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About this book

This specialist book focuses on how to teach braille reading and writing to adults and young people who are blind. It is grounded in practice, and provides a structure for the introduction of braille to people who, for the most part, will have already developed skills in literacy through print, and who are losing or have lost their sight. 

The book is not based around a particular pedagogical or theoretical approach. It is a practitioners’ guide based upon the author’s own experience as an enthusiastic Braille user, a successful and committed teacher of braille, and the author of two widely-used braille reading and writing schemes published by RNIB. The work documents, for the first time, this expertise in braille teaching which historically was largely based in special schools and colleges for blind and partially sighted students. The rise of inclusive education means that this knowledge now needs to be disseminated more widely. Nigel Berry’s name will be familiar to many readers as a reliable and knowledgeable source on everything to do with braille literacy, and a true champion of braille.

Disclaimer: The views expressed in this book are the author’s own and may not all be those of RNIB.

About the author

We, Nigel’s family, are delighted that RNIB has published “Sense and sensitivity”. Before his death in May 2003, it was one of Nigel’s greatest wishes that the knowledge and experience gleaned from his career should be made available as a book for the benefit of others. What follows is one of his last projects – with some welcome updating and suggestions added under the expert guidance of Claire Wilson, Braille Literacy and Tactile Graphics Product Manager at RNIB. 

Nigel was born in Wandsworth, London in 1945 and although he had sight problems from early childhood, he was educated in local mainstream schools. Significant sight loss in late adolescence eventually forced him to leave sixth-form early and take on interim jobs. Subsequently, time spent at the RNIB’s Manor House, Torquay and Pembridge Place, London laid the foundations in braille and keyboarding skills for him to return to his A-level studies. Teacher training at Whitelands College, London from 1968-71 enabled him to teach English and History in mainstream secondary education. 

However, Nigel’s overriding desire was to specialise in the field of visual impairment, and in September 1973, he was seconded for one year (on full pay!) to study for Birmingham University’s Diploma in Special Education. The mastery of the braille code and fluency in both reading and writing were a significant requirement of the course. And Nigel’s own sight problems were making him increasingly reliant on the touch reading of braille. 

In 1974, Nigel supported a very able group of youngsters from Tapton Mount School who opted to attend a local comprehensive in Sheffield rather than transferring to a grammar school for the blind. Nigel’s brailling speeds increased rapidly to keep pace with the transcription of students’ classwork and progress of their sighted peers. In 1978, Nigel was appointed teacher of braille at Linden Lodge School, Wimbledon, London, a day and weekly boarding school run by the then Inner London Education Authority. However, he became increasingly interested in teaching adolescents and in 1983 he was very pleased to join the staff of the specialist further education college for blind people in Hereford – the Royal National College (RNC).

Most of the material for this book is based on his work with students there until his retirement in 2001. And it was working with “late starters” (aged 16 to 60) which became his particular interest. Nigel was always very aware how challenging life could be for those trying to regain independence, both personally and professionally, without the luxury of meaningful sight. So it was imperative to him, that students should have the best opportunities and the best teaching during this crucial period of readjustment. 

At RNC, Nigel became increasingly fascinated by the development of methods and teaching techniques that made braille learning easier. He consolidated his vast collection of teaching notes and exercises which eventually became “Fingerprint” – a very popular braille reading and writing course published by RNIB in 1992. To date, over 8,000 copies have been sold, with the antics of Bill and Jane still being followed far and wide!

Nigel was particularly fascinated by the challenge of designing exercises to incorporate new work and to reinforce letters and signs already met, and he spent much time “tweaking” sentences and exercises to achieve the maximum effect.

In 1996, Nigel wrote another course, “Firsthand”. This grade 1 reading and writing course was specifically for people who wished to learn basic braille for everyday use, eg for shopping lists, letters, labels, etc, rather than for study.

Nigel was passionate about the teaching and importance of braille – impressing on everyone concerned how much difference there is between teaching braille well and merely passing on the knowledge and rudiments of the braille code. He was also a great advocate and defender of braille in the face of serious challenges from computers and IT. Computers are now so much part of everyday life, and are a valuable additional tool for blind and partially sighted learners too. But it still doesn’t alter the fact that in some places – be it in the bath or at the despatch box in the House of Commons – there is no substitute for a few sheets of braille!!

The impetus for “Sense and sensitivity” originated from Nigel’s involvement in Birmingham University’s distance education programme for lecturers of the visually impaired in specialist or mainstream FE colleges. As a braille tutor, Nigel had much contact with these students – often working mums and dads, fitting in their studies around the responsibilities of the day job and family commitments. Not for them the luxury of studying full-time on full pay, as enjoyed by Nigel back in the early 1970s! He so hoped that this book would assist those new to the teaching of braille, and present a different slant and a few additional tips to those who are not so new!

Nigel enjoyed life to the full, and braille enabled him to enjoy favourite authors such as Jane Austen and to reach the successes he achieved. Although very dedicated to his subject, he never missed the chance to have a “good old chuckle” – with examples illustrating the devastating effect of a single slipped dot never failing to bring a smile to his face! Many students were “touched” by this larger-than-life figure whose energy and enthusiasm never failed to impress!

When Nigel learnt of the serious nature of his illness, he demonstrated his characteristic determination and spirit by embarking on this project. Unpleasant hospital treatments could not dampen Nigel’s desire to produce this book. 

We hope, that what follows will encourage you to enjoy braille – whether as a learner, teacher or just for fun. Good Luck!

Jill, Jonathan and Charlotte Berry

Testimonials

Nigel Berry is fondly remembered by former students and colleagues as RNC’s “Champion for braille”. Nigel’s commitment and contribution to the development of education and training for people of all ages who are blind or partially sighted was outstanding and continues today through the dissemination of knowledge and skills he so generously shared and set out in his major works “Fingerprint” and “Firsthand”.

Nigel was ahead of his time in his focus on listening to and understanding the experience of learners and enabling them to take responsibility for independent learning and living. As a teacher Nigel provided for many, including sighted colleagues, the encouragement and drive to achieve a full understanding and ability to use braille, which he knew was a powerful liberating force for young people and adults who have deteriorating or no sight.

Nigel was a man of principle who provided a challenging and perceptive voice as a colleague and staff governor. He was a very special individual whose gift to others was that of inspiration and determination to ensure that the highest standards of teaching and achievement in braille should be available to all those who need it.

This is why this book is a valuable legacy which will enable the new generation of braille students and their teachers to become “Champions for braille”.

Roisin Burge

Principal, Royal National College for the Blind, Hereford
It was such a joy and privilege to work with Nigel to produce his braille courses “Fingerprint” and “Firsthand”. He had a great sense of fun and enthusiasm, and a keen eye (or finger) for the detail. He so wanted his students not only to benefit from braille but also enjoy using it. Content had to be interesting, relevant and not too heavy, carrying the student along, reinforcing and encouraging. Physical aspects of teaching books had to be just right: to look appealing, with paper that nervous sticky beginner fingers could glide along, and the person with no sight and no knowledge of braille would be able to identify which volume to start using first. And of course, the exploits of Bill and Jane had to be considered too!

He was tremendously hardworking giving up several holidays to complete “Fingerprint”, and “Firsthand” was written while he was in bed recovering from a back problem.

Who can forget his puns, his hearty laughter, warmth, understanding and care? We have lost a great friend, and braille has lost a great champion. The fine detail of the braille code may change, but Nigel’s teaching methods will stand the test of time.

Margaret Wilson-Hinds
Formerly Braille and Moon Literacy Development Officer
RNIB, Peterborough

Glossary of terms

Access technology: Any technology that helps a blind or partially sighted person to read print or use a computer. This can be computer software, a device linked to a computer or a stand alone device such as a magnifier or scanner with speech.

Adventitiously blind: Severe sight loss occurring later in life to a person until then normally sighted.
Braillist: A person who uses braille as a medium for reading and writing.

Congenitally blind: Someone who is blind (or severely sight impaired) from birth.

Grade 1 braille: Straightforward letter for letter translation from print. Grade 1 braille includes the alphabet, numbers, punctuation and special symbols and indicators of print style.

Grade 2 braille: A system for representing printed text, which reduces the bulk of the letter-for-letter version of braille by employing additional signs and a form of shorthand to represent high frequency letter groups and words.

Moon: Moon is another method of reading by touch, developed in England by William Moon in the first half of the nineteenth century. The Moon code is based on a simplified version of the print alphabet, and is made up of lines and curves, with the addition of dots for punctuation marks. Because of its similarity to print and as it requires a less keen sense of touch, Moon – despite its limitations – has been found to be more suitable for some people who lose their sight later in life.

Perkins Brailler: The Perkins Brailler is the most widely used mechanical braille writing device. Invented in the 1950s, it is similar to an old-fashioned typewriter, and enables the user to instantly write and check braille on paper or labelling materials.

Refreshable braille display: A device that raises and lowers “pins” to represent Braille characters from a computer, controlled by screen reading software.

Retinitis pigmentosa: A degenerative eye condition mainly affecting peripheral vision.

Screen reading software: Computer programs that structure and present information from a computer screen in a way that blind or partially sighted people can use. It includes features to make using the computer easier. Typically, information is spoken to the user or sent to a refreshable braille display.

Tracking: Following a line of braille cells with fingers by touch.

Chapter 1 – Why braille?

Those learning and teaching braille must believe strongly in the need for braille and have a clear understanding of what it offers. Braille teachers should be confident that the braille programme will significantly enhance the learner’s life. So the question “Why braille?” is critical for learners and teachers.

