) and defending the inclusion of people with special needs in all aspects (art. 49).
Although inclusive education did not become a reality until the 1990s and onwards with the
Organic Laws on Education of 1990 (LOGSE), 2002 (LOCE), 2006 (LOE) and 2013
(LOMCE).

Despite the attempt of European and national policies to make access to education
universal (Belles-Fortufio, 2019; Bellés-Fortufio & Martinez-Hernandez, in press), much
remains to be done as students with special needs are still not integrated or taken into account
when designing content (Vickerman & Blundell, 2010). Although education systems are
gradually becoming more inclusive in all social aspects (Hansen & Mislevy, 2008), higher

education should be leading this transformation and set an example to other institutions; yet it
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is a step behind, due to a lack of both information and training of our educators in this area
(Dolan & Hall, 2001; Hansen & Mislevy, 2008).

The study presented here is an attempt to accommodate an English language examination
paper to a partially sighted student in Higher Education. Douglas et al. (2009) highlight in their
report that “providing visually impaired students with access to examination is challenging”
(p. 4). As hard as it may be to imagine academic life without it, the printed text offers limited
access to knowledge and interaction for many (CAST, 2018; Dolan & Hall, 2001). Access to
printed material for a blind or partially blind person, for instance, used to require adaptation to
Braille. Nevertheless, with the help of modern technological tools such as text-to-speech tools
(TTS), and with the right text format, universal design can be fostered. Subsequently, a student
with partial sight can have full access to content, instruction and assessment, and many of its
barriers might be reduced (Dolan et al., 2005; Dolan & Hall, 2001; Dolan et al., 2010).

The university where this study takes place holds a Special Needs Unit that supports
anyone with special needs in campus (e.g. students, administration staff and lecturers) within
the university community or having to deal with situations where special needs occur. The
functions of this Unit are mainly to raise awareness and sensitise the community about
accessibility to communication, services and spaces, among others. But above all, they provide
support and guidance to teachers to aid students with special needs along their academic life.
This Unit also serves as mediators between the university and national or international Special
Needs entities such as the Spanish national blind association (ONCE)? in this case, which is an
exemplary and model foundation of excellent reputation in Spain for blind and visually
impaired people. ONCE is a private statutory organisation, thus not part of the public
administration. However, it performs tasks that may traditionally be associated with
competences of the public administration (Corporaciones de derecho publico, 2020), i.e. the
blind and visually impaired.

Learners with disabilities in our classroom need the opportunity to show their knowledge
in a way that adapts to their needs, oftentimes with the help of ICTs or other tools (CAST,
2018), especially with the help of those support tools they rely on to perform everyday tasks
(Red SAPDU, n.d.); otherwise, test results might be invalid (Dolan & Hall, 2001). In our
particular case of study, the student uses TTS software, namely Jaws (Freedom Scientific,
n.d.), to access culture and knowledge through written text since they are illiterate in Braille.
Jaws (Freedom Scientific, n.d.) is a screen reader for Windows that provides the blind and the
visually impaired with access to text through either a Braille terminal or converting text into
speech. In the case described here, the student used the latter, as they are not able to read
Braille. A sighted person with the right language level could perform the tasks satisfactorily as
they have two channels — or senses — working concomitantly to decipher the information:
visual and auditory, i.e., sight and hearing. Sight would be in charge of reading the questions,
while the recording comes in the auditory channel. However, written text is encrypted for a
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partially sighted person since they do not have the visual channel and, therefore, cannot
recognise written graphemes. Although Braille provides the visually impaired with another
channel as an alternative to sight, not all visually impaired people are literate in Braille for
many reasons, one of which might be the progressive loss of sight, for which the partially blind
student in this research is a case in point. Hence, the use of TTS software in this study.

The student observed in this study uses the screen-reader Jaws (Freedom Scientific, n.d.)
in their everyday life to perform any text-related tasks, among which are note-taking and
reading, to name a couple. Thus, all materials — handouts, worksheets, and so forth — should
be accessible, not to mention examination papers. An indicator of text accessibility is optical
character recognition (OCR); that is to say, any scanned image or text should be converted into
readable by the TTS software.

