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Abstract. The DigiPlace4all online peer support community supports people with
disabilities in developing digital literacy skills needed to transition from
Vocational and Educational Training (VET) to mainstream education &
employment. It facilitates the development of informal one-to-one peer support
relationships between members who can post and respond to requests and offers of
peer support and share information on a range of associated topics. It is active in
Ireland, Belgium, Poland and Bulgaria and is being spread internationally.
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1. Introduction

DigiPlace4all [1] is an online peer support community for people with disabilities,
educators and employers. It supports people with disabilities in developing the digital
literacy skills needed to transition from Vocational and Educational Training (VET) to
mainstream education & employment. DigiPlace4all has been developed within the
European DICE project (Digital Inclusion Champions in Europe) [2] funded with
support from the European Commission under the Transfer of Innovation programme,
project number 2013-1-IE1-LEO05-06094. DigiPlace4all communities are active in
four countries — Ireland, Belgium, Bulgaria and Poland.

2. The need for an online peer support community

Students with disabilities face significant barriers to digital literacy skills training due
to factors such as cost, physical access and lack of information. Vocational and
Educational Training (VET) providers find it difficult to keep up with the increasing
demand for digital skills due to rapid uptake of online and mobile products and services.
To help develop their digital skills, people with disabilities naturally look to their peers
for support, advice and information sharing. The European Civil Society Platform on
Lifelong Learning highlights a culture of peer support as among the factors which
make for success in promoting learning of key competences, including use of ICT and
the Internet [3]. Mechanisms to facilitate the formation and maintenance of peer
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support relationships can therefore be very beneficial in supporting and supplementing
instructor-delivered training. To help people with disabilities transition from VET to
mainstream education and employment, trainers, educators and employers can also
benefit from the support of their own peers as they seek to provide inclusive education
and work environments. By sharing information and experiences, they can learn how
best to assist people with disabilities in making that transitioning to education and work.

DigiPlace4all is designed to facilitate and sustain this peer support, helping
students build on the skills developed through VET centre training and make the
transition to mainstream education and employment.

3. Peer support and mentoring

The essential element of peer support is that the supporter and the supported person are
peers. That is, they are similar in fundamental ways [4]. In the DigiPlace4All
community, the fundamental similarity is the nature of the person’s disability and the
types of mainstream and assistive technologies they use to access the digital world. For
example, a person who is blind may access digital content through an iPhone with its
built-in screen reader app, Voiceover. If that person needs support in learning how to
use Facebook, the supporter will need to be familiar with using Voiceover on an iPhone
to access Facebook. A sighted person may only know how to interact with the visible
elements of the standard Facebook user interface. This is not helpful to the blind person
who cannot see those elements and who may not be able to interact with them using
Voiceover, due to lack of Voiceover support in the app. The solution may be to use a
different Facebook app entirely and the supporter will need to be aware of this.

Peer support relationships between people with disabilities are well established and
formalised within organisations that aim to support independent living. A typical
example is the peer counselling service provided jointly by the National Council of the
Blind of Ireland and the Irish Wheelchair Association to help people with physical or
sensory disabilities adjust emotionally and socially to lead as independent lives as
possible. Peer counsellors are people with the same disabilities as those who they are
supporting. They have received training in counselling skills accredited by the National
Association for Pastoral Counselling and Psychotherapy and are supported by full-time
psychologists and family therapists.

This kind of formalised peer support goes beyond what DigiPlace4All aims to
facilitate, as it involves psychological counselling and emotional support for which
practitioners must be trained and supervised. DigiPlace4All is concerned only with
digital skills building. An example of the kind of peer-to-peer digital skills learning
model that DigiPlace4All facilitates is that of the Torbay Stroke Survivors Computer
Group [5], a partnership project between Torbay Libraries and the Stroke Association
in the UK. The group won the Technology4Good Community Impact Award for 2012
for its work in using peer support to help people re-learn digital skills after a stroke.
The supporters are peers because they are stroke survivors themselves. They do not,
however, have any specific training in teaching digital skills, counselling or providing
emotional support. The peer support relationships that are developed through
DigiPlace4All are of this restricted type.

A peer support relationship is usually seen as one of equality. According to the
Centre for Welfare Reform, “the defining feature of Peer Support is that it refers to
relationships and interactions between people who are peers and who are equal in
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ability, standing, rank or value” [6]. However, in a learning environment the role of the
peer supporter is to pass on their knowledge, skills and experiences to a less
experienced and often younger ‘student’ in a relationship often known as peer
mentoring [7] which involves training within a structured, private, one-to-one
relationship with another person [8]. It is tempting to use the term ‘peer mentoring’ for
the relationships that DigiPlace4All facilitates. However, the experience of the Joseph
Rowntree Foundation in a project to develop peer mentoring relationships among
young people with disability was that concepts involving language and assumptions
altered during the project and many of the young disabled people adopted the term
‘peer support’ in favour of ‘peer mentoring’ as the latter suggested a hierarchical
relationship between unequal partners. For this reason, we use the simple term ‘peer
support’ for DigiPlace4All, but in a restricted sense compared with its use in
counselling and emotional support settings.