Braille enables reading and writing without sight

Braille is frequently accused of being “old-fashioned” so not relevant – a system devised at the beginning of the 19th century. Yet print and handwriting preceded braille by many hundreds of years, and could in no way be considered irrelevant today. When judging its relevance, it is the distinct advantages which braille offers the user over other non-print reading methods that should always be considered. Braille provides a method of reading and writing which eliminates the need for vision, and permits blind people to use a highly-developed system of tactile reading to access the world of communication in unique ways.
Braille is an alternative medium for literacy

So why is braille still relevant? It offers literacy – a fundamental way in which human beings explore and relate to the intellectual, physical and emotional environment. Literacy skills are essential to functioning independently in an advanced information-driven society. Children born blind or who lose their sight early in life, learn to read and write using braille when their sighted peers learn to read and write print. In addition, braille offers people who lose their sight later, the possibility of regaining literacy skills.

Independent access without intrusion from another voice

Braille offers qualities that no other medium currently offers. It provides spelling, punctuation and syntax simultaneously and unobtrusively with the actual function of reading. No other means of non-visual communication gives these features without the intrusion of a human or synthetic voice. When reading through audio, the voice (human or synthetic) provides the text, and can then add the spelling, punctuation and syntax separately, not as an integral part of the text itself. The reader is removed from the immediacy of the literacy experience, so is deprived of the particular qualities essential to effective and integrated reading.

Silent braille reading permits concentration and thought

Reading braille (and Moon) permits a unique quality of engagement. Reading braille silently allows readers to use their internal voice (thought processes) without the intrusion of the “other” (audio) voice. The audio voice can critically interfere with complex thought when dealing with demanding reading material. Silent reading is taken for granted by sighted readers and should be available, where appropriate, to blind readers. Silent reading is especially suited to reading matter that demands concentrated responses, such as complex information, bank statements, weighty articles and subject areas such as mathematics, modern languages, music, scientific material and literature. Spreadsheets, tables, maps and diagrams in tactile form can also be more accessible through braille. If well-presented, this tactile medium enables blind readers to cross-reference and to gain the shape of the information presented more easily. Reading braille is an active process, using more parts of the brain, which improves learning and retention of information. It is all too easy to lose concentration and maybe even fall asleep when merely listening to something.

Braille enables access to many kinds of information

With practice, braillists learn to scan different kinds of reading material and information presented in a variety of formats. Braille has a distinct advantage over audio material, as the reader is more able to control the access and use of the reading material itself. Again when scanning material, braillists can work silently, using their thought processes to their full potential.

Braille doesn’t prevent you hearing what else is going on

Braille also offers inclusion. When reading or referring to braille, the reader can still remain in contact with other people through hearing. For example, consider the limitations for a blind person out for a meal with sighted friends when trying to absorb an audio copy of the menu; a braille copy would be far less isolating.

Reading by listening to synthetic speech, recorded speech or a live human voice occupies the use of the hearing channel. Reading with a headset can isolate a blind person from what is happening around them. Braille reading enables the person to maintain contact with the environment more fully and distracts others less.

While reading, a braillist can enjoy the conversation of a family group, or respond to the comment of a colleague in a work or study situation. On a practical level, a braillist is more likely to hear the announcement on a train for their destination, than a blind passenger listening to an audio book!

Braille enables better inclusion

The ability to refer to information during a meeting enables a blind person to function more equally with sighted peers. To use speech or to rely too heavily on memory in a demanding setting can be a disadvantage. Sighted peers refer to material at a glance, while blind people hope that their memory is accurate and capacious enough to cope with the same complex information. Quickly referring to a braille agenda provides greater certainty and confidence, enabling the reader to remain fully aware of other dynamics.

Braille offers independence

Most braille users experience a sense of achievement in acquiring braille skills. Whether a braillist is using fully-contracted (grade 2) braille for reference purposes, or using a simple (grade 1) braille shopping list, the independence and empowerment is immeasurably satisfying. For someone who has recently lost their sight, re-establishing their literacy skills can prove fundamental to a sustained recovery of confidence. Braille can act as a great psychological support and boost emotional well-being, as the ability to read and write again re-establishes a sense of “normality”. This restores some independence, is a tangible achievement, and restores self-esteem.
The value of braille writing

Braille writing also offers unique qualities. When writing braille, blind people can record and quickly refer to the material independently, then unobtrusively absorb the content of what they have written. Electronic braille notetakers with refreshable braille displays allow people to take notes quietly and refer quickly to them, increasing the range of situations in which the blind person can function on a more equal footing with sighted peers.

Where noise is not an issue, braillists can write using a Perkins Brailler and, via this cheaper mechanical device, record whatever they want for independent use. Braille notetaking gives the user structured notes that are easier to refer to than audio notes and can improve the blind individual’s work or study. Braille offers independence in literacy, numeracy, music and other areas.

Braille reading and writing speeds

Reading braille is slower than reading from recorded audio or synthetic voice produced material. However, if the learner is taught braille well, fluent reading and writing speeds can be attained.

The importance of appropriate braille teaching

Appropriate reading techniques, course selection and sustained support can achieve usable speeds for people who have lost their sight. Unfortunately many blind people are deterred from learning braille or continuing with their studies because of a lack of expertise in the teaching of braille.

Inappropriate learning materials increase the difficulty of learning to read and write it, particularly when inadequate assessment and counselling have preceded the learning programme. Braille can be difficult to learn and it takes a long time. It is expensive to resource and teach. These factors can influence prospective learners never to begin learning braille or to give up their attempt to acquire this important communication skill.

All these arguments against learning braille may be true in some circumstances, but well-prepared, enthusiastic expert teaching can overcome many of the problems. Special needs demand special provision. Braille as a replacement means of literacy should be viewed in terms of a lifelong learning skill.

The right to literacy

When a teacher of braille is helping someone who has lost their sight to decide whether to learn braille, it is vital to consider the question, “Do I have the right to deny this option?” Unless the answer is a resounding “Yes”, the “teacher” – whether a rehabilitation officer, an educationalist or a volunteer – may be denying the learner literacy itself. Do teachers have the right to deny a blind person access to literacy when there is a reasonable chance that the would-be student could acquire this skill and the opportunities and advantages offered by braille? Should someone who has lost their sight be denied access to a quality of life taken for granted by sighted people?

Braille is part of a package for independence

Braille is a viable option for many recently blinded people and teaching should be made available. It is important that the braille teacher identifies the unique qualities that braille has to offer to each student: the ability to take part in card games, to join in with responses at ceremonies, to label household items, and to access private information such as bank statements, for instance.

However, braille reading and writing should always be regarded as a key element in a well-thought out communication skills package. Blind people need a wide range of skills to access information and communicate with others. These may include using audio material, face-to-face human readers, word processing, email and internet access using screen reading software on a computer, as well as using braille (or Moon). Each method of communication has its own strengths, and a combination is extremely powerful. The more options a person has, the more successful they can be. 

Some may use braille only for labelling, or making simple notes or lists; others may use braille in all its possible functions. However limited or extensive the use of braille, it does not in any way diminish the relevance of its role in the life of the individual. Assessment and counselling are essential before and during the teaching programme.

Summary

Braille may offer:
· unique access to literacy

· unique silent engagement with the written word

· immediacy

· inclusion in social, educational and employment environments

· greater opportunity for equality of status with sighted peers

· personal pleasure and satisfaction

· personal writing

· independence

· empowerment

· access to all kinds of literature

· access to written music, mathematics, and so on through various specialist braille codes.
Chapter 2 – Assessment, counselling and monitoring

Assessing the learner’s background

You may be working with a school pupil, student or adult who has lost or is losing the ability to produce neat handwriting and to read. Each learner comes to braille learning with a unique background, experiences, needs, aspirations and learning abilities. Each prospective learner merits individual assessment and counselling to address their particular requirements. The impact of significant sight loss on an individual’s life needs sensitive assessment and counselling. The aim is to help find the most effective rehabilitation to independent communication through literacy.

Integrating braille learning with other interventions

Many people who are losing their sight experience pain, suffering, isolation and a feeling of powerlessness. The drama of sight loss is soon superseded by acute frustration, as the individual feels marginalised from mainstream activity and purpose. The inability to read and write deprives people of skills that are valued by society. Dependence on others for information can leave a newly blind person anxious, angry and frustrated. The assessment of the communication needs (among others), the accompanying counselling of the vulnerable newly blind person, and the hoped-for prospects of overcoming these substantial obstacles, need to work together to give realistic hopes for a fulfilling future.

The assessor needs to take into account the prospective learner’s background and experience. The medical, psychological or emotional context and the educational and social background of the newly blinded individual need to be carefully considered. The assessment should lead to a full personal profile and an individual learning programme agreed by assessor and prospective learner.

Medical factors

Implications of eye conditions

The medical condition of the prospective learner is a significant factor in the assessment. For example, the eye condition may influence the pace and nature of a braille teaching programme. A person with a gradually deteriorating condition (such as some forms of optic atrophy and macular degenerative conditions) who can still read some print may see the need for braille differently from someone who has lost all useful reading vision. The prognosis of the first person may indicate a need for anticipatory braille learning, but in this case braille will be introduced to work in tandem with use of sight for print reading while such sight remains.

Learners with retinitis pigmentosa (RP) often retain effective sight in a limited field of vision that allows them to read braille with their eyes, though their sight may be rapidly deteriorating. Sensitive teaching is needed so that touch-reading skills are established without causing the learner anxiety or frustration.

Immediate or future communication needs?

A prospective learner with RP needs to have accepted that braille is desirable at a later (and perhaps imminent) date, but also that blindness itself will happen at some point. Sensitive counselling is essential with this anticipatory or “insurance policy” provision, as the learner is planning for a future that they may find threatening. 

