Strategies for study

RNIB Post Compulsory Education and Training Services
Student Factsheet 2008-2009
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.

Many people develop their own study methods. However it is useful to improve techniques continually and also learn new methods in order to widen access to a variety of learning opportunities. The information provided in the Student Factsheets Libraries and Information Services and Images and Illustrations including maps, diagrams and pictures may also be useful in giving you some additional ideas about studying. This factsheet covers the following areas:

· Preparing for the course

· Using print

· Selecting a combination of study methods

· Non-visual study methods

· Making notes

· Written work

· Practicals

· Further information.
Preparing for the course

Before you start your course of study, it is worth asking about the types of learning support that are generally available to blind and partially learners, for example, specialist computer software. It is likely that the education provider will have produced a leaflet giving details of the support on offer to blind and partially sighted learners and you should request a copy to be provided in your preferred format.  

The next step is to make contact with the Disability Co-ordinator or Learning Support staff as early as possible to discuss your visual impairment and an assessment of your learning needs. 

It is vital that an assessment of your individual learning needs takes place. The 
assessment will help to identify numerous issues that are related to how you learn best which include:

1. your preferred method/s of accessing information (e.g. standard print, large print, braille, electronic means such as e-mail and assistive technology). 

2. any human support that you may need (e.g. note-taker, sighted assistance in the library)

3. any specialist equipment that might help you to learn effectively (e.g. screen magnification and/or speech software)

4. your mobility skills and any need for orientation around the campus (if appropriate)

5. any additional examination arrangements (e.g. questions to be given in your preferred format, extra time). 

Once your learning support needs have been assessed you should request a copy of the assessment report to keep for your information.

To make sure you get a good start in your studies it is recommended that you also:

· Check with the Disability Co-ordinator or Learning Support staff that copies of your learning support needs assessment report have been given to your course tutors and that a meeting is arranged with tutors to talk about the contents of the report.


· Find out if the course provider offers any workshops or short courses in study skills which can help you develop your learning strategies, including the use of ICT,  accessing information in alternative formats and getting the most out of lectures.


· Acquire booklists and any other information from the course tutors and library or learning resource centre as early as possible. You may need time either to do some reading or arrange for books and journal articles to be taped or brailled. It is worth asking the tutors to tell you which items on a reading list are most important since they may not know that blind and partially sighted people usually need more time to read material than other learners.


· Speak to your course leader and/or Disability Co-ordinator about the rooms or areas you will be learning in to ensure you can use any equipment that has been given to you as a result of your assessment. The rooms should also be checked so that power points are situated appropriately. If you need it, ask for secure storage for pieces of equipment.

Using print

If you have difficulty in reading print quickly and/or for long periods, or have    problems in seeing boards and other display screens, talk to your course tutor as early as possible so that print and other visual materials can be provided to you in your preferred format. This will also include issues surrounding making and using notes and presenting your work. 

Some basic guidelines may help you here:

· Try to get a study area, with your equipment set up, in the college or university.


· Organise your time and spread your reading load, i.e. pace yourself.


· After trying out various study combinations, apply whichever combination suits you best.


· Organise your notes (or any made for you) so that you can use them easily later. If this poses difficulties, speak to your personal tutor.


· Make sure that you hand work in on time. If you believe you will need more time to complete your assignment/s, discuss it with your tutor as early as you can so that appropriate arrangements can be made. Try to avoid requesting too many extensions regarding assignment deadlines as the work will just build up!


· Sort out your study area at home. Make sure it is comfortable and the layout suits you.

Selecting a combination of study methods

Using equipment

Equipment allowing access to information ranges from the simple (felt tip pens, magnification aids, reading lamps), to the complex and sophisticated (electronic braillers, scanners and associated computer equipment).

It is vital that your equipment needs have been assessed by staff who have the necessary expertise.  Any assessment of your equipment needs should focus on the following:

· Which format is appropriate:  print, large print, audio/aural, braille, or perhaps a combination of these?