Thus, our research departs from the following research question: Is the text-to-speech
software useful enough for partially sighted students to succeed in a language subject
examination at university? Our hypothesis is that although text-to-speech is essential for
visually impaired students to face education, the complexity of language acquisition and the
variety of tests to evaluate the four different language skills might unveil some obstacles for
these students.

Alternative modalities for expression, such as TTS software, and accommodations are
crucial to making Higher Education inclusive and accessible. The purpose of this research is
to design, develop and implement a test in a way that eliminates accessibility barriers to
visually impaired students without compromising validity (Hansen & Mislevy, 2008).

2. METHOD

In this study we adapted an English language test to a student with a high partial
blindness. This research has been conducted in a first-year English language course within a
linguistic-based degree at a Spanish university. The objectives and contents of the course
assume that all students have acquired a B1 level, which is reached upon successful completion
of A levels.

Given that English is present in all years of their degree, a strong foundation of the
language is needed. The main linguistic aims of the subject are (1) to endow students with the
necessary skills to improve the comprehension of texts written in English, and (2) to develop
an upper-intermediate command of the language in all skills — i.e. speaking, listening, reading,
writing, which are assessed in the final exam.
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2.1. Procedure

In order to achieve an exam accommodation with which the student would feel
comfortable, we requested information to the student related to the preferred layout for some
tasks to make the test fully accessible to them and easy to navigate with their TTS tool, since
to provide a barrier free examination paper, some authors state that it is mandatory that we hear
their experiences and voices (Fuller, Bradley & Healey, 2004; Franklin & Sloper, 2006;
Madriaga, 2007 as cited in Vickerman & Blundell, 2010). Several accommodations ensued
from these questions, among which format, timing and design were paramount for
accessibility, but also setting as a last-minute accommodation for the listening.

The original English exam paper evaluates the four skills in the way that follows: the
Speaking paper is made up of four parts: in Part 1 students need to answer questions related to
familiar topics and everyday life, in Part 2 they are given two pictures and a question to answer
about the pictures, in Part 3 they are given a question and different topics related to the question
to talk about in pairs, and in Part 4 they discuss a question related to the topic in Part 3. Parts
1 and 4 did not present any problem as all the prompts were oral, but Parts 2 and 3 required
modification and accommodation, respectively, as there were some visual prompts.

The Reading and Use of English paper consisted of seven parts. Part 1 is a multiple-
choice question made up of a gapped short text. The students are given the options (A-D) below
the text to choose the best word to complete the sentence. Part 2 is an open-cloze question in
which students find a gapped text they need to complete with the right word — no options given.
Part 3 assesses word formation. Students are given a short, gapped text. For every gap the
student is given a word in brackets from which they need to create a new word to fit the
meaning of the sentence in the text. Part 4 is about paraphrasing. Students’ ability to express
the same information in a different way is assessed. Part 5 is a traditional multiple-choice
reading comprehension task. The students are given a long text and six multiple-choice
questions about the text; they need to choose the correct answer. Part 6 consists of a long text
with some missing information; some sentences have been removed and jumbled. The student
needs to read the text and write the sentences in the correct place — there is one extra sentence
to make it more challenging. In Part 7, students are given some short texts about the same topic
and some statements. They need to say in which text they find the information summarised in
each statement.

The Listening paper is made up of 4 parts. Part 1 consists of eight multiple-choice
questions and eight different recordings, one for each question. There is a narrator to guide the
student through the questions. In part 2, students are given some prompts that need to be
completed. They listen to a monologue in which all the information in the written prompts is
paraphrased except the exact words the students need to complete the information. In Part 3,
students listen to five speakers. In this task, students are given a list of statements that
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summarise what each speaker says; students listen to the speakers and match them to the
correct sentence. Part 4 is a multiple-choice task made up of seven questions. Students listen
to an interview and need to choose the correct answer. This part is similar to Part 1 in the
layout, although quite different in the procedure. Part 1 includes an interlocutor who guides
the students through the questions, allowing some pauses between them. Even though in Part
4 the interviewer’s questions aid the student navigate through the questions, there is no pause
between them. In Parts 2 and 4, there were no interruptions aside from those in natural spoken
language, at variance with Parts 1 and 3, in which an interlocutor is guiding through the
questions and introducing the extracts.