For people whose vision, even with the use of low visual aids or magnifiers is insufficient for print reading, the choice is more straightforward. Nevertheless, some people with deteriorating sight welcome the opportunity to act for the future, and see earlier intervention as a positive step towards regaining independence.

Supplementary or primary means of communication?

Some eye conditions allow people to read print and handwrite for limited periods or if lighting and other conditions are right. If braille is perceived as a viable option when conditions are less favourable, the learning programme may be offering a supplementary means of communication. Alternatively braille may be a replacement or primary means of communication to be supplemented by limited, but very useful, print reading.

Functional vision

Vision plays a crucial role in assessment and counselling prior to possible braille learning. Vision needs to be weighed in the psychological or emotional context of the individual, as well as the more practical considerations of availability of teaching resources at the required time. For someone with deteriorating sight and a poor prognosis, the decision to begin learning braille early is complex. However, learners who choose to prepare early for their future communication needs often really benefit.
Clearly, someone with no useful remaining vision for print reading and handwriting has a more clear-cut decision, though it must be stressed that this decision is no easier, as the reality of blindness and its implications are daunting.

A route to improved literacy skills

An eye condition can affect the decision-making process when the prospective learner has been a borderline partially sighted or blind print reader and handwriter. Often print reading and handwriting have been slow, and for some this has limited their literacy skills. Further loss of sight or a re-assessment of literacy needs can lead to these individuals deciding to learn to touch-read and write braille. This often provides them with a useful, supplementary medium of communication as well as improvements in literacy skills. It is quite common for people with this background to consider themselves “failures” in terms of their poor literacy and in other areas of study or work which have been affected by their unrealised literacy potential. Success in braille can result in transferring success into other important areas of their lives.

Physical considerations

It is important to consider any physical conditions that may affect any braille programme. Injuries to the back, neck, shoulders, arms, hands or fingers, may determine the nature, extent and pace of the learning programme. Limited stamina and a tendency to tire easily, may require shorter and more frequent teaching sessions.

Arthritis may also require shorter more frequent sessions and the brailler used should offer a light touch or have extended keys to reduce the likelihood of undue discomfort to the user. A carpet square placed under the brailler reduces the vibrations which otherwise travel up through the fingers, hands, arms and shoulders, and also reduces noise and annoyance to neighbours. Establishing reading techniques that use comfortable positioning of the arms, hands and fingers is also important.

Any learning difficulties such as that caused by a stroke, cerebral palsy or brain tumour also need to be assessed and monitored throughout the programme. The learner’s powers of concentration and use of short-term and long-term memory, for example, may need to be taken into account when planning the programme.
Medication can affect the quality and quantity of the learner’s engagement in the braille learning process. Monitoring helps the learner and teacher to tailor the programme to the learner’s needs.

Diabetes is sometimes misconceived as a total barrier to braille learning. While this can be the case, many people with diabetes have successfully acquired braille touch reading and writing skills. Assessment and monitoring of the learner’s ability to discriminate shapes in different tactile contexts, will determine whether the learner can pursue a rewarding programme of braille or Moon that can be useful in everyday life. The time of day when some people with diabetes practise touch reading can be crucial. After meals is sometimes preferred when energy levels are higher. Appropriate reading techniques can help someone with diabetes to make optimum use of time, energy and effort.

These examples demonstrate why medical conditions should be assessed and monitored by both learner and teacher. The more the learning programme accommodates the medical condition, the greater the chances of success.

Emotional and psychological factors

Challenges and strengths

Braille learners bring a variety of problems arising from their loss of sight and the emotional and psychological impact of this loss. However, these individuals equally bring many strong qualities that can help them to overcome the challenges posed by their disability and engage in a fulfilling and active life.

There is a danger that the assessment discussions dwell on the negative aspects of recent blindness and ignore the steps that can be taken to gain greater independence and new skills. Problems must not be under-estimated, but need to be set in the context of addressing the prospective learner’s current and future communication needs. Many recently blinded people feel vulnerable and isolated. Their future is uncertain and many will be seeking direction, support and counselling. They want to weigh this up in terms of their often partially-formed notions of what they wish to achieve in the future, and what is realistic.

Teasing out hopes for the future

The assessor and learner need to jointly and sensitively work out the prospective learner’s aspirations, strengths, needs and weaknesses so that an appropriate programme is offered. 

It is critical to establish whether the recently blinded individual is looking forward to the future and regaining skills, or is (understandably) still dwelling on the recent onset of blindness. For a teenager or a mature adult, losing your sight can be a debilitating and painful experience and permanently destroys the quality of life for some individuals. For others, it is a challenge to overcome.

Ready to move on?

The current emotional state of mind of the newly blinded individual is the keystone of the counselling and assessment. Is the person ready to move on? Does the individual still need time to grieve the loss? The state of mind determines the readiness of learners to accept the need for planning and working for their future communication needs. Some learners may not yet be ready to make committed decisions; counselling in these circumstances may be a stepping-stone to a positive decision later. 

A “readiness” to begin to accept the loss and move on to overcome the disability is an important landmark. To encourage a potential learner too soon to undertake a rehabilitation programme could prove to be a very negative experience and could distort a newly blinded person’s life fundamentally. Great care and skilled counselling and assessment are required. A braille learning programme will only improve the learner’s quality of life and establish an effective new means of communication for someone who is ready to move forward.
Attitudes to braille

What is the prospective learner’s current attitude to braille? The extremes range widely. Some fear that by accepting the need for braille they are defining themselves as “blind”. At the other extreme, braille can be perceived as a “rite of passage” and an automatic option for the newly blinded individual. Most prospective learners fall somewhere between these two extremes, but their attitude to braille and its relationship to blindness needs to be carefully handled, to ensure that the prospective braille learner can approach this commitment positively and happily.

Many recently blinded individuals have an understandably limited awareness and experience of braille. The assessor/counsellor needs to:
· identify the prospective learner’s current knowledge of braille

· give a precise explanation and description of braille

· (if appropriate) introduce the prospective learner to a “taster” of braille touch reading and writing, and

· advocate the particular qualities it can bring to the learner’s life.
If braille is demystified and presented positively, free from the more negative “emotional” connotations, adopting braille as one realistic means of communication is more likely. If by learning braille prospective learners can see that they will regain independence, inclusion and self-esteem, there is a greater likelihood that braille will be perceived as a means of liberation and progress.

Braille must appear to offer something positive to the newly blinded individual. For teenagers, braille may enable the student to rejoin their peers; for an adult it may offer an important means of coping more independently in social, leisure or work environments. Goal-setting must reflect the needs of the individual.

The well-being of a recently blinded person can depend significantly on the relationship between past and present aspirations. Regaining literacy through braille needs to be perceived as offering “progress” linked to past aspirations. Prospective learners have a right to receive assessment and counselling that properly takes into account their psychological needs. It is equally important that prospective learners see themselves as contributors to their progress. The learner needs to be a contributor to feel in control over future undertakings, and should not feel they are the recipient of “good deeds” from others, even where a braille teacher is unpaid. A reciprocal engagement where the positive qualities of a newly blinded person are recognised is more likely to succeed. Most newly blinded persons wish to minimise dependence.
Social factors

The social background and experience of the prospective learner are important to consider. How do they feel braille will fit into their social context and interests, ambitions and future needs? A newly blinded individual’s background may significantly influence the decision whether or not to learn braille and, if so, determine the content and nature of the braille learning programme.
The employment profile of an adult prospective learner can be a significant factor in assessing the relevance of braille for their future employment prospects. For a newly blinded person who has worked with little or no need for literacy, braille may assume a low priority. However for some, braille may offer an opportunity to explore a different career path where braille may form an essential part of a communication skills package. Discussion will help to identify to what extent braille might feature in their future employment and social life. The decision to accept or reject the need for braille may be governed by past work experience or by a desire to change or enhance their future ambitions.

The employment background requires careful consideration. For example, if a prospective learner has done heavy manual work which may have caused damage to nerve endings on their finger pads, then the choice of reading finger(s) will be of prime importance. The damage may be so extensive that decisions following assessment of touch reading potential may indicate that Moon is more suitable or that braille in a larger cell size or standard braille presented in double-line and double-spaced format is required. Has the assessee played guitar or Welsh harp? This may indicate potential nerve damage to fingers. In 23 years of teaching braille, I only assessed one Welsh harp player!

The age of the newly blinded person in some cases influences their aspirations. However a mature adult may be just as keen to learn grade 2 braille as a teenager. Some older adults may decide that grade 1 braille will meet their particular needs: labelling, lists, short notes, address book. Teenage students may see braille as an integral part of establishing new, necessary communication skills that will enable them to function fully in a social, educational and employment environment. Every individual has the right to expect a personalised assessment and counselling opportunity that takes into account individual background, experience, aspirations and needs. It is important that assessors do not enter the assessment process with preconceived ideas based on age.

The nature and extent of support that a learner receives from family, friends, local community and organisations for and of the blind is another big influence on a prospective learner’s decision. A supportive home environment can generate a positive and forward-looking attitude to new challenges such as braille. Likewise a negative, unsupportive environment can place the prospective learner in a hostile, or an uncertain state of mind that will require understanding on the part of the assessor. In this situation the assessor’s role may be to provide that positive support that will take the newly blinded person further forward.
It is important to assess the level of literacy and its use in the prospective learner’s social and work environments:
· Was the prospective learner a reader and/or writer before the loss of sight?

· How important were reading and writing in the learner’s life at home, work, school or college?

