Odyssey 2001

In the May issue of RE:view, Lueck, Dote-Kwan, Senge and Clarke wrote a wonderful summary of why we are here today, talking about technology and braille. They wrote:

“We are now in the midst of another revolution. A revolution based on the microchip permits people, world wide, to experience the global network of the electronic age with its speed, vastness and constant change. And with it comes access to quantities of information never before readily available.

In the fast paced world our children inhabit today and will inherit, literacy skills alone are not sufficient to access this information. Our charge is to provide them with tools that will enable them fully to participate in this new world.”

This statement gets straight to the heart of where braille education is today, and hints at both the opportunities as well as the challenges ahead of us.

Our students have been born at the beginning of the Age of Information. We can only guess what the world will look like in 20 years but it is very clear that it is going to be very different from today.

Our basic concepts of braille literacy have to change to meet these challenges. Simply learning the braille code is no longer sufficient and a new definition of braille literacy is needed which encompasses the technology skills that will enable students to independently access information in the reading format that suits them. 

The decline in braille literacy in North America has been well documented and there are many encouraging developments that suggest there will be a resurgence in the teaching and learning of  braille.  There are many reasons why braille literacy was allowed to decline as it did, and many people believe one of the contributing factors was the proliferation of speech based technology in the 70's and ‘80's, such as the tape recorder and talking computers. 

In 1993, I wrote an article which was published in the Braille Monitor and in which I discussed the role of the Mountbatten Brailler in braille literacy. Such was the climate at the time that the NFB thought a response was warranted in the same edition. The central message of their response was  “it was technology that got us into this (braille literacy) mess, and we shouldn’t look to technology to get us out of it”.

Now a large part of that was true. At the time it was critical that attention was focussed on teacher training, the legislative environment, and grass roots consumer advocacy. But it also encapsulated a view that is still widespread today, and that is a distrust of the role that technology has to play in developing braille literacy.

And there is no clearer evidence of that, than the attitudes of our professional educators towards braille writing tools. The support of the Perkins Brailler through Federal Quota funding has created a monopoly that has allowed braille writing technology to stagnate in this country. I still find it extraordinary that the profession has not questioned the dominance of the Perkins in early braille literacy, or been so reluctant to look at what has been happening in other countries around the world, even those countries with which you share a border.

Part of this fear of adopting new technologies has been an assumption that it can only be done at the expense of traditional methods and low tech products. But this is simply not the case. At the recent Canadian National Vision Teachers conference in Vancouver, a vision teacher, Pat Gould, gave a talk on her experiences in the Mountbatten Project, a 2 year study of the role of the Mountbatten Brailler in emerging braille literacy, conducted by Anne Wadsworth of SET-BC and Cay Holbrook from the University of British Columbia.

Pat talked with great passion and enthusiasm about the Mountbatten and the benefits that had resulted for her students. She was asked at the end of the presentation if, after this experience, she would still teach the Perkins first, she answered;

“Oh no, I wouldn’t. I’d teach the Perkins second, after the student was excited about braille and had been able to develop better finger and arm strength from practising on the Mountbatten”. In giving this response, she didn’t question the need to be able to use a Perkins, she questioned the prevailing attitude that you must always start with it.

So my first point I’d like you to take from here is that the use of  high technology products does not have to mean a loss of traditional skills and methodologies. We are talking about additional skills; the skills our children are going to need in the Age of Information.

To re-enforce this I’ll repeat part of the statement from the RE:view article

 “Our charge is to provide them with tools that will enable them fully to participate in this new world.” 

This is exactly what the Framework for Braille literacy has been created to do. I must say it has been an honour to have played a small role in the development of this document. I have known Donna for nearly 10 years and I don’t know of anyone better suited to the task of developing such a comprehensive and  practical tool to assist vision teachers and their students.

If I was only allowed one word to describe Donna, it would be passion. She is passionate about her students, about braille and about technology, and that is very clear when you read the Framework for Braille Literacy. In its pages you will find strategies, ideas, and suggestions that will help nurture a passion for braille and a passion for literacy.

However, many vision teachers I know are already passionate about braille, so why do we need this Framework? There is a simple answer to this and some more complex ones.

The simple answer is that teachers in general need to develop new strategies to help incorporate technology into their student’s lives because this was not a part of their training. 

In the Framework for Braille Literacy Donna discusses the need to transform the traditional role of the teacher as “expert” to that of role model, guide, facilitator and co-learner. I know from working with vision teachers for many years that this is not always a natural role. Teachers who were trained when technology played a less important role in our lives can feel threatened or intimidated by technology.

However, there comes a point where you simply have to accept that children are going to be better at technology than we are. Until we accept that, technology can be a source of frustration and anxiety, and this can easily be passed to the students.