The Writing paper consists of the production of two written texts, i.e., two tasks. The
first task, i.e., an essay, is compulsory; while in the second task they have three options to
choose another type of writing to show their command of the language.

In the next section, we will describe the accommodation the original English exam paper
suffered to be adapted to the partially sighted student.

2.2. Accommodations
2.2.1. Text-to-speech exam

As far as format is concerned, official university exams are usually printed on A4 paper;
however, a partially sighted person cannot read the text as they have very limited vision. Thus,
as stated in Douglas et al. (2009) “the importance of electronic versions of examinations seems
a critical approach to enable students to gain access to their preferred format” (Douglas et al.,
2009: 4). The student had to complete the written part of the exam on their laptop, considering
that the read-aloud software was already installed, and the student was accustomed to it. For
the exam to be fully accessible to the student and the software, an editable text-only format
was preferred; therefore, an MS Word-file was appropriate (Douglas et al., 2009). For this
accommodation to be fair to the rest of students in class, we had to make sure the laptop had
no internet connection and that no files were available so that the student could not look for
exam answers. The use of TTS software offers students uniform reading, on the one hand, as
opposed to human read-aloud which may present some drawbacks such as confusing intonation
or misleading pauses (Dolan et al., 2005). On the other hand, it provides an “individualised,
independent, and self-paced multimodal access to test content” (Dolan et al., 2005: 8).

2.2.2. Layout
Regarding layout and design, the most notable accommodation was the suppression of
the answer sheet the rest of the students had. The answer sheet is, on the one hand, a time-saver

for the teacher in terms of correcting, as all answers are concentrated into one or two pages,
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rather than scattered in the sixteen-page question paper. On the other hand, however, it is also
a way to ensure students double-check their answers. Notwithstanding, to avoid constant
navigation through the exam document, the student could write the answers next to the
question, as this was more convenient to them.

In addition to this, some fill-in-the-gaps and multiple-choice exercises had to be
redesigned, especially those which assessed grammar and vocabulary. All dotted lines which
indicated the gaps where students had to write the answer were deleted since the read-aloud
software would read "dot, dot, dot" unendingly, breaking the flow and meaning of the
utterance; hence, making it harder for the student to concentrate. For this reason, the gap for
the missing word would be indicated only with a number in brackets (Figures 1 and 2). While
the gaps are visually evident in the original exam, and they might be an advantage to those
students with no special needs, they seemed to be an obstacle and confused the student as it
broke the sentence with unnecessary noise —i.e., “dot, dot, dot”. The student would write their
answer next to the number in brackets, as they worked on an editable file.

scientists can therefore see that the sea level in Venice (14) .....ccccuuu...... risen by about 2.7
millimetres per year (15) ....ccevvnennnn Canaletto’s day. More (16) .....ccccceuenenn 230 years after
his death, therefore, the artist’s paintings provide a record of sea levels for a period long before
modern measurements began.

Figure 1. Reading and Use of English Part 2 — Original (Mann et al., 2015)

The scientists can therefore see that the sea level in Venice (14) risen by about 2.7 millimetres per
year (15) Canaletto’s day. More (16) 230 years after his death, therefore, the artist’s paintings provide
a record of sea levels for a period long before modern measurements began.

Figure 2. Reading and Use of English Part 2 — Adapted (Mann et al., 2015)

In the case of short multiple-choice questions, all the options were moved closer to where
the gap was, and they were written in square brackets (Figures 3 and 4). Otherwise, had the
options not been moved closer to the gap, the student would have had to navigate with the
arrows in the keyboard and the cursor up and down. The student found it more convenient this
way.