· Will reading and writing feature in the learner’s future leisure and working life?
It is crucial to answer such questions. Does braille (literacy) feature in the learner’s aspirations and future interests? Counselling may be necessary to reveal the particular qualities that braille could offer in terms of communication skills that can enhance and expand the language experience.

Experience has shown that there is greater initial reluctance of males to learn braille. Many males have low estimations of their literacy skills but braille can offer those with low literacy skills an opportunity to gain better literacy skills. Some would-be learners think their poor spelling would be a real obstacle. An assurance that most people learning braille have a problem with spelling can often be a relief and allow them to consider braille more positively.

That braille can give renewed access to the new learner’s interests and ambitions can be a strong motivation for learning it. For some learners the opportunity to read material related to their interests or hobbies heightens their commitment. Equally the potential to use braille independently in their hobbies or interests increases the relevance of this touch-reading medium. For others their motivation might be being able to label CDs, read about a favourite pop group, play poker or Scrabble, keep notes, produce creative writing, label kitchen appliances or read recipes. These are just a few examples of how braille can improve someone’s life and give them the chance to continue or develop their interests. This is sometimes the crucial factor for prospective learners.

One of the most rewarding features of teaching braille to newly blinded people is the variety of backgrounds they bring to the learning situation. Braille teachers should use the learners’ knowledge, experience and positive qualities. Many prospective learners value this recognition and gain confidence in this new learning situation. Identifying a learner’s positive qualities benefits both the assessor and the prospective learner. 

Timely encouragement from the assessor/counsellor can help a learner adopt a purposeful attitude towards the prospect of independence, empowerment and regained self-confidence.
Educational factors

Past education must be considered. For an adult who has left formal education the assessor needs to clarify the learner’s level and use of language awareness and literacy skills. Previous negative experiences in formal education may require additional support to enable a prospective learner to make an informed and unprejudiced decision about the communication skills they now require. The assessor needs to be aware of how all the different factors interact and influence the would-be learner’s decision-making. Their aspirations may feature as significantly as their educational history. With sensitive counselling regarding past “failure”, prospective learners can be encouraged to acquire literacy skills through touch. Achieving this positive goal can mean the results for the learner are doubly rewarding.

It is important to make teenage students at school, college or university aware of what braille can offer to study, leisure and future employment. Students who are losing their sight will seek advice on what kind of communication skills package they will need. It is the role of the specialist in visual impairment to give a balanced comprehensive picture of what is available and useful to the prospective learner. Students have a right to be told about:
· the unique qualities of braille in terms of literacy and numeracy

· the independence and empowerment that braille can give in the classroom/lecture room environment

· the increased opportunities to participate more fully in the learning environment

· specialist codes such as maths and science codes, modern language codes, music notation, computer codes
· how braille can interact with technology

· being able to refer to material silently by using braille, independently and participate fully in class activities or the lecture. Braille means the student is not dependent on a human note-taker, nor distracted or isolated by listening to a recorded/synthetic audio or a human assistant’s voice, and is aware of the normal dynamics of a classroom/lecture room
· how braille offers students qualities taken for granted by their sighted peers. This kind of participation can increase their inclusion. 
Every student who has lost their sight has a right to a supportive expert assessment of their needs which carefully reflects their interests, aspirations, aptitudes and abilities. The assessment should identify and respond to individual needs and not oblige a learner to fit in with the learning opportunities available.
All young people have the right to fulfil their educational potential and to receive appropriate provision that will enable them to function independently and fully in the learning process. Some support staff have even given as a reason for not offering braille, the excuse that they themselves found it difficult to learn or teach. This is not an adequate reason for failing to offer a key communication skill. If braille-qualified staff are not available in the education or rehabilitation service there is a duty to find someone from out of area in the short term and train staff to meet future needs. Braille can be crucial to the communication skills package. 
Braille’s reputation can, of course, be mixed. Past negative experiences of other braille learners can influence those considering whether to go ahead themselves. It might be important for a prospective learner to have the opportunity to talk to someone who has found learning braille a positive experience. All advisors need to try to give impartial advice and be aware that the student may be influenced by a variety of views from other visual impairment professionals, teachers, lecturers, peers and family. These influences feed the decision-making process, as well as the self-image of the student and how they see themselves in the social context of the educational environment. Most prospective learners will be seeking expert and freely-available advice to help them make the right decision. The decisions made in the assessment process will greatly influence the quality of their future lives.

The medical, emotional/psychological, social and educational factors clearly overlap. Teenagers may be even more dependent on the advice of adults in the visual impairment field. Self-image and self-esteem are perhaps more pressing for young people. That braille could give them access to the full range of alternative communication tools and media together will need to be strongly emphasised and related to their aspirations and “street cred”. The link with braille technology and the internet and the access to independent action are a significant incentive to would-be learners of braille. When these considerations are added to the person’s level of literacy and interest in the written word, the potential for learning and achievement, the key elements of assessment begin to come together.

Is there a right time to start learning braille?

A difficult question. Can counselling to start braille learning immediately be counterproductive and cause eventual resentment and resistance? Can the decision not to start create serious problems and prevent a student from participating fully in education? Clearly the aspirations and attitude of the late starter are fundamental. The interest and concern for the future of the prospective learner must influence the decision. 

A particularly challenging situation is where the student has “borderline vision” for print reading and handwriting. Too many blind and partially sighted people have “coped” by reading huge print, but have been unable to read widely, at a satisfying speed or for any length of time. Reading for only a short period many fail to gain the level of literacy and learning that their efforts and ability deserve. Braille might profitably be offered initially as a supplementary medium of communication, which can support the learner’s print reading and handwriting.

Too many people have come to braille much later than would be ideal. If both print and braille are learned, individuals can decide which medium is their preferred first and second medium. Some people for example, choose to use braille for more extended reading, and print for spreadsheets or diagrams. Others may choose to read special code material in braille and straightforward literary passages in print. At least they have a choice. Medical prognosis of eye conditions is often difficult to predict, but vision specialists with others need to address “borderline vision”. 

Sometimes “insurance policy” early learning of braille can help a student with deteriorating sight to make the transition from sighted to non-visual methods much more smoothly and quickly. This can enable people to continue more effectively with their education, and avoid or lessen unwanted interruption and disruption to their learning. Such a decision needs to be supported by the learner.

For someone new to braille a brief, careful introduction to braille reading can help to demystify braille and provide a positive experience. For someone with previous braille experience, it is important to assess their braille reading techniques and, if necessary, to suggest more helpful methods of reading to dispel any previous negative experiences.

Familiarisation and a little practice on a Perkins Brailler may also stimulate interest in learning braille. Introducing the prospective learner to good body posture, arm, hand and finger position, some tracking and identification of a couple of easily-recognisable letters can greatly help to motivate a learner new to braille. It can also give a learner who has had a bad experience an insight into good, positive touch reading practice. Of course, where good techniques are already established, observing this brief introduction can help the assessor plan next steps.

Monitoring

When the initial assessment and counselling have been completed and the learner’s profile been established, the learner and teacher should agree goals together. 

Learners deserve their progress to be monitored so that they can benefit from a high quality programme that is responsive to meeting their changing needs. Many factors influence the learning environment and learning process of newly blinded learners. The medical, social, or emotional well-being of the learner may fluctuate or radically change during the programme and the braille teaching may need to be adapted. Goals may need to be adjusted.
Regular record keeping and reviews (both formal and informal) enable both parties to chart the learner’s progress, identify areas of achievement and problems, and to resolve future problems and plan future work. Monitoring knowledge acquired, recognition and use of signs and establishment of touch reading and writing techniques provides a comprehensive picture and helps the learner and teacher to focus on the next steps.

Monitoring needs to take account of other learning being undertaken by the student at the same time, in particular learning related to other communication skills, so that optimum use is made of the learner’s time, effort and energy. A learner’s interest, commitment and aspiration is closely linked to the degree of satisfaction and achievement they experience. Involving learners in monitoring progress increases their personal investment, and heightens (where appropriate) their awareness of their progress and that of other braille learners too. It helps the learner to identify the qualities of their achievements in the context of realistic goal setting. Rates of learning braille vary considerably, but positive monitoring can help learners to home in on successful attainment.

Teachers should also monitor their own performance in terms of teaching and meeting the needs of the individual learner. The appropriateness and quality of the learning material, the opportunities to employ different learning styles and the creation of a positive supportive braille learning environment should be paramount in the planning and delivery of a learning programme.

All efforts should be made to provide the learner with individually interesting, challenging and structured learning materials that will introduce the various elements of the braille learning process. Variation in learning materials helps to maintain interest. The quality of the braille learning environment in terms of touch reading materials, braille writing equipment, furniture, electronic equipment and atmosphere can significantly influence progress and these should be closely monitored and where necessary resolved. Quality teaching and resources should always be the goal.

Accreditation programmes with clearly defined learning outcomes and assessment criteria, or where resources and modes of learning and teaching are prescribed, can contribute to the monitoring and quality control of the learner’s progress and to the quality of the teaching and educational environment. For some learners, having their braille skills recognised by a qualification from an external validating body, also gives braille more credibility. The goals are recognised and rewarded, as for other subjects.

The other reward that needs to be monitored is the degree to which braille is integrated into the learner’s life, and how helpful they find it. This might take the form of labelling DVDs or folders, writing short shopping lists or timetables, doing a crossword puzzle, or learning a language code. Whatever it is, braille should be experienced as an integral part of the learner’s life. Braille should enable the learner to perform tasks that were previously difficult or impossible without help. The integration of braille into the learner’s life needs to be monitored so that the learner perceives its value consistently throughout the learning process. Without this sense of “belonging”, braille can become an isolated and irrelevant activity and result in loss of motivation.