· Is output going to be print, speech, braille or a combination of all three?


· Where is information about the range of equipment available?


· What criteria should apply to the choice of technology? For example, curriculum requirements?


· How competent are you at using the technology and what training will you require?

Non-visual study methods

Decisions regarding the appropriate technology to use will always be individual ones, based upon your particular needs as a student, the requirements of the curriculum and the resources available.

Braille can be an excellent method of study but needs training from specialists, if you are not already fluent.  Learning braille to grade two standard is likely to take a lengthy period of time and requires a great deal of commitment.  For details about where to learn braille contact your local voluntary society for the blind, social services or the RNIB Helpline on 0845 766 9999 or email helpline@rnib.org.uk and request the factsheet Information on learning Braille.

The transcription of printed material into braille must be arranged in advance, unless braille copies already exist.

Taking an audio-recording of books, lectures and so on can be very useful. You may not be used to this way of doing things but it is worth thinking about using digital files, both to get access to print and as a way of presenting some of your work. However, it is recommended that recording lectures should only be a back-up method for obtaining information particularly if you intend to pursue a full-time course.

A few points on audio-recording. Using an audio-digital file can become a compact and relatively easy to produce medium. It is not a particularly good reference medium and listening to audio produced information can become passive.

To help you use it, remember:

· Get an audio-recorder to suit you. Using a digital voice recorder   enables you to also tape lectures etc, and store the recordings on your PC. Ask your Disability Co-ordinator if you can borrow a digital voice recorder or be provided with one from your Disabled Students’ Allowances (refer to Student Factsheet Financial assistance for blind and partially sighted students). 

· Obtain a quality external microphone which is situated in the best possible place in order to pick up what you want to record. 


· Get the room right – ventilated, right temperature, upright chair with a desk and way of making notes.


· Pace yourself – no more than one hour at a time, use the pause control etc.


· Get the sound level right – headphones may help.


· Make sure that you use some method of indexing your recordings so that you can find your way around them.


· Using digital recording is a skill, which develops with time. Learn how to use the machine and be patient – you will improve with practice.


· Ask your Disability Co-ordinator if s/he is aware of anyone else at the College/University etc who is using tape or digital recording. It may be useful to hear about their experience. 

You may want to use a personal reader from time to time, either to read onto a digital recording device or directly to you, so you should speak to the Disability Co-ordinator for advice about availability. You may find that the Disability Co-ordinator or the Student Union has a list of readers or use an agency; if not, you may be able to get a group of volunteers who will help you. If you put up a notice asking for help, or get your tutor to put the word around, you may be surprised by the response. If you are studying at home, try your local voluntary society for blind and partially sighted people. The RNIB Helpline can provide local contact details – telephone 0303 123 9999 or email helpline@rnib.org.uk. Your local Council for Voluntary Service or Volunteer Bureau may also be able to assist you.

Again, some basic points may help:

· Organise your readers and try to have a number of them, rather then just one or two.


· Try to use readers who know enough about the subject to read meaningfully.


· Build up a working relationship with your readers.


· Plan what you want to read, and make sure the reader knows if you need things like footnotes and references read to you, particularly if they are reading onto a digital recording device for you.


· Treat face to face reading as working, not social sessions but make sure that you and your readers do have breaks for coffee, chatting and so on.

Making notes

Making notes in lectures and classes needs some thought. If you ask the lecturer before the class to give you an idea of the aims of the session and what is to be covered, you can prepare yourself. Sometimes you may need to make detailed notes; at other times it may be best to sit and listen attentively. When making notes, remember that a word for word account probably will not be of much use. Concentrate on getting down the important points that will help you remember what was said, understand the points, revise easily and be useful for future work.

You may use a non-visual method for making notes. If you do, tell the lecturer in advance so they know what to expect.

If you are recording, set up your equipment in order to get best recording, and if you can, use the pause button. It might help to ask the lecturer to say when they feel a note should be made before they make the point. Otherwise you might find you have to make notes from your recording. You may choose to whisper your own notes onto the recording as the lecturer speaks. This can be a helpful technique but take care not to distract other students. 

