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We need your comments! We publish new factsheets every year, so please let us know how we can improve them. Please go to the survey on the last two pages of this factsheet. We will publish the results on the website during 2009.
This factsheet is partly based on information provided in: 

Breaking down barriers: access to further and higher education for visually impaired students.  Jane S. Owen Hutchinson, Karen Atkinson and Jenny Orpwood.  Nelson Thornes, 1998.

This book may be ordered from RNIB Customer Response, telephone 0845 702 3153 or email cservices@rnib.org.uk


£20.  ED 186.
This factsheet explains how tests, examinations and other forms of assessment can be made accessible to blind and partially sighted students. The range of situations to which this guidance could apply is considerable, from internal tests within a single educational establishment to national qualifications accredited by external awarding bodies. External examinations are discussed first because these are covered by specific legislation which provides a reference point for any questions in this area. It is important to ensure that arrangements for internal examinations within a school or college are in line with those applied by external awarding bodies wherever possible, in order that students are treated equally in all assessment situations. The second part of the factsheet discusses particular arrangements in more detail.

Part One: External examinations

Since September 2007 it has been unlawful for awarding bodies offering general qualifications to discriminate against disabled candidates. The main qualifications covered are AEA, Entry Level, Free Standing Mathematics Qualifications, GCE, GCSE, GNVQ, Basic Skills, Key Skills, Certificate in Adult Literacy, (Entry Levels 1, 2 and 3); Certificate in Adult Numeracy, (Entry Levels 1, 2 and 3); the National Qualifications framework in Scotland and the Welsh Baccalaureate Qualification. 

Under the new law centres can negotiate access arrangements (known as reasonable adjustments) on behalf of a disabled candidate on an individual basis. If an adjustment is deemed reasonable for that particular candidate in that examination, the awarding body should agree to it.

Reasonable adjustments for all the above qualifications are explained in a publication entitled 'Regulations and Guidance Relating to Candidates who are Eligible for Adjustments in Examinations'  which is available on the website of the Joint Council for Qualifications at www.jcq.org.uk. The following is a summary of the main points which are likely to apply to candidates with visual impairment.

Reasonable adjustments for blind and partially sighted candidates 

Reasonable adjustments might include the provision or use of one or more of the following:
· Modified Papers - i.e. large print, Braille, audio. The alternative formats currently offered as standard by the awarding bodies are as follows: 

· A3 unmodified enlarged (14 point)

· A4 modified enlarged (18 point bold)

· A3 modified enlarged (24 point bold)

· Grade 2 Braille paper.

In the event that a candidate cannot read any of the above formats, centres are entitled to ask for individual provision. This request would be subject to a test of reasonableness as explained below.

· Extra time. The usual amount offered is 25% extra but it is possible to negotiate more than this, according to the individual needs of the candidate and the demands of the examination concerned.

· Rest breaks.

· Sighted support: the use of a reader, scribe or practical assistant.  

· Specialist equipment and/or ICT.

· Separate accommodation and invigilation for the examination. 

While the intention behind such adjustments is to remove any potential disadvantage created by a candidate's disability, it is important that they do not provide an unfair advantage instead. 

What is a reasonable adjustment?

In deciding whether a request for a particular adjustment is reasonable or not, the following need to be considered:

· Does the adjustment requested reflect the candidate's normal method of working? Examinations can be stressful occasions at the best of times and expecting someone to take them using unfamiliar methods may not allow a fair test of their ability.

· Does the adjustment requested have an impact on the competencies being assessed? There is no duty on awarding bodies to remove or adjust the competence standards for a qualification. For example, an awarding body is unlikely to agree to a practical assistant setting up a science experiment for a blind candidate if this was one of the skills being assessed. 

· Does the adjustment requested involve an unreasonable commitment of time, cost or other resources? An example might be a partially sighted candidate requesting papers in a different size of large print to those offered as standard (see above). If this request would mean significant extra cost to the awarding body it would need to be justified by demonstrating that no other adjustment would provide fair access.

· Does the adjustment requested affect the security and integrity of the examination? For example, asking to open a paper a day early to make changes to its presentation and layout might not be allowed on the basis that this would breach the security of that paper for all other candidates.

Under the new law awarding bodies are required to negotiate with examination centres (i.e. schools and colleges) and, where appropriate, with individual candidates themselves to ensure that the adjustments they approve are reasonable and effective. If this proves impossible the law also includes the possibility of exempting a candidate from certain components of an assessment, where these do not form part of the competence standards being tested.

All arrangements for external examinations should be made early in the academic year following consultation with the student.  Do not assume that arrangements will be made automatically because they have been made in the past for a previous examination.  Deadlines for applying for access arrangements are given in the document 'Regulations and Guidance Relating to Candidates who are Eligible for Adjustments in Examinations' listed above.

Part Two: Internal examinations

This section provides more information on particular adjustments which a college may need to put in place locally to fulfil the principles and practices outlined above for external examinations. Because many of the adjustments agreed with awarding bodies will be delegated to the examination centre for execution it is important that staff implementing them understand their legal responsibilities.  

Different types of assessment

In many courses large parts of the syllabus may be assessed via coursework essays, laboratory reports, research project reports, dissertations or oral presentations as well as practical and written examinations.  It is important to discuss any individual arrangements for assessment with teachers and lecturers at an early stage.  It may be useful to establish more flexible deadlines or to present work for assessment in different formats.  

Production of papers in alternative formats

Most exams covered by the new DDA requirements will be produced in alternative formats by the awarding body itself. However, schools and colleges may need to produce their own practice papers. Detailed guidance on modifying and producing papers in alternative formats is available on RNIB's website at www.rnib.org.uk/curriculum.