Assessment, counselling and monitoring are key elements in a braille learning programme as they determine the nature of the programme needed. Without these three central elements, braille programmes can be disjointed, idiosyncratic and irrelevant, and fail to address the needs of the learner. These three key elements enable teachers to provide an effective learning programme.
Summary
The recognition and response to the following factors affecting an individual’s readiness to begin braille learning should assist the assessment, counselling and monitoring process:
· the medical background

· the emotional/psychological needs of the individual

· the social background

· the educational background

· continuing to monitor during the teaching programme.
Chapter 3 – Optimum braille environment

Braille teaching takes place in a variety of environments including schools, colleges, voluntary societies for blind people, libraries, at evening classes or in the home. Wherever it takes place, the “teacher” should try to create the most favourable and supportive learning environment for the learner. Not doing so can lead to partly-realised potential or even failure.

This chapter explores the optimum braille environment, addressing the physical, teaching, supportive and resource environments. Most braille learners learn in a designated teaching room as well as at home. This chapter addresses both environments.

The physical environment

Temperature

Comfort and relaxation appear to be inextricably linked to increased speed and accuracy in touch reading and writing. So the physical environment can prove crucial to the effectiveness of the braille beginner’s performance. A warm room helps to retain warmth in the hands and outstretched reading fingers. Reading by touch leads to a loss of heat in the hands and fingers, resulting in decreased accuracy and sustainability of reading (and writing). A cold room lessens the efficiency of both touch reading and writing for beginners, resulting in poorer progress.

Washing hands in warm water before learning sessions is not only hygienic, but helps to increase the circulation of blood in the hands and fingers, which is likely to enhance performance. For someone with diabetes or other conditions known to compromise blood circulation, a warm room and warm hands can make a significant difference, lengthening the session and making it more rewarding.

Adjustable furniture and good posture

Suitable furniture can help to establish desired touch reading techniques. Where the onset of blindness has been gradual some people understandably acquire the habit of leaning forward to read print or hand write. When beginning to learn to touch read braille, the tendency is again to lean forward. This awkward posture can adversely affect the positioning of arms, hands and fingers, and foster poor techniques prone to misreadings and fatigue (see Chapter 4).

A high-backed, comfortable chair supports the back and encourages new braille learners to sit in a more erect position, allowing their arms, hands and fingers to rest more securely on the touch reading surface. A chair with adjustable height, back rest position and seat tilt permits new learners to find the most comfortable and relaxed position for reading braille. Some learners find a footstool helpful. Tense touch readers do not function as well as a comfortable relaxed reader, as tension results in fatigue, reduced performance and frustration.

A braille learner with a supported back can angle their arms, hands and fingers appropriately on the reading surface. On arrival remind students to adjust their chair to ensure that it is at the right height and angle for them, so that they can use the book or braille writer at a level which retains relaxation in the shoulders. A chair at the wrong height in relation to the reading or writing surface causes discomfort and, in sustained periods of reading or writing, can cause pain and disincentive to continue.

Ideally the table or desk should be spacious. Braille books and braille writing equipment tend to be large, and require plenty of room. With additional equipment such as an audio player, paper and other odds and ends, the new learner needs a surface that does not clutter or cramp the learning space. A stable surface is essential, as an unsteady table can force the finger(s) to slip off the character being read or, when writing, inhibit the desired rhythmical touch on the keys. The right table and chair in a warm environment are vital for new braille learners.

Storage

Braille is expensive to produce, and the dots soon get squashed and become more difficult to read if material is stored badly. Purpose-designed shelving and cube shelving for braille resources can be inexpensive in the long-term, as they preserve the materials better. Braille books are usually heavy and tend to be bound in soft covers, often resulting in the books becoming bent or falling off narrow bookshelves.

Braille books are generally taller and wider than print books. Braille books produced in A4 format are easily accommodated on conventional bookshelves, but many braille books require deeper and higher shelving. The weight and instability of braille books on shelves are more suited to shorter shelves, where a smaller group of books has more support, which prevents bending and damaging the pages. Shelving with substantial headroom divided into narrow horizontal “cubes” helps to preserve precious braille resources. Shelving like this can sometimes be purchased, though purpose-built shelving has proved to be most successful.

“Slot” shelving where volumes are stored flat on the shelf is another successful storage solution. In this arrangement, no more than two or three light braille books are stacked on top of one another in each pile. The shelving is vertically no more than 15 centimetres (six inches) high and allows braille materials to be stacked horizontally. Damage to books with this system is negligible, as little weight or pressure is placed on the braille dots. Generally this shelving needs to be specially built. This type of shelving is useful for storing multiples of single sheets, such as reading exercises, or for folders of braille work. Various braille materials, such as clean paper and sheets of self-adhesive labelling material, may also be stored neatly.

[Two photos showing the differences between "Cube" and "Slot" shelving]

Carpet and music

A carpeted room helps to absorb some of the noise and vibration generated by braille writing machines. Vibration can be reduced by placing a carpet square or thick sheet of polystyrene under the braille writer. A quiet room may be the choice of the new learner, but many learners enjoy having music in the background. This is particularly appropriate when a new learner is reading out aloud and feels conscious of their slow reading and writing speed; background music conveniently fills the inevitable hesitation silences. A music source also acts as a location beacon for blind people entering or moving around the teaching area.

Size of learning space

Finally, the physical braille learning environment benefits from sufficient space for the new braille learner to move about and locate key objects. If too large a space, a newly blind person can feel lost; if too small and cramped, there is more likelihood of a blind person getting bruised. Layout of furniture and equipment needs to be carefully planned for the convenience of the learner, following careful familiarisation. The layout of any room designed for the use of blind learners needs to remain as static as possible, so that learners can move about safely and confidently.

Teaching braille in the learner’s home

Many of the issues raised above should also be borne in mind when teaching braille in the learner’s home, particularly relating to to the seating and desk arrangements, as ignoring these factors could lead to under-performance, discomfort or failure. However, the home can prove to be a less intimidating learning environment for some individuals, and it is worth taking time initially to assess a learning space in terms of suitability and needs. A relaxed and comfortable learner is an effective one.

Resources

A well-resourced learning environment maximises the opportunity of developing relevant skills for the braille learner’s communication needs. To restore a blind person’s access to literacy requires resources for both reading and writing.

Braille writing machines

The minimum writing requirement is an upward-writing brailler, where the user can refer immediately to what has just been written. The Perkins Brailler is the obvious example here, although electronic brailling machines such as the Mountbatten Brailler may offer more flexibility. For more information on braille writers visit www.rnib.org.uk/braille or phone RNIB on 0303 123 9999.

The braille writing machine should be well-maintained and available to the learner at all times, as the simultaneous learning of braille reading and writing has proved to be the most rewarding and effective means of learning braille. Too great an emphasis on one aspect can lead to a learner over-estimating their progress, particularly where writing gets ahead of reading.

High quality reading resources

The importance of high quality braille reading resources cannot be over-emphasised. Bold, clear and accurate reading materials really enhance the progress for new learners. Poor quality braille generates unacceptable problems for new learners, which are likely to seriously inhibit progress due to their still maturing sense of touch. The following should all be avoided:
· flat or squashed dots

· inaccurate use of signs

· poor presentation and layout of text

· poorly preserved and much-used practice materials

· uneven or broken dots

· inadequate erasure of unwanted dots.
Learners are more successful with higher quality braille materials.

Access to technology

Many new braille learners, both young and old, desire knowledge of and access to technology. Interaction with PCs and laptops through screen reading software using speech synthesisers provides the ability to word process, to email and to access the internet. However being able to use a refreshable braille display to access a computer gives more flexibility, and makes braille very attractive and enabling to those wishing to re-establish life skills.

Quiet, portable, electronic braille notetakers can link with computers, and braille embossers (printers) that produce “hard copy” braille from any electronic file. This offers braille learners a way of using fast-advancing technology, which is now so fundamental to many people’s working, study and leisure lives.

Not all teaching environments have the financial means to offer use of expensive equipment. However visits to exhibitions and resource centres are important opportunities to enable learners to become aware of what braille technology offers, and can heighten the relevance of braille and extend the learner’s aspirations.

Audio equipment

A cassette player, CD player or DAISY player can enable non-print users to use learning materials independently. A braille learner can be given braille writing exercises in dictated format, and work independently using the braille machine. 
Learners can also use audio equipment to check and monitor the accuracy of their touch reading by first reading the braille text on paper and then checking it against a recorded version of the text on cassette or disk. Recorded materials can also act, in a limited but useful manner, as a “teacher”. Students can read and re-read instructional material in recorded form as many times as is necessary. A cassette or disk player with a foot control allows learners to maintain finger and hand contact with the braille reading material or the keys of the braille writer. Their hands are free to concentrate exclusively on reading or writing, uninterrupted by the need to operate the audio player manually. Foot operated audio players are invaluable to new braillists, who find relocation of fingers on a page or a keyboard demanding and time-consuming.

Braille in use everywhere

Finally, a well-resourced braille learning environment should include:
· braille card and board games

· equipment adapted with braille

· labels including postal labels and labelling devices

· erasers, braille hand-frames and styles

· different braille paper

· tactile plans and maps labelled with braille and

· other gadgets and materials that give variety, pertinence and interest to the new braille user.

The more learners see how relevant and useful braille can be in their everyday life, the more likely they will be to persevere and succeed with their learning. Variety is vital for learners, and this is particularly clear when the resources are personally relevant.

A well-resourced braille learning environment also offers tailor-made braille learning materials for the new braillist, to maintain interest and enthusiasm. This resource is obviously closely linked to the optimum teaching environment, as it relies heavily on the expert judgement of the teacher to provide a learning programme suited to the needs and interests of the new learner.