Living on a hill in London, after dark | can see the lights of the city beneath me and also the

orange glow they (0)__A _up into the night sky. But I can (1) .............. see any stars. If light
pollution - as this effect is known - continues to increase at its present (2) .............. , our
0. A send B give C keep D fill
1. A clearly B surely C hardly D faintly
2. A case B rank C grade D rate

Figure 3. Reading and Use of English Part 1 — Original (Mann et al., 2015)
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Living on a hill in London, after dark | can see the lights of the city beneath me and also the orange
glow they (0)_A up into the night sky [0. A send B give C keep D fill]. Butl can (1) see any
stars [1. A clearly B surely C hardly D faintly]. If light pollution - as this effect is known - continues

to increase at its present (2) [2. A case B rank C grade D rate], our grandchildren will only (3) the

Figure 4. Reading and Use of English Part 1 — Adapted (Mann et al., 2015)

Regarding longer texts, namely Parts 5, 6 and 7, the student was asked for feedback and
input on what accommodations were required (Vickerman & Blundell, 2010) for them to
access the written word effortlessly. The student with partial blindness was offered layout
options so as to make it more accessible to them, with particular emphasis on Parts 6 and 7.
They were asked whether all the options given should appear (a) before the text, (b) after the
text, or (c) where the gaps appeared, in Part 6, to make it easier to navigate if they had all the
options at hand. The student chose 'after the text,” that is, the default format their sighted
classmates would have. The student was familiar with the standard layout since that is the one
offered in the book activities they worked in class, so it leads us to think that their choice might
have been influenced by the fear of being treated differently, i.e. fear of discrimination
(Kimball et al., 2016) or the student simply did not know which layout was more comfortable
for them.

2.2.3. Description of images

The modern world demands multimedia literacy, as it is becoming increasingly visual.
Images are flourishing everywhere, and, in turn, they are acquiring an important role in
education (Boustead & Ozturk, 2004; Kendrick & McKay, 2004; Pope Edwards & Mayo
Willis, 2000, as cited in Dolan et al., 2010). The absence of any printed prompts posed a
challenge for both the teacher-examiner and the student in the Speaking paper. Part 2 of the
Speaking paper tests the students’ ability to “read” and interpret images. Yet blind and partially
blind students hardly have access to this literacy, for obvious reasons. Therefore, in Part 2, the
student was not asked to describe the pictures; instead, the teacher-examiner provided a general
description of these pictures and asked the student a question related to the topic in the pictures.
By modifying the task, the student was given the same chance as the rest of classmates to show
a range of lexis related to the topic, as well as their fluency and degree of language control.

In Part 3, the written prompts consisted of a written question and some topics to raise
discussion between the participants (see Figure 9). Considering this part was taken in pairs a
simple read-aloud accommodation sufficed to help the student engage in discussion with their
partner. Additionally, their partner could also guide the discussion and the student through the
topics. The tasks in Parts 2 and 3 were accommodated as follows:
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Table 1. Accommodation of Speaking paper

Regular instructions

Accommodated instructions

Part 2 "In this part of the text, I'm going to "I will describe the photographs to you,
give each of you two photographs. I'd and you will have a minute to talk about
like you to talk about your photographs  the question. Both photographs show
on your own for about a minute and people doing sports. The one on the left is
also to answer a question about your doing parkour, he's wearing sports
partner's photographs. X, it's your turn  clothes, and he's doing a backflip. In the
first. Here you have two photographs second  picture, the person s
they show people doing sports in snowboarding, and he's  wearing
different situations. Compare the snowboarding gear: goggles, helmet...
pictures and say which person is taking and he’s jumping. Which person do you
the most risk.” (Figures 5, 6) ... “X, think is taking the most risk?” ... “X,
which of these jobs would you preferto  which of these jobs would you prefer to
do?” (Figures 7, 8) do: war correspondent or fire-fighter?”

Part 3 “Now I’d like you to talk together for “Now I’d like you to talk together
about two minutes. I’d like you to for about two minutes. I'd like you to
imagine that a college is offering career  imagine that a college is offering career
advice to their students and these are advice to their students and these are the
the jobs they talk about. | would like jobs they talk about: journalist, nurse,
you to discuss how rewarding you think  police officer, teacher and lawyer. | would
each of these jobs would be.” (Figure like you to discuss how rewarding you
9) think each of these jobs would be.”