The American Foundation for the Blind maintains a database called the Careers and Technology Information Bank, and this is accessible from the AFB web site. Every vision teacher needs to be familiar with this site as it is the clearest demonstration of why our students need to be passionate about braille and about technology. They are going to need both in order to thrive in our new economy.


Often the passion we try and instill in our students has a very limited scope. It happens as we first teach the braille code, but is separate and isolated from technology. As an example of this is teaching braille on the Perkins and then moving to a computer with speech or a speech based note-taker, which is by far the most common development path for students in the US.

Or often we give mixed messages, such as repeatedly talking about the importance of braille, but not providing braille notes, braille feedback from the classroom teacher, braille birthday cards or invitations, or the host of everyday communications that add up to our early literacy environment. Assistive technology enables us to create a ‘braille rich’ environment, that re-enforces the importance of braille to all aspects of life, not just to a narrow academic necessity.

The Framework for Braille Literacy also shows how we can incorporate technology skill development within the context of learning braille. How to instill a love of braille within the overall literacy experience; an outcome that must involve classmates, parents, siblings and the wider community. In the Framework for Braille Literacy, we have a road map on how to use assistive technology to maintain the focus on braille as we develop the host of additional skills that our students will need.

To me one of the most enriching aspects of using assistive technology to learn braille is the opportunity it gives for increased independence and experiential learning. With traditional forms of teaching braille, real educational opportunity only takes place when there is a skilled professional at hand, either a vision teacher or a teachers aide. In this we do not have a parallel with sighted children, who have many opportunities from a very young age to observe, play-act, copy and learn as they play. 

I will again quote Pat Gould, and her paper is available here as a hand-out for anyone who is interested. 
She was talking about her experiences in the Mountbatten project, and found that; 

“the students loved to make up nonsense words and see how the MB tried to say them. Also, they liked exploring the MB key combinations and discovering new braille contractions.  When they did that, the children took ownership of the contractions”. As an example she mentions one of her students who said – “You don’t have to help me with the ‘and’ contraction.  I invented it.”

This is an example of where technology can enable exploration and independent learning, and clearly this is a very motivating experience for students.

I’d like to talk a little about the other major development of the last 25 years, which is easily as important as the proliferation of assistive technology, and this is the move to mainstream education. In the US today the vast majority of students are integrated into regular classrooms, and this trend is also happening in most countries of the world. I am not here to discuss if this is a good thing or not, but we need to recognise that this represents a massive change to the environment in which we expect blind and vision impaired students to learn braille.

In the era when most blind and vision impaired students were educated in segregated schools for the blind, there was a high degree of blindness related competencies within the school environment, which were instantly available to the student. 

In an integrated school setting there are very few, if any, people with blindness competencies at hand at any moment. And this places a much greater demand an on the students to operate independently. It also raises the question of whether these students are really integrated into the classroom in every sense of the word, or whether they are simply located in that classroom. 

And here we have one of the most overwhelming reasons why assistive technology has to have a higher profile in our teaching philosophies and curricula development. Technology offers an opportunity to truly integrate a blind or vision impaired child into the classroom.

To illustrate this I’d like to show you a brief video, that was made by a vision teacher, Eva Hall, and her student. Again, this comes from Canada and was another outcome from the Mountbatten Project.

Video: 8 Mins.

There are probably some vision teachers here who will recognise their own students and classrooms from this video. There are probably others who don’t. But for me the key issues demonstrated in this video, and which form the basis of the Teaching and Learning Strategies in the Framework for Braille Literacy are;

Immersion

Providing a “braille rich” environment, where print and braille are regarded equally, not just by the vision impaired student, but by the rest of the class and the class teacher.

Individualisation

This particular student used a wide range of assistive technology and was able to use the tool that met his individual need. And it’s important to note that he used a combination of tools that are regarded as ‘low tech’ and ‘high tech’.

Immediacy

Through the use of appropriate assistive technology, this student was able to receive immediate feedback, on par with his sighted peers.

The Framework for Braille Literacy applies these strategies across the three levels of literacy commonly seen in the braille literacy literature;

Emergent literacy

Academic literacy

Functional literacy

Each of these Literacy levels is organised into specific literacy tasks and the Assistive Technology Tools and Teaching and Learning Strategies that are need to accomplish them. I think it is important to recognise that this hierarchy is based on the required literacy task. It has been my experience, and I am also guilty of doing it, that when we have talked about Assistive Technology in the past the focus has been on what each product can do, rather then the job you need it for.

By focussing on the literacy task, the Framework for Braille Literacy provides educators, especially on a regional level, the ability to ensure that they have a complement of assistive technology devices within their school district, rather than try the “one product fits all” approach when a region standardises on a single or limited number of products.