The teaching environment

Choosing appropriate learning materials

The teaching environment requires expertise. A teacher needs to be expert in all areas of the braille code, good layout practice, and have a good knowledge of the availability of resources in order to provide the new braillist with the optimum learning environment. 

Through a careful assessment and counselling process, the teacher needs to select a teaching programme that suits the strengths, interests and learning aptitude of the learner. The teacher, in tandem with the learner, needs to assess whether a programme of grade 1 or grade 2 braille or a programme of Moon is appropriate, and then decide which course to follow. The content, cognitive load, demands on short and long-term memory and time and resources available need to be considered. The programme’s suitability should be monitored and, if necessary, a change of direction made to aid the learner’s progress to independence.

The teacher’s task is to establish touch reading and writing techniques that enhance the learning and use of braille or Moon (see Chapter 4 for more details). So the teaching environment should furnish the learner with knowledge, recognition and use of the braille or Moon code, and should facilitate the learning and use of the chosen tactile medium.

Getting started

The braille code is rule-dominated, and the role of the teacher is to simplify initially, the complex rules and numerous exceptions, so that the learner can view braille as a vehicle for literacy and numeracy, rather than as an exercise in code breaking. Initially the learner just needs to “get going”. The complexities of the code can be gradually introduced as the learner progresses.
Introducing the world of braille

The teacher must be an advocate of braille who introduces the student to the multifaceted world of braille. Effective learning techniques and strategies are essential but there is a lot of supporting information which the learner needs to be made aware of. Such information may include learning about sources of braille; for example, libraries, publishers and producers of braille. Knowing how and where to order or borrow a braille book of the learner’s choice can motivate a learner who has reached the stage of reading quickly enough to re-establish reading for pleasure.

Familiarise the learner with the wide range of equipment, gadgets, stationery, magazines and books that are available locally and nationally. New braillists need to learn the terms used to describe braille books and other documents. For example someone wishing to borrow a book from the library with wide gaps between lines needs to know the term “interlined braille”, and a person using sight to reinforce their braille would certainly find the standard format of “interpoint” braille impossible. Knowledge is power for the learner, and should be provided by the teaching environment.

Individual teaching

Ideally a teaching environment creates a relaxed and stimulating atmosphere, which encompasses the learner’s educational well-being. It may offer teaching individually or in groups. The sequential nature of braille learning and the variable speed at which learners progress (due mainly to the uncertain rate of development of touch reading) tends to result in most people who have lost their sight working at their own pace. One-to-one teaching is ideal, and if at all possible, should be provided.

This individual approach can be justified in a class situation. When providing one-to-one teaching for one student, the other learners can work from recorded material, pursuing their own learning programmes independently at their own pace. The teacher should knit together sessions of individual support and independent working so that the transition from one learner to another feels seamless.

Frequent short sessions

Because of the scale of the braille code and the need to establish complex skills, if possible, braille should be taught through frequent sessions. Frequent teaching aids progress by providing more constant exposure to the new ideas and regular practice of the new skills, as well as reinforcement of what is learnt.

Touch reading is initially very tiring. Braille learning sessions should ideally be short and concentrated. In the optimum braille learning environment, then, braille taught twice a day, five days a week with 30 to 45 minute sessions can provide the ideal learning platform. The author has occasionally enjoyed this luxury, and the achievements of the learners have always been rapid.

Using recorded instructional material, this pattern can almost always be reproduced, though this should not substitute authentic one-to-one teaching where possible. Thorough, intensive teaching enables braille learners to progress rapidly and apply their learning early and effectively. Braille learning, if protracted, can prove heavy-going and negative. The teacher needs to judge and assist the learning style of the individual, and assess which kind of learning environment suits that person best. While it is not always possible, one-to-one teaching is the most effective, especially when teaching is frequent and materials are individually targeted.

The supportive environment

Finally, new braillists thrive in a supportive environment. The physical, resource and teaching environments contribute to a supportive framework. However, the following additional features can create a specifically supportive environment for the learner:

Braille made relevant

Braille needs to be a living experience that is put to good use in the day-to-day activities of the new braille learner. Labelling a folder or new CD, for example, gives relevance to braille in that it not only identifies the object, but gives independence to the user. It empowers by solving the problem of not being able to identify a folder or CD, and enables the braille student to apply newly-acquired skills in a real context. A supportive environment incorporates braille into the lifestyle of the learner as early as possible, and continually encourages its use.

Encouragement to use braille

At home, at work or at college, the encouragement to use braille can act as a positive stimulus to new braillists. Grade 1 can provide a key to independence, allowing a person to keep a diary, contact lists, make shopping lists, access financial information and play card games, to name but a few. Braille should not appear to the friends, colleagues or relatives of a new braillist as a medium exclusive to the newly blinded user. Seeing braille in use demonstrates its advantages to all involved with the new braillist.

Recognition of achievement

For some learners, formal recognition of skills is an important motivator, so an examination or accreditation programme can help. Students who view Braille “qualifications” as prestigious are likely to put in considerable effort to gain accreditation. For others, the achievement of learning and applying braille or Moon to their everyday lives is sufficient reward. However, most students find it encouraging to be given the opportunity to gain tangible but informal evidence of their achievements. Some students are particularly motivated by the use and application of braille technology. The wider their use of braille, the more likely learners are to persevere and employ their newly-won skills.

Peer support

Vital support can come from other braillists, who have a common experience of the learning process and of using braille. Shared interests and rewarding braille experiences can foster a positive and fulfilling outcome for the late braille learner. Advice and opinions can open new avenues for learners and teachers alike, whether well-tried or improvised applications of braille. Equally important is the positive attitude to blindness that people who have lost their sight can share with each other. A sense of meaningful progression can underpin growing confidence and well-being.

Conclusion

Creating an optimum braille environment is crucial, and enables teachers to maximise the effectiveness of their teaching. A negative or neutral environment, risks failing to meet the needs and entitlement of someone seeking to reclaim essential life skills.

Summary

The physical environment

· warmth

· furniture

· storage

· the layout of the learning room

· ambience.
Resources

· upward-writing brailler

· high quality touch reading material

· knowledge of and access to braille technology

· cassette, CD or DAISY player, with foot control

· games, gadgets, etc.
The teaching environment

· expertise

· advocate

· one-to-one teaching

· frequent, short, intensive sessions.
The supportive environment

· inclusiveness of braille

· relevance to others around the learner

· formal and informal recognition of braille

· support of other braille learners and users.
Chapter 4 – Touch reading

Following the initial assessment it is important to agree how ongoing support and monitoring will be offered. Once an optimum braille learning environment has been set up, it is time to introduce the learner to touch reading and braille writing techniques.

Getting it right

This initial stage of learning is critical. Efficient touch reading techniques are invaluable “friends” to all braille students, and will serve them well throughout their use of braille. Developing inappropriate techniques and bad touch reading habits can result in failure to realise full potential and causes many learners to give up braille, even though they have the potential to succeed. Previous failures can be transformed into success by developing appropriate touch reading techniques that suit the learner.

Posture

A relaxed learner has less tension in the arms, hands and fingers, so a comfortable posture enhances touch reading. A relaxed posture opens up the channels of communication travelling from the finger pads to the brain, where interpretation occurs. A tense body can adversely affect the lightness of touch, squashing the nerve endings in the fingers; stiff, unyielding hands and fingers can also produce a “heavy” touch, and may lead to attempting to read with the less sensitive areas of the reading finger(s).
Adopting a comfortable posture also reduces fatigue and extends the period of learning. Relaxed alert learners tend to achieve the most. Appropriate furniture (see Chapter 3) is important. A high backed chair with adjustable height allows the forearms to be supported on the reading surface with the elbows free, to allow movement of the arms and hands when reading across a line of braille. Shoulders should be down and relaxed. Some learners will not have access to an adjustable chair, but posture and comfort should be taken into account with all learners.

This “good practice” applies to the majority of learners. However, a few will need a different approach to suit their individual needs. For all learners optimum comfort is the aim.

Pain or discomfort will not normally occur if appropriate posture is maintained. Pain on the inside of the forearm, or on the outside of the upper arm or pain across the shoulders and neck is often an indication that the arm is either:
· being “held up” to compensate for a reading surface that is too low, or

· that the shoulders are “hunched” because a reading surface is too high.

Getting the posture right from the start, and revisiting this from time to time, minimises discomfort and promotes success.

Arm, hand and finger position

The next step is to introduce the most suitable arm, hand and finger positions. Braille learners can gain a good deal from clear verbal instruction, although many also benefit from feeling how arm, hand and fingers are positioned when demonstrated by the teacher. Alternatively, learners may allow the teacher to position their arm, hand and fingers into the best position. Physical or tactile exploration is important for a newly blinded learner, and may convey more exactly what is required than verbal description.

Place a sheet of braille or a book in front of the learner, consisting of shapes that have no actual meaning, such as solid lines of repeated characters for tracking. This should be in double line spaced format. Ask the learner to:
· rest the heel of the hand on the reading surface

· rest the thumb and little finger on the reading surface to act as supports

· rest the 1st, 2nd and 3rd finger pads lightly on the line of braille, with the fingers slightly spaced apart

· the fingers should be at 90 degrees to the line of braille, where the finger(s) and the line of braille may be conceived as a print capital letter ‘T’, the finger(s) forming the vertical line and the braille line being the horizontal bar

· the knuckles should be slightly bent to allow the finger “pads” (the flattish area below the finger tip and above the first knuckle) to rest comfortably on the line of braille.