If you work in braille, then you can make direct notes. Remember that the Perkins Brailler is noisy and using a braille frame is slow. Machines like Braille ‘n’ Speak or Eureka however, go some way to solving these problems.

Lecturers will probably give out material of one kind or another. You should also try to obtain handouts in advance. When you have had a chance to look at them before the class, you will be able to make better use of them.

If a lecturer uses chalkboards, overhead transparencies or PowerPoint, and you have problems reading from them even with a low vision aid, work out a method with the lecturer to help you. They could spell out words, use simple diagrams and describe what they are drawing. If a complicated diagram or sequence is being demonstrated, it can help by borrowing the lecturer’s notes, diagrams or overhead transparencies before the class so that you will know what is going on.

Two last points on study methods:

Firstly, organise your material so that you can find material when you need it. Using notes for assignment work or revision will be much easier if you do.

Secondly, work out a storage system that suits the medium you use and your filing system.

Written work

You will have to hand in written work from time to time. If you need to use alternatives to handwriting, discuss what would be best with your tutor. There are machines which let you write braille and print in braille or in script.

You may wish to use an amanuensis (somebody who writes down your words), a computer or audio transcription. Any of these may work but remember that if you are to submit your work in an audio format, the lecturer is going to have to learn how to mark it.

You need to agree a method which is acceptable to the college or other course provider, and to you. Your chosen method also needs to be appropriate for the course you are pursuing.

Practicals

Blind and partially sighted students sometimes study subjects such as psychology, biology and subjects allied to medicine, all of which require participation in laboratory or lab work.

Your active involvement in experiments will often be possible, but you need to discuss with staff beforehand any adjustments that you may need to facilitate this. For instance, you may require familiarisation time in the lab, suitable colour contrasts and task lighting in the lab, and involvement at the “setting up” stage. On undergraduate courses, students sometimes utilise postgraduate students as lab assistants paid for through Disabled Students’ Allowances. The assistance is there to support your independent learning. 

Further information
There are a number of useful books including:

Accessing Technology: using technology to support the learning and employment opportunities for visually impaired users.
Compiled by RNIB Technology in Learning and Employment, 2001.
£17.95. Print: ED 283 Disk: ED 285

Breaking down barriers: access to further and higher education for visually impaired students.  Jane S. Owen Hutchinson, Karen Atkinson and Jenny Orpwood. Stanley Thornes, 1998.
£20  PR  11115

Both these books may be ordered from:

RNIB Customer Services Centre, 
PO Box 173, 
Peterborough
PE2 6WS
Telephone: 0845 702 3153
Email: cservices@rnib.org.uk
Check out the online shop for other products and publications at onlineshop.rnib.org.uk



You may want to tell your college or other education provider that RNIB has a PCET website at www.rnib.org.uk/pcet for staff in further, higher and continuing education.

If you are pursuing a course in higher education, you may want to suggest that your university or course provider obtains a copy of Special teaching in higher education: successful strategies for access and inclusion,   edited by Stuart Powell and published by Kogan Page in 2003. Chapter 5 is entitled Students with Visual Impairment and was written by Archie Roy, a former RNIB Post Compulsory Education and Training Officer.

Other factsheets 

Other titles in this series of Student factsheets are:

· Finding a course

· Choosing a career

· Student Services available from RNIB Regional Centres

· Financial assistance for blind and partially sighted students

· Trust applications

· List of grant awarding charities that 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

· Examinations / Assessments

· 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: www.rnib.org.uk/student. 

Our PCET website is for college and university staff and other adult training providers: www.rnib.org.uk/pcet

Reference:  RNIB SF Strategies for study, 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 so we can contact you

· detaching and sending this 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 

· professonal working with blind and partially sighted students in higher education

· intermediary such as careers adviser, health professional,etc
· 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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