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Introduction

Papua New Guinea (PNG) is a South Pacific island nation of approximately 5.2 million people, representing over 700 indigenous tribes or clans, each with its own distinct culture, language and customs. PNG forms the eastern part of the island of New Guinea, the second largest island in the world and shares a land border with the Indonesian province of Irian Jaya. It is situated along the Pacific “Ring of Fire” and volcanism and earthquakes have produced its massive interior mountain chain. PNG is divided into 20 provinces, with the capital at Port Moresby. It has a parliamentary democracy, with the British sovereign as Head of State (Central Intelligence Agency, 2004).

Like many ‘developing’ nations, the PNG government faces the challenges of addressing low school attendance rates associated with cultural traditions and poverty (Kulwaum, 2004). Its 2002 National Census indicated that over two million people living in rural areas and over 120 000 people living in urban areas have never attended school. In addition, there is massive attrition in school attendance between first and final years of schooling. The literacy rate of adults over the age of 15 is 56% of total population (National Statistical Office PNG, 2004; Tesni, 1999). Over the past decade, the PNG government has attempted to address these low school retention rates and low literacy levels through a number of ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ educational initiatives and reforms, including the National Literacy Policy (2003) and the National Curriculum Statement (2002) (Department of Education 2002; National Literacy and Awareness Secretariat, 2004).

This article describes the introduction of computer technology to high school students who are blind in Goroka, Eastern Highlands Province of Papua New Guinea. The structure of the program and issues of delivery are addressed, together with recommendations for future training.

Some background

During July 2004, a small group of Sydney-based special educators journeyed to Mount Sion Centre for the Education and Training of Disabled Persons, at Goroka, in the PNG Eastern Highlands. The purpose of the expedition was to provide training in inclusive classroom practice and braille literacy to 30 educators from elementary, primary and secondary schools in the Goroka region. 
Mt. Sion Centre provides a range of school and community based services for children with disabilities and their families in the greater Goroka region (Dirs, 2003). The Centre provides boarding accommodation for approximately 30 students with vision and hearing impairment who are enrolled in local schools. 

The teacher training program was based upon areas of need identified in July 2003 by staff at both Mount Sion Centre and the local Catholic primary school, Sacred Heart Faniufa (Bosco & Gentle, 2003). One focal area was the need to provide computer training for the senior Mt. Sion boarders who are blind. Centre staff emphasised that the students’ future access and success in tertiary and vocational training programs would be greatly enhanced by knowledge and skills in information and communication technologies (ICT). Benefits for both the participating students and Centre staff would include access to physical and electronic ‘libraries’ for the purposes of research, preparation of documents, electronic presentations and databases, and access to course outlines and prescribed texts. In turn, the potential for paid employment would be greatly improved.
Program delivery 

The training team consisted of three special educators and one technology trainer. The latter, Mr Ben Clare, has severe vision impairment, and has worked for several years in the area of computer training of students with vision impairment in the New South Wales Tertiary and Further Education (TAFE) system. The training program targets were as follows:

1.
Powering the computer up and down

2.
Familiarisation with the desktop environment, including the standard “qwerty” keyboard, file and folder creation and access, and understanding and use of the ‘Windows’ environment

3.
Basic software operations, in particular opening and closing various applications, menus and menu commands, and modification of documents

4.
Common core tasks such as spelling and grammar checks

5.
Word processing skills 

6.
Introduction to Internet and E-mail

Equipment used in the program consisted of a lap-top computer with voice output software, printer and several external keyboards (for each student to memorise the position of keys). The lap-top option was chosen for its portability between Australia and PNG, and also for its portability for the students between Mt. Sion Centre and school.

The training program was delivered in the English language, since all trainers were Australian. English is one of the three national languages of New Guinea. The Mount Sion Centre staff and students spoke the national languages of English, Motu, and Pidgin English, which is a derivation of English and local tribal dialects, together with the language/s of their tribe or region. The complexities of “computer jargon” was an added overlay that required attention.