Most learners take time to adopt this position, and require frequent reminders, particularly in the earlier stages of learning braille.

Adapting to different hand shapes

The positions suggested for arm, hand and finger are very productive for most new learners, though a few hands can require a modified position. For example, a long second (middle) finger can mean that only the first and third fingers can line up on the line of braille comfortably. Some people tend to hold their little finger up in the air from time to time. Previous injuries to fingers, hands or wrists might result in a learner not being able to position their fingers at 90 degrees to the line of braille. In such cases, modifications may be necessary. However, where possible, the positions suggested above should be adopted.

[Two photos showing two different braille reading styles. Both show the reading finger(s) at right angles to the line of text. In one photo, one finger is being used and three in the other.]

Choice of reading fingers

The correct positioning of arms, hands and fingers is based on experience of many braille teachers, and gives new learners a model to adopt. The support of the heel of the hand, the thumb and the little finger permit the three other potential “reading fingers” to rest lightly on the braille page, and stay on track across the lines of dots. Any or all of the first three fingers may be used to read the dots, using the finger pads, where the most sensitive and numerous nerve endings are situated. Most braillists read with their first (index) finger(s), though it is not uncommon for people to use their second finger. Using the third finger to touch read is rare. For more on choice of hands, see the “Tracking and location” and “Unimanual and bimanual reading” sections below.

Finding what works for the learner

One remarkable man who had lost the use of his hands and fingers entirely had decided he was going to make good use of braille, and read braille slowly, with his tongue. For hygiene’s sake he would clean the plastic sheet (thermoform or braillon) with whisky, and then proceed to read the carefully-spaced dots with his tongue. His determination to use a means of communication was admirable, and demonstrated what ingenuity could achieve!

Another learner had no sensitivity in the pads of her fingers (as a result of a medical condition), but found a sensitive spot on the side of the third finger of her left hand. This made reading difficult, but she was able to read quite fluently with much practice.

Explaining why the 90 degree position works best

Spacing the fingers allows more fluent movement across the line of braille, while bent knuckles ensure that the finger pads are more fully covering the width and depth of each braille cell. Positioning the fingers at 90 degrees to the line of braille means that the finger(s) meet the “moving” shapes at a consistent angle, a technique that becomes more critical with the more complex, angular and lower signs.

Consistency is vital

Where the finger(s) cannot lie comfortably at 90 degrees, a consistent angle of, say, 70-80 degrees should prove more accurate and efficient than a variable angle, which can lead to misreadings and loss of speed and confidence. Where it is uncomfortable or difficult to maintain a 90 degree angle between the reading finger(s) and the line of braille, one solution is to angle the reading material itself to maintain the 90 degree angle.

Establishing good positioning of arm, hand and finger(s) gives new braillists a secure start, leading to consistent results.

Tracking and location

The learner is now ready to learn tracking and location techniques. Tracking means the learner tries to follow a line of braille signs with their fingers by touch rather than sight. This can be an alien experience initially, though a pleasant one! Time spent giving the learner confidence to use touch without needing to identify the shapes can be highly productive, as the learner is able to concentrate specifically on controlling the movement of their hand(s) across the braille line.

At this stage tracking material should be double-line spaced. Initially the lines of braille should be a solid line of full six dot cells. This allows the finger pad(s) to rest fully on the line of braille, which is wide enough to enable most learners to maintain contact easily across the complete line. Other full lines of different but easy to follow shapes can then be used. A line of letter ‘G’s often prompts learners to observe that the line is not as thick as the full cell line. It is not vital that the learner notices this, but it can be an encouraging first sign of shape recognition and discrimination. Lines of letter ‘X’s and ‘L’s give distinctly different shapes, and learners can be encouraged to observe and describe the differences tactually. Lines of these shapes may be a little more difficult to track, but certainly give a very different touch sensation.

At this stage the main objective is practice in tracking smoothly across a line of braille, maintaining a gentle “sweep” of the hand while ensuring comfort and security. Encourage new learners to move smoothly in a left-to-right movement across the lines of braille, taking approximately ten seconds to “sweep” a line. 

Finally, introduce lines of spaced full cells, ‘G’s, ‘X’s and ‘L’s, to increase the degree of difficulty slightly, as this requires learners to move uninterruptedly and smoothly across the line of braille, without being thrown off course by the spaces between characters.

Locating the next line of braille

Tracking lines of braille shapes also involves the need to locate the next line. Careful verbal guidance, manual assistance and careful presentation of the tracking material help. A “locator” line at the top of the page or section (that is, a line that extends the full width of the page) can help early learners; unspaced middle ‘C’ (dots 2 and 5) are often used. By moving halfway along the top edge of the braille page to find the centre, the learner simply draws the finger down the page until the solid line is located. By tracking left along this line to the beginning, the learner can easily drop down onto the first reading line, which starts immediately below. This technique is useful for locating new sections on a page later on, when a reader can work their way down to a locator line part-way down the page. By moving the reading hand down the lines, checking each by moving left and right to identify the solid locator line, a new section can be found fairly easily. This technique locates tactually what the eye formerly did when scanning.

Once the first line of braille signs in a section or on a page is located in this way, the “sweep” of the braille line is carried out. There are two ways of returning the reading hand to the beginning of the next line:
· return left across the line already read to the beginning, and drop down onto the first character of the next line; or

· return part-way across the line already read, and then drift gently down at an angle to the line below, returning to the very left.
In either case, the reader can then carry out the “sweep” of the new line from left to right.

The first method is probably easiest to start with, but many learners adopt the second method later for all their braille reading. Initial tracking material should be uniform in line length; variation in line length can be introduced soon afterwards to alert the “sweeping” finger to such variation, which is the norm in braille.

Initial choice of reading hand

When given the opportunity to choose which hand to use initially, most learners choose the hand used for handwriting. Accordingly, about 90 per cent of new braillists use their right hand. However, 20 years of observation reveals that, when new touch readers are given the choice of trying out their two hands separately, the preference of one hand over the other is about 50:50. Many right-handed people become good left-handed braille readers.

Let the learner try out both hands (one at a time, of course, at this stage), and discover over the first few weeks or months which hand is the most comfortable, accurate and quickest. More is said about choice of hands in the sections on unimanual and bimanual reading. Many learners assume that they must use their dominant writing hand. However, by experimenting with both hands early on, learners may be identified as potential bimanual readers.

Vertical and horizontal tracking

As tactile skills and confidence increase, more complex tracking and location techniques become necessary. For example, the learner eventually needs to be able to track back to the left hand margin from the end of a line with material presented in single-line spaced format. Braille readers also need to locate specific material on a page of densely packed braille.

The following activity helps learners to develop vertical and horizontal movement about the page. Present the learner with a grid of mixed letters, in double-line spaced format, with letters spaced horizontally. Ask the learner to locate, for example, the 8th letter on the 6th line. This practice in vertical and horizontal movement is good preparation for learning more complex skills.

Learning to find paragraph beginnings

Later on help the learner develop the skill of locating beginnings of paragraphs. In general, braille paragraphs begin in the third cell of a line, with the first two cells being left blank. By placing the reading finger in the first cell of the top line on a page, and drawing the finger vertically down the left hand margin of the braille material, the reader can quickly locate a new paragraph.

Practice in locating the paragraphs can give the new touch reader a sense of control and confidence over the material, which otherwise can appear to be nothing but a mass of confusing dots and lines. Unlike the eye which can focus quickly on a difference in presentation, the finger has to work from the specific area covered by the finger pad to the more general, learning to pick up clues to presentation through structured searching.

On-going development of location skills

Poor location and tracking skills can act as barriers to using braille fully, so the development of these skills should be carefully introduced, monitored and reinforced throughout the learning process. On completion of a learning programme, it is helpful to familiarise learners with the varying styles of presentation used by different braille publishers.

The size of the reader’s finger pads

The size of hands and fingers can be very significant for some learners. For example, some readers with large or long finger pads, find single-line spaced material challenging. Some not only read the intended line, but are also reading part of the line above or below. Readers can overcome this by learning to ignore part of what they are feeling, or by resting only part of the finger pad on the sheet of braille. The former method tends to be the most productive, as this generally maintains better reading technique.

Conversely, people with very small finger pads, have to work hard at reading the whole height of the braille cell without circular or up-and-down movement of the reading finger. This demands a very exact control of the fingers when sweeping a line of braille.

Learners’ reading techniques need careful monitoring, with frequent reminders to let the finger pads travel smoothly across the lines of braille. Before long, the correct reading technique will be quite automatic.
Arm, hand and finger movement

Techniques that can assist touch reading include:
· moving the finger(s) across the line at a consistent speed

· maintaining a smooth, left-to-right movement of the hand(s)

· avoiding circular or up-and-down movements of the fingers
· employing a light touch.
Consistent speed

Moving the finger(s) across the line of braille at a consistent speed allows learners to benefit from a consistency of relationships between adjacent signs. If speed varies too much, misreadings may occur more frequently. This is partly due to signs being perceived differently in relation to each other, and partly to missing dots that abut the signs before or after the one being read. A consistent speed helps to give a regular pattern that the brain can interpret more easily. Most learners “plateau” at a speed that suits their rate of perception and interpretation. Only when a learner’s consistent speed is mainly accurate should they be encouraged to try to increase the reading speed. It is up to the teacher to ensure that accuracy is not lost in the effort to improve speed.

Smooth sweeps

Maintaining a smooth, left-to-right movement of the hand(s) across a line of braille, helps learners to:
· establish control and consistency

· maintain a relaxed posture which extends the length of the reading period by lessening possible fatigue

· maintain concentration.
A hand that flicks backwards and forwards, up and down, or round and round can heighten confusion and stress, and frustrates effective reading.

