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Abstract
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An argument for the importance of developing
interactive systems that support self-advocacy for
children is made with an emphasis on an approach that
acknowledges the social realities of a school context
and the limitations of technical interventions for social
change. The researchers work on Digital Story telling as
a means of promoting confidence, creativity and
communication for children with special educational
needs is then given.
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Children and young adults with special educational
needs have few opportunities to make choices and
decisions that effect their lives. This results from their
physical and cognitive impairments as well as social
attitudes that lead to low expectations of a child’s
capabilities. The institutional arrangements for children
with Special Educational Needs (SEN) if they are to

protect and enable students to develop socially and
educationally will also impose constraints.
Ensuring that a child develops the skills and is given
opportunities to experience some level of autonomy in
their actions and decision-making is an important aim
for those working with children with special educational
needs in the UK. The development of these skills and
providing opportunities to exercise them can be
described as supporting a form of self advocacy for
children with SEN. The term SEN denotes a wide range
of abilities, impairments and life experiences. What
constitutes self-advocacy for one student in a SEN
school can differ greatly from another.
Understanding how research methods for the design of
interactive digital systems and the resulting systems
themselves can support children with special
educational needs to self-advocate should be a priority
for the IDC community. Self-advocacy however is a
complex and contingent concept which is routed in both
political and social discourses. There is no single tool,
method or technical intervention that will ensure the
social changes required for all students with special
educational needs to self-advocate in a manner that is
relevant to their abilities and impairments.
Research that is concerned with developing interactive
systems to support children’s with SEN should start by
understanding the interpersonal dynamics and social
realities that exist within a school context, and the
limitations of any research intervention within them.
That is not to say that technologies cannot offer
alternative practices and new opportunities within
education but those changes will not come about just
through the technical qualities of a technology but

through a complex realignment of people, place and
institution that it may or may not play a part in. As
researchers we can and do have a positive impact on
children’s lives by working on aspects of complex
problems through the design of interactive systems. We
must be cautious of claims that are made for the
impact of these interventions to bring about significant
social change.

Background
Self-Advocacy and Student’s with SEN
There are many definitions of what self-advocacy in
relation to disabled people. [1], [2], Furney et al. offer
the following.
“Self-advocacy is an individual’s ability to speak for
oneself and one’s own needs. Self-advocacy and selfdetermination are related concepts from the belief
system that values the rights of individuals to make
choices” [3].
Test et al. develop a conceptual framework for selfadvocacy for students with special educational needs
through an analyses of a wide range of relevant
literature from 1972 to 2005. [4]. They describe selfadvocacy as being rooted in a political struggle for the
normalisation of and self-determination for, disabled
people. They discuss how overprotection by carers and
the social perceptions of disabled children as being
incapable of making decisions for themselves, leads to
children with special educational needs relying on
others to articulate their ideas and needs.
In setting out the components of their conceptual
framework for self-advocacy - knowledge of self,
knowledge of rights, communication, and leadership,

Test et al. unpack the complexity and diversity of
opportunities and training that are required in order to
support self-advocacy for children with special
educational needs. [4]
Participatory methods in IDC
In the past decade a number of approaches have been
proposed for conducting technology based design
research with children with special educational needs in
social and school settings. [5], [6]. This body of
literature offers a range of approaches to engaging
students in a participatory design process. Recent
literature has been concerned with the ways in which
children’s ideas can be interpreted and brought into the
design process [7], [8] and how research methods
developed for typically developing children can be
adapted for use with children with special educational
needs. [9], [10]
A uniting principle in the use of these participatory
methods in these approaches for incorporating children
as participants is to develop technologies that are
suitable, engaging and useful for the differing abilities
of children and as a means to democratise the design
and research process through the inclusion of
participants voices - a form of self-advocacy.
Iverson et al. argue that whilst these values for the use
of participatory design methods present in IDC
literature are compatible with the aims and principles of
Participatory Design (PD), evidence for the impact of
PD methods on the democratisation and emancipation
of children is lacking. [11]

Approaches to educational technology
Sociologist Neil Selwyn calls for a view of technology in
education that starts by considering social implications
of designing and introducing technologies into
educational contexts and the socio-political struggles
that those social changes cause. He maintains there is
a failure in research on educational technology to
recognize the engrained social, political, cultural and
economic problems in the education system, problems
that can not be solved purely through technical
interventions. [12]
He continues by arguing for research that starts by
accepting the formal constraints and ‘social facts’ of
education and the limitations that technical
interventions can have in solving them. He contends
that by starting with no expectations of what
technology can change, a researcher can critically
appraise where educational technology may mitigate or
indeed have a negative impact on the interactions of
learners, teachers and the institution.

Digital Story Telling
The current research of the authors is now detailed.
The lead authors research is concerned with the
development of design considerations and tools for
digital story telling in a special educational needs
school. The research has taken an embedded approach
– with the lead researcher working within the same UK
special educational needs school for the past 2.5 years,
conducting art-led qualitative research that has
involved observing and working with teachers, students
and other support staff to design tools to support digital
story telling. Whilst the methods that have been
employed involve participation in the design process,
the participants have not been involved as co-designers

or research partners. This approach requires a range of
highly dialogical and democratic processes including a
high level of training for students that was not deemed
suitable or attainable with the resources available. It is
in the development of digital tools and design
considerations for others that the researchers hope to
impact on participants confidence and skills.
The research starts by considering the role that story
telling has in supporting children with SEN to develop
some of the skills necessary to self-advocate. That is
developing the skills and opportunities to develop a
knowledge of their interests, preferences, skills and
creative ideas and share those with others of
significance to them.
What has been found through arts-led workshops in a
UK SEN schools is that whilst the term story telling
covers a huge area of creative and expressive activity,
there are particular aspects of story telling that make it
useful for working with students with special
educational needs.
Story telling potentially offers students and teachers a
range of creative and interactive activates. It can be
adapted for both individual and group work. It can
make use of many different mediums including
speaking, writing, drawing, photography and music.
This range of mediums allows for activities that can be

adapted to the range of strengths, impairments, and
needs found in a classroom made up of children with
special educational needs.
Story telling is used widely in special educational needs
schools. The use of digital media as a resource for
these activities is only recently being developed.
Designing accessible tools for using digital media in
story telling expands the activities and materials
available for students and staff and can offer
alternative ‘ways of speaking’ for students for who a
literary mode of story telling is unsuitable for their
abilities - an autistic student or a student with profound
and multiple disabilities may find it easier to use a
digital image or recorded sound than to create and
share their story using voice or signing.
What has become apparent from the work conducted so
far is the importance of providing supportive and
accessible environments and tools with which students
can develop their communication and creative skills and
demonstrate those abilities to others. In order to do
this student’s must be able to access appropriate
learning activities, be supported to take risks and have
people that are willing to listen and appreciate their
achievements. Developing tools for using digital media
in story telling provides a means to extend teachers
existing strategies for developing children’s confidence
and creative skills.
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