2.2.4. Timing

As for timing, the Special Needs Unit at university, in agreement with the ONCE,
established that the student would need a 50% more than the average student on the written
test. Ergo, the timing was initially accommodated as shown in Table 2. The Listening Paper
was to be carried out in the examination room along with all the rest of the students and would
be played a second time if the student needed so in order to promote an inclusive environment
since no measures indicating otherwise had been instructed by either ONCE or the Special
Needs Unit. Notwithstanding, there was a change of setting for the listening exam as a last-
minute accommodation. This improvised accommodation resulted from the angst and
frustration the student underwent since Jaws (Freedom Scientific, n.d.) cannot read aloud the

1JES, vol. 21 (1), 2021, pp. 75-92
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information as fast as the human eye can. This accommodation had been anticipated by neither
the student, the Special Needs Unit, ONCE, nor the teacher, so the decision had to be made on
the fly.

Table 2. Examination Timing 1

Written test papers Regular timing Accommodated timing (1)
Reading & Use of English 1h 15 min 2h
Listening 50 min 1h 15 min
Writing 1h 20 min 2h

Upon the adaptation of the written test, supervision and approval were requested from
ONCE. The tutor of the organisation was in charge of evaluating how accessible the
examination paper was to the partially sighted student. After a couple of weeks, we obtained
the green light for the accessibility of the format and layout.

§ j * 4 1 lu/
Figure 5. Image for speaking 2 (Source: Figure 6. Image for Speaking Part 2 (Source:
Pixabay) Pixabay)

Figure 7. Image for Speaking Part 2 (Source: Figure 8. Image for Speaking Part 2 (Source:
Pixabay) Pixabay - Journalist documenting events at the
Independence square. Clashes in Ukraine, Kyiv)
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[ police officer }

How rewarding do

you think each of

these jobs would be?

jounalist

Figure 9. Prompts for Speaking Part 3

3. RESULTS

Regarding the Speaking paper, as explained in the previous section, the student did not
struggle with the format. The accommodation of Parts 2 and 3 suited them, and they could
attain the objectives assessed in the oral test successfully.

In respect of the Listening paper, not being able to pause the audio track to listen to the
next question jeopardised the completion of the tasks. In order to allow the student to complete
the listening examination paper to avoid frustration, they were allocated a different time and
place where the listening would be paused for the TTS tool to read all the information twice
before playing the recording.

Despite the accommodations provided to the student, i.e., exam format and a change of
setting, results show the student still struggled to fulfil the four listening tasks proposed in the
exam paper. The procedure for listening tasks requires reading the task before listening to the
recording and attempting to answer. However, a sighted person can keep reading the question
while listening, but the partially blind student would have to retain the information and
remember the question while listening. This did not pose a challenge for Part 1 (Figure 10) and
Part 3 (Figure 11) of the listening since they consisted of short phrases.

Listening | Part 1
You will hear people talking in six different situations. For questions 1-6, choose the best answer
(A, B or C). You will hear each situation twice.

1) You hear a woman talking about her car. What is she describing?
A. what she dislikes about her car
B. how she needs a new car
C. why she needs a new car
Figure 10. Listening Part 1 — Adapted from Mann et al., 2015.
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Listening | Part 3

You will hear five short extracts in which people who have given up stressful jobs in the city
are talking about their decisions. Match the speakers to the statements. There are two
statements you will not need to use.

A. I’'m not absolutely sure I've done the right thing.
B. | find | can manage on a much lower income.
C. My employer wouldn’t help with the stress.

Figure 11. Listening Part 3 — Adapted from Mann et al., 2015.

Conversely, Parts 2 (Figure 12) and 4 (Figure 13) required a higher level of ability of
word retention for the student as the stretches of language and speaker interventions in the
tasks were longer. Despite the help the interviewer might provide the sighted student to
navigate through the questions in Part 4; the partially blind student is at a disadvantage since
they would need to pause the recording to listen to the read-aloud software read the question
for them, retain the options, and continue listening to the audio track. This hampered task
completion.

Listening | Part 2
You will hear a well-known sportsman called Malcolm Price talking about training for different
physical activities. For questions 9-18, complete the sentences with a word or short phrase.

