Support Your Students from Day One:
Effective Strategies for Academic Success

How to Support Your Students from Day One

Starting a new school year is an important time for every Teacher of the Visually Impaired.
Supporting your students from day one means creating a safe and welcoming environment,
providing the right tools, and building positive relationships as soon as they walk in the door.
When we show we care and understand each student’s needs, we help them feel confident and
ready to learn.

At New England Low Vision and Blindness, we believe that every student deserves the best
chance to succeed. By using leading-edge assistive technology and offering ongoing support,
we give our students the resources they need to fully participate from the start. Let’s explore
practical ways to help your students thrive every day, right from the beginning.
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Building Relationships with Students from Day One
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Building strong relationships with students helps us create a positive and welcoming learning
environment. From the very start, our actions build trust, help students feel valued, and support
emotional well-being—especially for students with vision loss.

Learning and Using Student Names

Remembering and using student names can break the ice and reduce anxiety for learners. For
students who are blind or visually impaired, saying their name clearly when addressing them
supports social connection in group settings where visual cues are missing.

We make every effort on the first day to learn each student's name and correct pronunciation.
Using names consistently—during lessons, activities, and even quick check-ins—creates a sense
of belonging.

Here are some practical ways to help remember names:

e Ask students for their name preference and how to pronounce it
e Use braille or large print name cards for tactile or accessible reference, if needed
e Pair names with a fact or interest to reinforce memory
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For group settings, repeating names during roll call or activities helps everyone feel recognized
and respected.

Showing Genuine Interest in Individual Students

Getting to know our students beyond academics builds trust and safety in our classroom. We
listen closely to what students share about their interests, family, or hobbies.

For students with low vision or blindness, understanding their favorite activities, preferred
learning style, or the challenges they face helps us plan better supports. Some students may
feel nervous talking about themselves, especially if previous experiences have made them
hesitant to speak up.

We can help by asking open-ended, accessible questions and following up on conversations.
For instance, asking about a favorite book or music style shows that we care about them as
individuals. Keeping a simple record of small details helps us remember and follow up, making
each student feel seen and valued.

Sharing Appropriate Personal Stories

Sharing a few relatable stories about our own lives can humanize us as educators. When we
talk about times we've made mistakes or learned something new, it encourages students to
take risks and accept challenges.

With vision loss in mind, we highlight stories that reinforce self-advocacy, resilience, and
creative problem-solving. We remain mindful to keep stories relevant, short, and positive,
ensuring we do not shift the focus away from students.

By showing our own learning and growth, we let students know that challenges are normal. This
fosters a classroom climate where everyone can participate, experiment, and learn from both
successes and setbacks.

Creating a Supportive Classroom Community
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Building a supportive classroom community starts with intention and the right strategies. We
can help students feel safe, valued, and actively engaged by being thoughtful about our
classroom environment, clear about expectations, and supportive of their input and
independence.

Establishing a Welcoming Environment

A welcoming environment begins with making every student feel seen and respected from the
first day. For students with visual impairments, we pay special attention to accessibility by
providing tactile labels, high-contrast signage, and orientation to classroom space. Arranging
furniture for safe mobility and easy navigation reduces anxiety and builds confidence.

Simple routines help everyone get comfortable. We greet each student by name and encourage
peers to do the same, helping all feel included. Community-building activities, like sharing
circles and group games, break the ice and set a tone of kindness.

Partnering with students to personalize spaces—such as allowing personal objects or creating a
sensory-friendly area—helps reinforce that classroom is a place where each student belongs.
Building positive relationships starts with listening, showing patience, and communicating using
accessible formats.

Facilitating Positive Classroom Norms
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Clear, consistent norms set the foundation for respect and collaboration. We establish these
norms together with students, making sure everyone's voice is heard. This might include
guidelines like always describing visual materials aloud, speaking clearly, and waiting one's turn.

Classroom agreements are posted in accessible formats, such as braille or large print, so
everyone can review them. We model and reinforce expected behaviors through positive
feedback and recognition, rather than focusing only on correcting mistakes.

When challenges arise, we address them calmly and fairly. Our aim is to teach self-regulation
and empathy, helping students see how their actions influence the group. Normalize questions
about accessibility and support open conversations about everyone's needs.

Encouraging Student Agency

Building agency means giving students opportunities to make decisions and contribute to
classroom life. We offer choices in how students complete assignments, participate in
activities, and communicate their preferences—whether spoken, written, or using assistive
technology.

When possible, we involve students in planning and problem-solving. For example, students
might lead a morning routine, help choose a class project, or suggest ways to make group work
more accessible. Celebrate student-led ideas and encourage initiative through frequent, specific
praise.

We teach advocacy skills, empowering students with visual impairments to express what they
need to succeed. Opportunities for leadership, peer support, and independent decision-making
help students gain confidence and foster a sense of belonging within the classroom
community.

