Main Learning Points and Recommendations for Future Literacy Tutors of
Visually Impaired (VI) Learners

(Experiences of a Literacy tutor teaching VI learners)

Hardware (laptops)
The advantage with laptops is that they are portable.  The disadvantage for VI learners is that the keyboard and screen are small.  A laptop screen has difficulty displaying words over five letters long in their entirety, when using magnification above 4X.  This can cause problems and hinders word and sentence level work.
If possible, plug in an external keyboard and/or monitor/projector.

Software (screen magnification - Zoomtext)
Tutors need a copy of the magnification program.  As important as knowing the program is, it is even more important that the tutor can view the resources they expect the learners to use through the same magnification as the learner.  They look very different at 6X magnification and problems can often be seen and rectified before the document is given to the learner.

The tutor and TA should know how to use, at least, the basic functions of the magnification software being used.  VI learners cannot quickly scan to find where commands might be and look to the class tutor to inform them.

It is important that the tutor knows how to use split screen, can set default settings and has some knowledge of the hotkeys.
Experience shows that there is very little transferable knowledge from one piece of software to another.  Simple things such as split screen were different; with Lunar calling it ‘Split Screen’ and ZoomText calling it ‘Docked’.  Even the Tab language is different.
Other software (MS Windows and Word)
The tutor must know how to use the version of MS programs used.  Word 2007 and Vista are very different from Word 2003 and XP.  Trying to find where a command button is can be extremely frustrating for the learner and the tutor.
Progression

VI learners will probably not be able to move at the same pace as fully-sighted learners and so the expectation to move a learner on one level each academic year may well prove for most learners unrealistic.

The level of a learner’s ability with ICT is also an issue.  A learner with very little experience of ICT would probably struggle to keep up with the pace of a learner at a similar level of Literacy, but with extensive ICT knowledge and ability.  Hence, the learner’s confidence may suffer, not because of a lack of ability with literacy, but because of their ICT knowledge.

Teaching Assistant

It was found that the differences between EL3 and L1 are more marked for VI learners, although the differences between L1 and L2 remain similar. A class with Entry Level and L1/L2 learners will always need a Teaching Assistant.

That assistant will have to be confident to work independently of the tutor, once instruction has been given, as it will be necessary for the tutor to, at times, be predominantly focused on one of the level groups.

Set-up/down time
Using laptops, projectors and additional screens for the learners means the tutor will probably need to arrive early to set things up (and load documents onto the laptops) and to stay late to put the equipment away.
Printers and folders
A wireless printer would help learners to take work home and to review work more readily.
If you want to put together a portfolio of evidence, it would be good to organise this on the laptop with folders and sub folders, as well as printouts of hard copies.  It might also be worth considering burning a CD for each learner of everything in their folder, so that they have a record of the course activities.
The first session (or two)
Encourage learners to find the best ‘spot’ for themselves. VI learners have very different needs with regard to lighting – some need near dark with lights off and blinds drawn, whilst others need strong lighting.
Establish settings for the magnification software – size, colour, cursor and pointer and set these as default settings.
It is recommended that the tutor alters the mouse and pointer settings on the equipment – a mouse movement of normal speed is unworkable with larger magnification. Slow the mouse and pointer speed, slow double-click speed, set show pointer when press CTRL, set ensure that the pointer automatically moves to default on dialogue boxes as these are extremely difficult to find when using high magnification and can cause intense frustration for the learner when they are unaware of the dialogue box and how this, being the primary window, is preventing them working on their document. Where possible, slow wheel settings – this will depend upon mouse drivers as not all drivers allow this.

Explain navigation hotkeys to learners (although in my experience with this class this caused confusion for the learners due to keyboard size problems and so all decided against using hotkey navigation).
Show learners who do not know how to use short cut keys to save, select all, copy, cut and paste – it will save time and navigation frustration.

Other Observations and Recommendations
It is recommended from the experience of this course that tutors refrain from photocopying A4 worksheets onto A3 paper.  This does not work. The A3 paper is unwieldy and the learners object to this lazy way of producing documents.
Tutors should be made aware that VI learners need a serif font such as Trebuchet and under no circumstances should the tutor use Comic Sans.  As this goes against the ideas prevalent in literacy teaching it cannot be stressed enough that Comic Sans is very difficult for VI learners to read.  I found the advice available often contradictory about serif and sans serif fonts, but using Trebuchet and not using Comic sans was often mentioned in the literature available.

Tutors should also be made aware that reformatting documents to suit the large font size required (I was using Trebuchet 36 for three of the learners and 22 for the other) can take a great deal of time and is not simply a matter of changing the font size.  There are always the two elements to the resources: putting them together and then putting them together again in large font.  If using lines on Word documents to show where writing should go or to indicate spaces for the learners to add information, ensure that the document is in Overtype mode.  To not use Overtype results in all sorts of reformatting problems and can make the screen jump as each letter ‘bounces’ up to the previous line. With magnification software working this makes the letter ‘disappear’.

It is necessary to have hard copy and Word Processed ICT versions of all documents as each learner will have different issues each time with each document.  The same format will not necessarily mean the same accessibility for each learner. Sometimes, simply tired eyes or light changes in the room can make a document only accessible in one form for any one of the learners.

Remove all unnecessary text and images from documents and worksheets. Do not worry about making the worksheets visually appealing to the learner – they can’t see it.  What is required is a clear, precise and as simple as possible document.

When documents are magnified, line spaces can be difficult to recognise and the learner can become disorientated with regard to the document layout.  I found that where using a line break, for instance to model the use of paragraphing, a marker was important to show that the learner should scroll down. The one I chose was: 
.
but any marker will work and I don’t think that this is necessarily the best signifier.  Indentations with magnification look like blank lines – the learner does not know whether to seek the text to the right or if the page has ended. If a page ends early, but there is text on the proceeding page, inform the learner with an instruction such as ‘Next Page’, don’t leave them looking for the text on a blank section.  The formatting of documents to font-size 36 makes this more necessary than one may otherwise imagine.

When correcting work use colour, but ensure that you are using a colour that the learner can identify. I had one learner who could not distinguish colours of green and blue, both of which appeared black to the learner. Wanting to avoid using red, I tried shades of purple/pink. However, by the end of the course I came to accept that I simply should have used the dreaded red all along.

Last of all, being unable to use visual aids to help explain concepts and information, it is important to put as much time into preparing explanations as one would put into preparing visual aids such as PowerPoint.