Sports training
Malcolm has achieved sporting success as a(n) (9) .
Malcolm says that fundraising for (10) can be just as demanding as competitive sport.
Malcolm mentions running and (11) as sports requiring training.
Malcolm tells us that his weight is (12) .

Figure 12. Listening Part 2 — Adapted from Mann et al., 2015.

Listening | Part 4
You will hear an interview with Alan Preston, a young man who sailed around the world
alone at the age of sixteen. For questions 24-30, choose the hest answer (A, B or C)
24. How does Alan describe himself as a child?

A. keen to follow in his father’s footsteps

B. interested in dangerous activities

C. willing to try anything new

Figure 13. Listening Part 4 — Adapted from Bell & Thomas, 2014.

The fact that there are no well-defined and evident pauses or interruptions in these two
parts to indicate when the examinee had to move on to the next question and focus on listening
for new details makes it highly demanding for the visually impaired illiterate in Braille, since
their only channel, i.e. the auditory, is trying to decode two different oral texts: the read-aloud
by Jaws (Freedom Scientific, n.d.) and the recording. In the face of the stress the partially blind
student was experiencing, they were excused from completing these two parts because the
adaptation might not have been as efficient as expected.
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3.1. Recommendations for language assessment improvement

The results obtained from this study arose reflections for language assessment
improvement which were discussed by all university members involved, the English teacher,
ONCE and the university Special Needs Unit. In an intense meeting some accurate
accommodations and test adaptations, some general (1, 2) and specific (3), for the Reading and
Use of English paper were discussed.

First of all, (1) in order to favour navigation in the document, fragmenting texts into
sentences was suggested. Against the principles of coherence in text writing, single-sentences
are facilitative to TTS tools. Despite the linguistic importance of paragraphs as far as coherence
and cohesion of a text are concerned, breaking paragraphs into shorter sentences makes
navigation through the text more accessible to the visually impaired (Unitat de Suport
Educatiu, 2015). TTS software does not stop reading until it reaches the end of a paragraph,
therefore, making it hard for the student to identify and remember where the gaps are. Splitting
the paragraphs into shorter sentences makes it less challenging for a visually impaired student
as navigation with the cursor occurs only vertically, rather than vertically and horizontally, as
the student remembers the beginning of the sentences and knows where they are in the text.

Second of all, (2) shorter texts and sentences might make access to long, complex texts
less daunting to a visually impaired student. Although this might seem a feasible option at first
sight, by doing so, the syntax is being simplified, and the student is not showing their B2
knowledge of the language, required to pass the subject. Even though this might work in a
listening comprehension activity, it does not apply in this context as it is the comprehension of
the text itself what is being assessed. Modifying the text to simplify it, be it oral or written,
cannot be considered an option; otherwise, the level and validity of the examination might be
compromised. It is part of the examination and part of the level to understand certain syntactic
structures and the assessment and evaluation of all skills must be the same for all students
(Miller et al., 2005).

Third of all, (3) in Part 6, all the possible options for the missing fragments should appear
immediately after each gap. In this way, the student would not have to navigate through the
text vertically to find all the possible options at the end of the text. Then, backtrack with the
help of the cursor to the specific point in the text where the reading stopped before, i.e. the gap
where that sentence should go. This small adaptation would save the student time and having
to retain ample information. This adaptation had already been anticipated by the researchers,
albeit not applied.
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4. CONCLUSION

In this study we departed from the following research question: Is the text-to-speech
software useful enough for partially visually impaired students to succeed in a language subject
examination at university?

From the results observed, we could conclude that the listening examination paper needs
further adaptation, especially in Parts 2 and 4, or even some extra modifications. In this sense,
Part 2 might require further time adaptations or task simplification. For instance, reducing
sentences into more schematic text. Simplifying syntactic structures in a listening task such as
this one would not present a dilemma between level and language since what needs to be
understood is the oral text in the recording, the task is simply proof of that listening
comprehension taking place.

