Exploring signed PowerPoint for deaf learners

By Janet Jamieson, Lecturer in Design, James Watt College of Further & Higher Education

I often use PowerPoint in class to help introduce new concepts, terminology and ideas to my design students. The recent inclusion of deaf learners in my class caused me to re-evaluate how I deliver these presentations, and indeed all my teaching methods, especially since I do not sign and have no training in working with the deaf.

My presentation are usually very visual which helps the deaf student to grasp what I am discussing but there can be difficulties with pacing my delivery, to allow the signer time to interpret. New terminology may require finger spelling and it is possible that the interpreter and student will fall behind and miss important points as a result. Ideally, I will give the student and interpreter handouts of the presentation the week before, but this is sometimes quite difficult to coordinate.

An even bigger problem is if there is no interpreter support. The deaf student only gets a small part of the lesson from the PowerPoint slides and as a result, I have postponed lectures when there is no signer. One student, Angela, commented that, if there was no interpreter she would ‘stare at the walls while lecturer 
blah, blah’. 

For revision sessions, I usually give the class print outs of the presentation. Deaf learners can have difficulties with studying these handouts on their own – I hadn’t really grasped before that for the deaf learner, spoken and written English is a second language. They may struggle with new terminology and might be working without an interpreter to help go back over certain points. The terminology may also be new to the interpreter, so they also need to understand what is being taught, in order to correctly interpret the meaning to the deaf learner. Students also seem to have a knack of loosing printed handouts! These are all barriers to learning, which combine to make it more difficult for the deaf learner to fully engage with the subject.

I perceived the problem to be two-fold, first, how to deliver classroom presentations more effectively and second, to make revision materials deaf learners would actually want to use. I am aware that students increasingly have a preference for accessing materials via computer rather than paper, and a first step is to provide lesson materials on a VLE such as Blackboard. Putting existing materials online is not sufficient though, as they must also be designed to be inclusive. 

This is where I got involved in this project through Margaret and JISC. They had an idea to create a multi-sensory PowerPoint presentation incorporating video of a signer interpreting each slide. Perfect! 

I set about adapting an existing presentation on basic colour theory and quickly realised there was a bit of work and re-thinking required. The wording on each slide had to be revised so it would read as usable revision notes rather than just key points to accompany my classroom lecture. I felt it was important to ensure terminology was clearly explained and although I didn’t include a glossary, I think it’s a good idea to have one. The wording had to be reworked once the interpreter had seen the script, to take into account his comments on the timing for signing. Consideration was also given to how much information could be put on each slide without it looking too busy.

Another aspect was copyright on the images that I had not created myself. Since there was no budget to purchase images, I had to find copyright free material from books and the internet, which proved quite 

time-consuming. 

There then followed a period of reviewing and adapting the presentation before I handed it over to Margaret, Joan and Andy for their contributions. Once the presentation was complete I was able to take a CD to college to see what the students thought. This led immediately to a platform issue, as our design studios are equipped with AppleMacs and Producer only runs on a Windows PC. I could possibly solve this issue by trying Quicktime movies and Apple’s Keynote software rather than Producer. 

I ran the CD from a PC laptop, which raised another concern. The students felt the interpreter was not lit well enough as they had trouble seeing his face and hands clearly. Maybe this would not be a problem if the presentation was projected onto a large screen in class, but I didn’t have the opportunity to test this. I would have preferred to trial the presentation on students who were new to the subject, to gauge if the signed version helped them understand the subject better, but we had already covered colour theory by the time the presentation was ready. 

Three deaf learners and the interpreter watched the signed PowerPoint and then answered a short questionnaire. All four reacted positively to the concept, and agreed that this type of presentation would help them understand a new subject more effectively than current methods. They all liked the idea of being able to access the presentation in their own time for revision and felt that this would increase their understanding. The fact they could control the presentation and go back over certain parts was deemed very useful. One student, Julia, felt ‘sign and writing does help’ but also commented that she felt that there was ‘no need to have both except if a student can’t read.’ They liked having the live links to relevant websites.

In conclusion, I feel the exercise has been very successful. The presentation should not be viewed as a replacement to an interpreter in class, but would at least allow a lecturer to give a presentation to deaf learners if an interpreter was not available. It appears signed PowerPoint presentations would be most useful as a revision aid, either given home on CDRom or accessed via a VLE. The student can then control how and when they watch the presentation with the added bonus of the signed video clips to help them understand the text. 

On the downside, this one project did take several months to produce and required specific software and the expertise of several people. I would like to think the project would be sustainable - but would such presentations be feasible for a lecturer to create ‘in-house’ or would a specialist company be better? Both have pros and cons. Money, time, equipment and willing bodies would need to be forthcoming for the DIY approach. A big advantage would be tailored choice of content and look of the presentation. The ‘off the shelf’ presentation may be an easier, slicker option, but it would not be updatable and may not have the exact content you require. 

Despite potential time and technical difficulties, I would certainly encourage others to consider this form of PowerPoint presentation as I think the positive feedback from the deaf learners indicates it would be an excellent teaching resource to develop further.
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