The First Year Experience – Peggy Soo Min

Introduction:

My name is Peggy Soo. I am a first year student studying at RMIT University, I am doing a course in a Bachelor of Applied Science (Disability). I am going to talk to you about some of the experiences I had encounted during my first year at University such as my Gap Year and preparations with Kickstart and some of the problems and triumphs I have faced along the way. 
Preparation:

I finished high school in 2006. I deferred from University for a year and decided to take on a Gap Year in England. I worked at a school for the blind in Worcester (which is about 3 hours from London). I worked in a house where students would live and assist them in their daily living skills e.g. making cups of tea, budgeting, laundry etc. I also assisted in classes at school, mostly helping in music classes, working with students with their own compositions. This defined my career goals, as I wanted to work in Disability and help people to have a better quality of life. 

I had moved out of home for the first time and moved to a new country with new people

My mum in particular was very anxious not knowing what will come ahead. 

I learnt new coping skills and independent living skills e.g. coping with homesickness, people with different personalities, learning to cook and look after my own wellbeing. 

This helped with coping with university

Kickstart
When I arrived home, I went to Kickstart which is run at Vision Australia. It is a program aimed at university students to find out what supports are available at university and how to get assistance (i.e. DLU and asking for materials in the right format). During the program, there were students who talked about what sorts of things worked for them and what didn’t work for them when they were at university. It also helped with transition into university from high school and how a university runs and what is expected of you. I found it very useful, as I learnt how to ask for the things that I needed in a way that would be easy for anyone to understand. It help me prepare for what was about to come in my university career, and that things don’t always go as planned. 
Leads into :

One thing that I have learnt is good and early preparation. I registered with DLU in January as I know that text conversions take a while. I found it was useful as I got to meet staff and I got to know them. 
Although I did things early, it did not prepare me for the things that came ahead. Text conversions became a huge problem, as they came in PDF format and Zoomtext does not read them as it looked like a giant photo. I did not receive the book I needed until the 8th week into the first semester. It delayed things even more as I could not access a lot of material throughout the course which led me falling behind in class work and asking for extensions to situations which really are not in my control. 
Although things can go wrong, early preparation does help. As this gives you time to handle the problems before they get too big. Finding good contacts in uni is helpful e.g. lecturers, library staff, notetakers, friends etc, as they can have some handy hints about how to handle those problems. If you are using assistive technology, learn to use it well as it helps in the long run to do work affectively. 
As part of early preparation, I met lecturers before I started the semester so they got to know me and that gave me the chance to talk about my disability in a more relaxed situation and for the lecturer to get to know my needs and for them to ask any questions they wish to ask. 

It is important to learn self advocacy skills as you know your needs best and what suits you. Best thing is to do it in a nice way. I find emails are best as things are written down and people are more likely to remember, whereas verbally things aren’t always remembered. 

Sticky notes are very helpful for me needed to write everything down and learn to be more organised.
Before I started university I was fortunate to have the Vision Australia Bursary as this assisted me to access assistive technology to help with my studies. I have a research assistant come to university once a week and she helps me find books in the library for research and she does some reading for me. We have an excellent relationship. She knows the way I work. We get along really well. She’s just like another friend at uni. 
What helps
· Keep organised e.g. sticky notes, diary etc
· Good people (lecturing staff, admin, parents, friends)

· Seek opportunities, this could be anything like scholoships, overseas experiences or even joining clubs and societies of interest. I recently joined RMIT Occasional Choral Society (ROCS). I have formed great friendships and I am able to work on my skills and hobbies alongside doing school work. 
· The use of assistive technology and using it well. 

What Unis can provide?

· Relevant and timely text conversions, instructions and information early in the semester. There’s no choice here!

This is a vision impaireds persons’ pen and paper! Make a personal contact with the lecturing staff to introduce yourself and advise on needs.
· Provision of Zoom Text or other relevant software ( Magic)  RMIT has a system where you log in to Magic on any computer thru the DLU.

· Don’t under-estimate the value of a good orientation programme for new students with a disability.
Personal story
I was going to an exam. I’m sure the examiner knew who I was and helped me get set up. They knew how much time I had and they had all the details they needed for that exam. 

While I was setting up the examiner started writing the exam times on the board. By then I was a little curious to what was going on. The examiner asked if I could see what she had written. Obviously not! She turned around and looked at me and she walked out of the room. Turns out that I was in the wrong exam room and possibly with the wrong exam! 

How can DLOs improve their practice??

· Need to know what is actually available, know a little about technology and software and what is compatible. For me, Zoom text is a much better piece of software than Magic. DLO s need to ask the student what they use at home and match it if possible!
· If a student needs notetakers or other support staff. Make sure they are told procedures of how to book support staff e.g. booking notetakers before the semester starts or if they are needed for tests to book them at least 1 week before the test. Just in case something goes drastically wrong. 

Things that helped
· DLO’s support and assistance in organising texts and telling lecturing staff about my disability. If DLU can help with getting in contact with lecturing staff about a student’s disability e.g. giving the student the email address of the course coordinator. This helped me as it got my foot in the door to start talking to lecturing staff about my disability and give them an opportunity to ask questions
Lecturers being understanding to accommodate my needs

Able to use a notetaker when needed for in class assessments 

Having the use of a notetaker whilst researching for assignments 

What didn’t help

When first asking for a notetaker, I wasn’t informed about procedures of how to do so. 

Getting texts later which meant falling behind in class
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