Furthermore, another finding shows that multiple-choice questions with no clear and
obvious pause or interruption between questions are not a suitable format for partially sighted
students. Instead, the task could be modified into a True-or-False activity, in which sentences
are shorter, and the student would not have to retain the question and three options - just the
sentence. The recording to be used in the task is the same; thus, the level is not altered, as they
need to show comprehension of that oral text.

With regards to the Writing paper, it did not seem to present any impediment to the
student in terms of accessibility. The fact that it was a production task rather than a
comprehension one meant that the student could finish both tasks within the regular timing
limits. Although the results obtained in the writing test were not up to a standard. This could
have been a result of the stress the student suffered on exam day or, alternatively, the student
did not have the right level and knowledge of the language.

As for the Reading and Use of English paper, this presented a dilemma from the
beginning in terms of validity, as it aims to prove text comprehension, but instead, listening
skills were being practised. Had the adaptation used been Braille, this would not have posed
the dilemma, as reading does take place. However, owing to the use of Jaws (Freedom
Scientific, n.d.) the student was listening rather than reading the text. Thus, the occurring
decodification did not meet the assessment objectives of the tasks.

Problems had not been anticipated for the Reading and Use of English paper except for
those mentioned above, namely dotted lines, multiple-choice and navigation through long
texts. Notwithstanding, the student had some difficulties to accomplish the tasks since
sentences were long and complex. Results show that further adaptation will be needed in this
point. On exam day, the student seemed to navigate through the text and questions with no
relevant setbacks. Despite the timing accommodation for this exam paper, the student did not
have enough time to finish Part 7 and was excused from completing it on the grounds that time

adaptation might have been inaccurate. Seeing that the student was struggling with timing a
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second modification of the time accommodation was needed in situ for comprehension tasks
and resulted in the timing shown in Table 3.

Table 3. Examination Timing 2

Written test papers Regular timing Actual time (2)
Reading & Use of English 1h 15 min 2h 30 min
Listening 50 min 1h 40 min
Writing 1h 20 min 1h 20 min

As we have seen in the results obtained in this paper further accommodations are required
in a regular language test to make it accessible to a partially sighted student, such as setting.
These findings go along with the hypothesis we established at the beginning of this paper.
Although useful, the text-to-speech software has presented some problems to the partially
sighted student for the on-going of the language examination, which despite the experience
and knowledge of the parties taking place in the accommodation of the exam, could not be
foreseen. These results cast a new light on language exams design for the blind and partially
blind. However, in line with the ideas of Dolan et al. (2005), it can be concluded that although
read-aloud accommodations have led to higher inclusion, full inclusion was not reached. On
the one hand, higher-inclusion was attained since the student could do most of the exam at the
same time as their peers. Notwithstanding, full inclusion was not reached because the listening
test needed further accommodation. The student’s lack of proficiency was considered as a
possible conclusion, although, it was dismissed as the researchers had some information
regarding the student’s level and command of the language from other tasks performed in class.
Taking this information into account and comparing it to the tests results, the level of the
student did not match the results obtained in the test.

The accommodations of the English language examination paper presented here can be
an example of how language courses in general and language assessment, in particular, have
to be adapted to people with special needs and more concretely to partially sighted or blind
students. Despite universities following inclusion policies and having Special Needs Units, as
it has been the case here, real practice and classroom applications in everyday university
lecturing can provide fruitful results and insights accommodating language teaching syllabi.
We have proven here that general guidelines provided by Special Needs national and
international association are beneficial; however, these directions and standards together with
the use of text-to speech software are not definite. Other last minute accommodations were
needed. Real language teaching practices in situ like the one here have proven to be very useful
as to effective ways of accommodating the English language assessment.

All inall, the findings and conclusions provided in this paper can be valuable for visually
impaired students participating in language-based subjects assessments at university. The
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study also provides tangible guidance for language lecturers to adapt examination papers to
partially sighted students.

Conflict of interests: The authors have no conflicts to be declared.

NOTES

The plural personal pronoun ‘they’ is used throughout this paper to refer to the partially blind student
taking part in this study in order to preserve anonymity, as gender is irrelevant to the context of the
study.

2 Spanish acronym for Organizacion Nacional de Ciegos Esparioles
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