4. The DigiPlace4all community website

Online communities exist where information about technology can be shared and
requests for support could be made but the needs and voices of people with disabilities
are often drowned out by the much larger non-disabled community and the community
websites often present accessibility barriers for users of assistive technology. Creating
a dedicated community website gives a complete focus on disability, digital skills,
inclusive education and employment and allows for the development of specific
accessible mechanisms for people with disabilities to offer and request peer support.

=

“w ()

GET AND GIVE SUPPORT IN SUPPORT IN
ONE-TO-ONE EDUCATION EMPLOYMENT
SUPPORT

Figure 1. DigiPlace4all facilities.

DigiPlace4all provides facilities for peer support and information sharing among
people with disabilities, placing particular emphasis on support in education and
employment (Figure 1). This invites educators and employers to peer support each
other in developing the knowledge and skills required to make their learning
environments and workplaces inclusive for students and employees with disabilities.
Professionals who have successfully overcome the challenges can support others who
wish to do the same.

Peer support relationships develop from requests and offers posted on the
DigiPlace4all website (Figure 2). Members can respond by offering the support that has
been requested or requesting that which has been offered.
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Make a Request or Offer of Support
Peer support requests Peer support offers Sharing stories My requests & offers

Help (Requested on Tuesday, 7 April 2015 by imtraynor)

Using NVDA which is a free screen reader I would like to speed it up a little.

I would need support once only.
This support can take place:

- By email: Yes

- Face to face: No

- By video call: No

- By phone: No

- By other means: No

By offering support, I respect the peer support guidelines.
Offer support to this person

Figure 2. Peer support request on the DigiPlace4all website.

Beyond the funded DICE project, the community will need to be sustained by its
members alone. For this purpose, DigPlace4All provides a mechanism and guidance
for individuals to apply to become Digiplace4All Champions. Those who are deemed
to have the necessary experience and motivation are officially listed on the website
(Figure 3). The role of these Champions is to assist in managing the community into
the future, promote DigiPlace4All to relevant national and international audiences and
encourage others to become involved. This will ensure that it grows further as a
dynamic resource for developing digital skills, inclusive education and employment.
During this requirements gathering work, a large number of individuals have already
expressed a desire to take on the role of Champion.

5. Requirements capture and design responses

To capture the user requirements for DigiPlace4all, 417 individuals from the four
partner countries were consulted. These included 215 technology users with disabilities,
37 VET centres or training organisations, 26 digital skills trainers, 43 mainstream
educators, 26 employers, 36 NGOs and 34 policy advisors or other agents. 241
responded to questionnaires, 91 took part in focus groups and 85 were interviewed [9].

The study revealed a need for mechanisms to post and respond to requests and
offers of peer support, plus facilities for sharing information about technology,
available funding and grants, events and training opportunities. What follows is a few
examples of specific requirements and how they are met in the design.

The requirements study found that users wanted up to date information created by
their peers rather than by ‘experts’ and links to existing useful resources. To support
this, most of the information on the site is contained in topical public blogs to which all
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users are encouraged to contribute posts or comments. This ensures that content is
always fresh and supports a conversational style of sharing.

Digital Champions

What is a Champion? Champions Propose a Champion

Patricia Mary McCarthy

Championing Area:

Patricia has many qualities that make her a good champion in this area. She is always ready to support and encourage
people either to learn new skills or to find ways to overcome difficulties encountered when undertaking particular
tasks. She is a good teacher finding creative ways to explain ideas and is mindful of people's different abilities when
doing so. She is also a good listener with an ability to grasp the issue and to find ways of resolving challenges where
necessary.

Qutside of the project Patricia introduced a hearing and vision impaired student to both Zoomtext and basic computer
literacy. At the time this student knew very little about computers and was anxious about learning how to use them. Patricia realised that one
of the key problems was that this student was unable to see the screen properly so she showed her how zoomtext worked, demonstrating its
different features and taught her how to access these features. Working with Zoomtext enabled this student to feel comfortable with computers
and enabled her to learn and use such programmes as Microsoft Office (Word, Excel and PowerPoint) as well as accessing the Internet,

Facebook and Twitter. I have been informed that this assistance was very useful for study/work purposes.

Contact mccartpm directly for more Information on this Champion

Dane Chan

Championing Area: Digital skills building

I've participated in talks in Trinity College and the AHEAD conference on assistive technology and education.

I was a formal trainee in NCBI for independent living skills and later enrolled to study in Computer Application (Soft.
Eng) in DCU. I have experienced how to cope with the University studying material and accessing library, course and
e-book sources. I've set up an online trouble shooting help desk where queries can be anything from Windows Office,

Anti-Virus repair, programming languages such as Java, C++, html, web browser applications, Skype video

Figure 3. DigiPlace4all Champions listing.

Users want to maintain privacy in their contributions and their peer support
relationships. Authors are therefore not identified but posts require moderator approval
in order to protect the system from abuse. Peer support offers and requests are similarly
moderated but after the initial response, relationships continue in private through
external channels agreed between the parties involved. Users receive guidance about
online safety and are invited to report back on their experiences.

Community members want to share stories of success so they can see how people
just like themselves have succeeded in developing the skills required to progress.
DigiPlace4all therefore encourages users to tell their stories in a My Stories section.

6. Current status
The community is growing steadily with users being introduced to it through digital

skills trainers in VETSs in the four partner countries of Ireland, Belgium, Poland and
Bulgaria. The intention is to spread DigiPlace4All internationally.
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