Five braille-literate boarding students aged between 14 and 24 years took part in the computer training program, together with five members of the Mt. Sion special education team. At commencement of the training, the students expressed their excitement about their first experience in computing. By the end of the first day, the students had memorised the keyboard and could type the alphabet with little prompting. Over the course of the ten-day training period, they achieved introductory knowledge and skills in the focal areas 1-5 listed above, and this culminated on the last day of training in the typing of their first print letters.
Program evaluation

Both students and Mt. Sion special education teachers were fully aware of the significance and potential of the computer training for current and future educational and work prospects. Given the intensive, short-term nature of the computer training program, their achievements were remarkable, and were in large part due to the expertise of Ben Clare, the program trainer. His perspective as a computer-literate blind adult in the workforce, together with his knowledge and experience with voice output software, enabled him to anticipate many of the areas of difficulty and present the concepts in ways that had meaning to people whose primary reading and writing medium was braille.

The training program was not without problems and challenges. Major problems were associated with the failure or incompatibility of computers and software programs, for example, one of the two lap-tops purchased for training did not function with the voice output software. Repairs were thwarted by the absence of technicians or technology consultants. Incompatibilities existed between the brand of voice output software and the Office computer, which was the only access point for Internet and Email. As a result, the students were unable to independently use Internet and Email. This was a great disappointment to them.

Inclusion of the Mt. Sion special education teachers in the training program enabled in-situ training of the students to continue after the Australian trainers had departed. The special education teachers themselves had minimal access to computer technology, and acquired useful knowledge and skills during the training period. They were enthusiastic about the nature of the training program, and saw first-hand the capabilities of students who are blind to acquire computer literacy knowledge and skills. They participated in discussion on the potential scope of such knowledge, and should prove knowledgeable advocates for technology for people who are blind in PNG.

Future recommendations

Prior to the computer training program, many uncertainties existed about the wisdom of providing computer training to the PNG students. There were concerns about the possibility of establishing unreasonable expectations of the potential of computer knowledge in a country where the majority of employment options were associated with subsistence living. Issues of access to computer technicians was also an area of concern, since there is only one source of commercial computer repair in the Eastern Highlands. It is common practice to seek replacements of faulty technology rather than pay the high price of repairs. Because of the costs of voice output software, PCs and lap-tops, there is concern that student access to computers will cease if and when the hardware or software fails to function.

An outcome of the project is a recommendation that future training programs include training in the maintenance of computers and associated equipment, such as printers and scanners. Training, it was realised, should be expanded to include both screen enlargement and voice output software, to include students with low vision. Future activities should emphasise academic and vocational applications, including knowledge and skills in multimedia, databases, spreadsheets, graphics, and Internet skills. 

Teachers and educators should be encouraged to participate in training sessions. The adults learn valuable work and study-related  skills, and provide 1:1 support to the students during the training period. With their newfound knowledge and skills, the adults should be able to continue to provide learning opportunities following future training periods. 

Summary

Mount Sion Centre staff and student feedback on the July 2004 training program was all positive. The trainers were challenged to reshape their Australian-based perspectives as well as the learning strategies, in order to meet unique PNG needs. This reshaping was achieved in part through establishing a collaborative, respectful approach to information delivery. The computer training program had the added challenge of presenting entirely new concepts, skills and language associated with information and communication technology (ICT) to a group of students who had no experience in this area. The training program was highly successful, and at the time of writing, a follow-up computer training program is in-train for December 2004. 

It became evident to those on the team that educators in PNG are concerned about their ability to provide positive educational outcomes for students with disabilities. Government policy mandating inclusive education and current educational reforms must continue to be supported by the provision of coordinated national professional development opportunities.  Knowledge and skills in inclusive classroom practice as well as in information and communication technologies (ICT) will enhance the efficacy of teachers and students alike. The project was aimed at supporting the PNG government in its task of enhancing the educational outcomes of all students and empowering them to contribute to their families, communities and the nation.
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