· Straight enlargement may be sufficient for some partially sighted students but this can make some subject matter less clear. If enlarged by photocopying to A3, the papers also become bulky and difficult to manage.  When enlargement is requested, it is important to ascertain the appropriate print size for each candidate and wherever possible, to print the papers directly on A4 in the preferred font size.  Many papers may also need visual information simplified or removed.

· If necessary papers can be transcribed into Braille by RNIB with confidentiality guaranteed.  Telephone 0845 702 3153 for information about the cost of transcription and the amount of notice required.  Diagrammatic material can also be provided in tactile form.  

· Some exam papers may be suitable for audio access (e.g. via cassette tape, MP3 or speech output on computer) as long as the awarding body approves this method of access.  Audio access is more suitable for sentence-type questions or continuous prose: some mathematical and scientific material may prove difficult for audio use.  

 Means of answering questions

Students should be given a choice as to their preferred method of answering, which may be handwriting, word-processing, dictation to a scribe or Braille.  Information about these different approaches is given in the JCQ regulations and guidance.

· When a scribe is used, the student should have an opportunity to practise with the identified person, who will need a working knowledge of the subject and may either handwrite or type the student's dictated answers. Former teachers, research students or another member of teaching staff may be appropriate.  The examination centre is responsible for making the arrangements for a scribe.  

· External awarding bodies require all answers written in Braille to be transcribed into print by the exam centre. If necessary contact RNIB for information about confidential transcription.  

Extra time

Extra time is allocated to provide students with the opportunity to demonstrate knowledge and ability without giving them any advantage over other candidates.  The appropriate amount of extra time should take into consideration:

· The student's preferred method of reading the questions and writing the answers.  Reading large print takes longer than reading standard print: handwriting answers may also take longer.  Listening to the questions and dictating answers also requires additional time.  Sometimes the use of technology to access or answer examinations may create a need for extra time.  

· The nature and style of the questions.  Long passages of prose may take longer to read and specific sections may be difficult to locate when referring back for information.  Tables and numerical information requiring the location and analysis of data may be difficult and time-consuming.  Multiple choice questions will take extra time because of the need to re-read them before selecting the answers. 

· Because the factors listed above vary considerably, there is no fixed amount of extra time which will suit every situation.   Between 25% and 100% extra time may be appropriate depending on individual needs and the nature of the exam paper concerned. If the total examination time then becomes unreasonable, breaks should be given (15 minutes) at appropriate and convenient times for the candidate. 

· Extra time may create a need for separate accommodation and/or invigilation. It is the responsibility of the centre to provide this.

Practical examinations

Since these assessments will be closely related to practical sessions that occur during the course, appropriate provision must be made regarding any equipment to be used.  Students should have the opportunity to check the layout of the room before the examination begins.  It may be necessary to allow extra time and/or to have assistance available (e.g. a member of staff) to help with accessing any visually inaccessible equipment or to draw the student's attention to specific information. 

Other considerations

· Accommodation for the examination should be appropriate, with sufficient room for an invigilator and/or scribe, desk space for equipment, electrical sockets and task lighting as required.  

· Arrangements for the provision of specialist equipment, such as a CCTV (closed circuit television), tape recorder, computer or desk lamp, need advance planning.  

· The candidate, together with all relevant college personnel, should be notified in advance of the examination of the final arrangements.  

If further information regarding examination arrangements is required, RNIB would be pleased to advise both individual candidates and organisations.  Please contact Rory Cobb, National Development Officer: Qualifications and Curriculum, telephone 0121 665 4222 or email rory.cobb@rnib.org.uk or the RNIB Regional Centre for the area in which you are or will be studying.  

Other factsheets:
· Choosing a career

· Finding a course

· Student Services available from RNIB Regional Centres

· Financial assistance for blind and partially sighted students

· Trust applications

· List of grant awarding charities which may assist blind and partially sighted students

· Learning and technology needs assessments

· Strategies for study

· Libraries and Information Services

· Images and Illustrations including maps, diagrams and pictures

· Useful contacts and services

· Disability Discrimination Act: Post-Sixteen Education

· Learning English in the UK

· RNIB College Partnerships Programme 

The factsheets may be obtained in print, disk and email formats. Braille and audio versions can be produced on request. Please contact Karen Edwards, telephone 01509 632416 or email karen.edwards@rnib.org.uk The information is also available via RNIB’s student website at www.rnib.org.uk/student The website for college and university staff and other adult training providers can be found at www.rnib.org.uk/pcet



Reference: RNIB SF Examinations / Assessments, January 2009.
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Survey on RNIB Student Factsheets 2008-2009
You can respond to this survey by:

· emailing your responses to anne.rehahn@rnib.org.uk
· calling 07918 696687 and leaving a message. We will call you back.

· Detaching and sending the completed pages to:

Student Factsheets Survey 2008-2009

c/o Anne Rehahn

RNIB

105 Judd Street

London WC1H 9NE

1. Which factsheets did you find most helpful?

2. Which factsheets did you find least helpful?

3. What other topics should we cover in our factsheets?

4. What have you done as a result of reading the factsheets?

5. Please tell us which customer group best describes you:

· actual or potential blind or partially sighted student in further education

· actual or potential blind or partially sighted student in higher education

· parent or carer of blind or partially sighted student

· professional working with blind and partially sighted students in further education

· professional working with blind or partially sighted students in higher education

· intermediary such as careers adviser, health professional

· other (please describe)

     6.   Please provide any other comments

Thank you for your help. We will publish the results of this survey on the student website during 2009. 
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