Setting Clear Expectations and Consistent Routines
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Creating a clear structure in the classroom is necessary for supporting students who are blind
or visually impaired. When we use thoughtful routines and set shared expectations from the
start, we help each student become confident and ready to learn.

Communicating Classroom Procedures

We need to explain classroom procedures in ways that all students, including those with low
vision or blindness, can understand and follow. This means using both spoken instructions and
accessible formats like braille, large print, or tactile symbols.

Visual cues should be paired with verbal descriptions and hands-on demonstrations. For
example, describing the location of materials or modeling a routine such as turning in
assignments builds independence.

Checklist for Teaching Procedures:

Give step-by-step verbal directions
Provide written or tactile guides
Demonstrate procedures

Give students chances to practice

Open discussion helps students ask questions and share what works for them. Consistent
communication gives students the confidence to participate in every activity.
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Developing Shared Expectations

It is important for us to involve the students when shaping classroom norms. By working
together, we develop behavioral expectations that are clear and realistic for everyone.

We use direct language and examples to describe expected behaviors, like respecting others’
space and being safe while moving around. For students with visual impairments, it's helpful to
use real scenarios and role-play different situations.

We also set expectations for using assistive technology, such as magnifiers or screen readers,
so that students feel comfortable using the tools they need without hesitation.

Expectation Example

Respect Wait for your turn to speak

Safety Move hands and feet carefully during cleanup
Responsibility Bring assistive devices to class

Shared expectations allow everyone to understand the classroom’s routines and feel included.

Implementing Consistent Routines

Consistent routines reduce anxiety and distractions, supporting better academic performance
for all students, especially those who are blind or visually impaired.

We create routines for transitions, material handling, and cleaning up, adapting each step as
needed for accessibility. For example, students are taught where to find accessible materials
and how to maintain their workspace.

Routines are reviewed daily and posted in formats everyone can access. When routines become
second nature, students can focus more on learning and less on wondering what to do next.

We monitor routines and gently guide students until they are comfortable. This ongoing support
allows every student to build confidence and independence from day one.

Encouraging Student Engagement and Participation

7|1Page



v

Fostering real engagement means including students in conversations and activities that matter
to them. We create a learning atmosphere where every student, including those with visual
impairments, feels seen, heard, and valued by addressing both collaboration and personal
interests.

Incorporating Collaborative Activities

Active participation often grows out of meaningful group work. When we assign tasks like
partner discussions, small-group projects, or tactile-based collaborations, students build social
connections while practicing essential skills.

For students who are visually impaired, we ensure materials are accessible—using braille, large
print, or audio tools as needed. Encourage each student to take on a role suited to their
strengths. For example, a student can be a discussion leader, a note-taker using an accessible
device, or a timekeeper.

We also adapt traditional games and group tasks for vision accessibility. Clear verbal
instructions and descriptions make sure everyone stays involved. This inclusive approach helps
develop confidence and a sense of belonging.

Sample collaborative activities:

8|Page



Activity Adaptation for Visual Impairment

Group discussion Verbal cue cards, tactile name markers
Project planning Braille/Large print handouts, audio devices
Problem-solving games Tactile objects, descriptive language

Utilizing Interest Surveys and Individual Preferences

Understanding what motivates each student helps us connect lessons to real interests. At the
start of the year, we use simple interest surveys—available in print, braille, or audio—to gather
preferences for topics, hobbies, and favorite learning methods.

We take time to review this feedback, then tailor lessons to match individual needs. For
example, if a student prefers audio content, we use podcasts or spoken articles. If another likes
hands-on learning, we provide tactile models or manipulatives.

With students who are visually impaired, personalizing our teaching means checking in regularly
to see if our tools and methods remain effective. Open dialogue keeps us aligned with their
goals and supports genuine engagement.

Ways to use interest and preference information:

e Plan lessons around high-interest topics.
e Choose accessible formats for every activity.
e Ask students for feedback on what's working best.

Providing Ongoing Feedback and Positive Reinforcement
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Setting up regular feedback and positive reinforcement helps create a supportive atmosphere
where our students feel valued. These strategies encourage steady improvement in academic
performance by making students more confident in their abilities.

Offering Specific Praise and Encouragement

Giving specific praise helps students know exactly what they are doing well. Instead of saying,
“Good job,” we can say, “You used the braille display accurately during your reading session,” or
“You asked great questions about your assistive technology.” This kind of detail helps students
understand and repeat positive actions.

Positive reinforcement can be both verbal and non-verbal. For students with low vision or
blindness, a simple encouraging phrase, a smile they can sense in our voice, or a thumbs-up can
boost motivation. We also use tangible rewards, such as small tokens or certificates, for
meeting academic goals.

Timely praise keeps students interested in learning and helps them set higher expectations for
themselves. The more we notice and mention their progress, the more likely they are to keep
trying and growing.

Delivering Constructive, Growth-Oriented Feedback
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Constructive feedback points out where students can improve, but it also helps them see a path
forward. We focus on giving clear, specific advice, such as, “Try using the screen reader’s
shortcut keys for faster navigation next time.” This turns mistakes into learning opportunities,
not failures.

We keep our tone positive and supportive, making it clear we believe in each student’s potential.
We highlight strengths before suggesting changes. For example, “You completed the
assignment independently, and adding more detail to your answers will make your work even
stronger.”

By giving feedback regularly, we help students develop self-reflection skills. With our guidance,
they learn to assess their own work and take pride in their progress. This approach promotes
steady gains in academic performance and builds independence over time.

Being Approachable and Available for Student Support
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Building trust begins when we demonstrate that we are easy to approach and ready to help. We
foster stronger relationships when students feel comfortable communicating their needs and

know they will be heard.

Maintaining Open Communication Channels

11|Page



Clear and open communication helps our students feel secure and respected. We can
encourage students to contact us through email, phone, or messaging platforms that are
accessible and convenient for those with low vision or blindness.

We should let students know the best ways and times to reach out. Offering choices—such as
text messages, phone calls, or virtual chats—removes barriers and gives students confidence.

Active listening is just as important as being available. Listening without judgment and
responding thoughtfully shows our commitment to each student’s well-being.

It is vital to respond to student messages in a timely manner, so students know that their
concerns matter.

Quick Tips for Open Communication:

Share contact info early

Reply within 24 hours on weekdays
Use clear, simple language

Give feedback often

Holding Office Hours and One-on-One Check-Ins

Office hours let us provide individualized support beyond the classroom. We can schedule
regular times each week where students know we will be available for extra help, tech support,
or private conversations.

For students who are visually impaired, holding one-on-one check-ins—by phone, video, or in-
person—makes it easier to discuss concerns in a safe space. This is also a chance to identify
any unique needs for accessible learning tools.

We may use assistive technology during these sessions, such as screen readers or digital
magnifiers, to demonstrate tools and ensure all students can participate fully. Flexible
scheduling, including early morning or late afternoon slots, also helps meet the needs of
families and busy students.

Tracking student progress during these meetings allows us to give specific advice and
encouragement. By making ourselves available and approachable, we help students become
more independent and confident in their learning.

Frequently Asked Questions: Support Your Students from
Day One
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We know that the first days set the foundation for the entire school year. Building trust,
providing accessible resources, and setting clear expectations help students thrive, especially
when supporting those who are visually impaired.

What strategies can educators use to foster a positive learning environment
from the beginning of the course?

We recommend starting with open conversations and introductions. Learning each student's
preferred communication methods and unique needs helps build safety and comfort.

Offering accessible materials from day one, using assistive technology, and providing clear
instructions show students that we value their success. Small group discussions, ice-breakers,
and regular feedback encourage engagement and help everyone feel included.

How can teachers utilize tools like Google Classroom to enhance student
support and engagement?

Google Classroom gives us ways to share resources in different accessible formats, like text-to-
speech documents and enlarged print. It allows for easy communication with students and
families.
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Assignments, feedback, and announcements can reach every student quickly. We can also post
helpful links to screen readers and popular assistive technology tutorials right in the classroom
stream.

What key messages should teachers communicate to students on the first day
to establish support?

Letting students know that we are here to help, not just teach, sets a welcoming tone. We make
it clear that asking for help is encouraged.

Explaining that we have accessible materials and assistive technology ready for those who
need it reassures students that their needs are understood. Sharing how we respect each
person's individual goals helps foster trust.

In what ways can AP Classroom resources be integrated to support students
from day one?

AP Classroom offers practice questions, progress checks, and study guides, many of which can
be made accessible for students with low vision or blindness. Assigning these tools early gives
students a chance to explore materials at their own pace.

We inform students about assistive technology features that work with AP resources.
Monitoring student progress through AP Classroom also helps us quickly spot when someone
needs extra support.

What role does the College Board play in providing support for both educators
and students?

The College Board supplies accessible testing options and adaptive tools for exams like AP and
SAT. They provide guidelines so schools can offer the right accommodations.

We work closely with the College Board to secure extended time, screen readers, and alternate
test formats for our students. Their resources help both teachers and students understand
expectations and requirements for supported testing.

How can the 4 C's of student engagement be applied effectively in the
classroom to support students?

The 4 C's—communication, collaboration, critical thinking, and creativity—give us a framework
to use with all learners, including those with visual impairments. We design activities where
everyone can share ideas in ways that suit them, whether that is out loud, written, or using
assistive technology.
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Collaboration happens when students work together using accessible digital tools. Encouraging
creative projects and critical thinking helps students feel capable and motivated, especially
when tasks are accessible from the start.

Empower Your Classroom with Inclusive Strategies

Are you ready to transform your classroom for students with low vision?

Explore practical training, proven adaptations, and the latest assistive technologies to ensure
every student thrives. Whether you're an educator, school administrator, or support professional,
our tailored Education & Training Services equip you with the tools and confidence to create a
truly inclusive learning environment.

~ Learn more and schedule your customized training today:
nelowvision.com/training-services/education-training-services/
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