Avoiding circular or up-and-down movements of the fingers

Addressing a sign with a circular or up-and-down movement of the reading finger (known as “scrubbing”) increases the chance of misreadings. This is probably because the varied angle and positioning of the reading finger does not use the relationship of abutting signs, can misperceive angles and reduce fluency. Very new braillists can find “scrubbing” helpful in perceiving difficult shapes. However, a smooth left-to-right movement is more effective in building up speed, fluency and accuracy.

Employing a light touch

A very light pressure applied by the reading finger(s) increases the quality of perception.A heavy touch squashes the nerve endings in the finger pads, and generally reduces the boldness of the braille dots, making reading more difficult for the new braillist. It can be informative for the learner to read, say, spaced signs, applying different pressure and to evaluate the ease of sign recognition. This enables the learner to identify the degree of pressure required for best results. Invariably a light touch is best. 

The pressure applied should be carefully monitored and worked on throughout the programme. However, new braillists tend to revert to a heavier touch, particularly when tiring or finding reading hard going. Exceptionally a new reader’s touch can be so heavy that they squash the dots. Most learners, with monitoring and constant encouragement, do adopt a light touch because it works best.

New readers will not be able to move uninterrupted across a line of braille, as they frequently meet one or more signs that cannot be recognised first time. The temptation is to “scrub” around the sign(s). However, it is better to move the reading finger back to the preceding clear space, and then sweep again in a smooth, left-to-right movement across the offending sign(s). This helps learners to recognise these or similar patterns when they next encounter them. The learner can sweep more slowly and still maintain a consistent speed, thereby maintaining the relationship between the different shapes. Equally the brain interprets the messages more efficiently when fingers move across the shapes from left to right.

Highly-experienced readers who misread or fail to read sign(s) move their reading finger(s) back across the unread or misread sign(s), and then have a second attempt. 

Resting the forearm on the table top with the elbow(s) free of the surface enables the hand(s) to move across the lines of braille. An elbow resting on the surface reduces easy arm movement as the hand tracks across braille. The wrist also needs to be flexible, as it often needs to turn slightly to maintain the 90-degree angle of the reading finger to the line of braille. Alerting new braille readers to this helps them to maintain technique and the consistent angle, which aids the relaying of consistent messages to the brain. If injuries or medical problems mean an adapted technique is needed, the aim is still to develop consistent techniques.

Advise the learner to place the page being read in front of the reading hand (for the unimanual reader), rather than centring the book in front of the body. Braille needs to be positioned for easy movement of the hand, and may be at an angle to the table edge.

Moving the 1st, 2nd and 3rd fingers across the line of braille provides the braille reader with maximum input from the reading fingers. Most braille readers read with their first finger. Some read with their second finger; a very few will read with their third as their dominant reading finger. However, if the position of the three finger pads on the Braille line is maintained, the two seemingly unused fingers often develop the sensitivity to play at least some part in touch reading braille. When reading with the right hand, the second and third fingers can act as “forward scanners” by beginning the process of perception which the first finger will complete. With the left hand, the second and third fingers can act as “trailing reinforcers”, confirming what the first finger has already read. It can surprise learners to realise that, as their touch develops they can, indeed, read with their second and third fingers – a very useful standby skill if their index finger is ever injured.

Learners can feel nervous when beginning to learn to touch read. If hands and fingers sweat it can reduce the effectiveness of the nerve endings in perceiving shape, and create an uncomfortable “drag” on the fingers due to the resistance to movement.

It is important that a learner has clean, warm, dry hands at the start of every braille session. If hands become sweaty some readers dip their fingers into a dish of talcum powder, rub it into the fingers, remove the excess and then read the braille. Students can repeat this as often as necessary. Powder blocks the pores and suppresses the sweat; the learner feels more comfortable and the reading finger(s) move more smoothly.

Talcum powder can also be useful for tired fingers, apparently giving them a new lease of life. When reading braille embossed onto plasticised sheets (such as Thermoform or Braillon) in a warm environment, powder can be useful even for experienced readers.

The appropriate movement of arm, hand, wrist and fingers across the lines of braille should develop with practice, and as confidence grows. Reinforcement is almost always necessary, as these techniques, and maintaining appropriate posture and arm, hand and finger position, take time to learn. The goal is to learn the best techniques to maximise touch reading ability.

Eyes open, or shut?

Braille readers who cannot read the dots visually often wonder whether to touch read braille with their eyes open or shut. Many find that, by closing their eyes, they can concentrate on the tactual material more fully, as visual distractions are minimised.

Others find it unnerving, and uncomfortably close to total blindness. Learners should be free to choose for themselves, and be encouraged to feel confident that whatever helps most is best.

For people who have useful residual vision who can still read the dots by sight, the question is much more serious. This group will include learners who, while still retaining useful vision at present, have chosen to undertake a course in braille having received a poor prognosis, to prepare for the eventual loss of print reading vision. The temptation is great to use their remaining vision when the braille presents tactual difficulties! However, most learners acknowledge that using their eyes is counterproductive in the long-term. Nevertheless, some (often unwittingly) persist in using their eyes until deteriorating sight makes it impossible.

Some learners find it helpful if a cover is placed above the reading material, which still allows the arm and hand to move freely. For others, this feels too invasive, and generates emotions that work against progress. The teacher may simply accept that some reading will be visual, but that fingers will do the majority of the work. Even fingers tracking after the eye is better than nothing. Learners facing up to eventual loss of sight, merit sensitivity. Whichever approach is taken, the learner needs to believe that braille is relevant and will empower them in the future. Many learners who have used their eyes initially have, at a later date, come to rely exclusively on their fingers. Some learners can read the lines nearest to them by sight but cannot read those further away, so begin to increasingly use their fingers.

Unimanual and bimanual reading

In the early stages of learning to touch read, it is probably easier for learners to use one hand only. However, each hand should be tried out. Many students discover that their dominant writing hand is not their best touch reading hand. If given the opportunity to try out both hands individually, equal numbers of learners choose to touch read with the left or the right hand. Many learners find that they can only comfortably read with one hand – the other remaining unresponsive. Some find that using their second hand interferes with the concentration needed to control their touch reading techniques. The majority of learners who start as teenagers or in adulthood are unimanual readers.

However, learning to read using both hands independently or in unison has advantages. The following frequently encountered learning experiences with new touch readers illustrate the issues involved:

Situation 1

A learner is reading with one hand productively; the other hand appears to have no sense of touch at all. The learner is, not surprisingly, reluctant to put in a lot of effort to improve the unresponsive hand, and wants to use just the one effective hand.

The most supportive outcome is probably that the learner will concentrate on becoming an effective unimanual touch reader. It might even prove counterproductive to ask this learner to attempt development of the second hand.

Situation 2

A learner has a decidedly dominant touch reading hand, although the second hand can be used for reading in a limited way. However the second hand is much slower, and possibly less accurate and less comfortable to use. What to do then? 

One possibility is for the learner to use the dominant hand for the majority of their reading, but to use the second hand from time to time to supplement the dominant hand.

Another solution is to ask such learners to use their dominant hand for reading, but to employ the second hand in “parallel” reading, where the dominant hand is shadowed by the second. If the dominant hand is the right hand, the left hand follows the right hand during reading. Normal reading techniques apply, and the reader concentrates solely on touch reading with the dominant hand, while letting the second hand simply track after it. With a dominant left hand, the right hand simply tracks ahead of the dominant left hand. The touch reader concentrates on the left hand doing the reading, with the second hand simply functioning at a tracking level. Frequently the second hand unconsciously learns to touch read, and, after a few months, the learner can be pleasantly surprised how effective it has become. Even at this late stage, bimanual reading could be introduced, improving fluency.

Another solution, particularly for dominantly right-handed readers, is for the left hand to be used as a locator for the next line. Just before the right hand reaches the end of the line being read, the tracking left hand returns to the beginning of the line and drops down to find the start of the next line to be read, ready for the return of the right hand.

Situation 3

A learner finds that at some times one hand is preferred, and at others the other. The quality of perception varies over a period of reading, so neither hand can be considered dominant. In this case, the reader can simply read with one hand for a time and then swap over to the other. When the quality fluctuates (and sometimes markedly), developing bimanual reading is another option, but it may prove more supportive and encouraging to employ the two hands separately. Parallel reading could also be considered, in the hope that both hands will become used to sustained periods of reading. Presenting the learner with the various options and encouraging experimentation can be best. Observation can help to determine the most appropriate course to adopt. The learner’s confidence should always be paramount. If a particular course of action appears daunting or confusing to the learner, the outcome may be negative, so a careful patient approach may work better.

Situation 4

The new touch reader demonstrates the ability to read equally effectively and happily with both hands. Speed, accuracy and fluency coincide. Bimanual reading would appear to be the obvious choice, though manual dexterity and ability to cope with the motor and cognitive skills implicit in using both hands simultaneously would need to be apparent. It may prove easier for the learner to use one hand only until it is tired before transferring to the other, and so on. However, bimanual reading is a very desirable skill.

One advantage is that both hands are only doing a little more than half the work required by a unimanual reader’s single reading hand. The capacity to read with two hands has other huge advantages in applications such as scanning tactile diagrams, maps or tables, or when checking two pieces of information simultaneously. Unimanual readers need to stop reading while returning to the beginning of each new line, so “waste” reading time when on the return sweep. For bimanual reading, the two hands read alternately and continuously, so one hand is always reading as the other locates a new line.

For the unimanual left-handed touch reader, the right hand is normally redundant. For the right-handed touch reader the left hand can be used as a locator for the next line. The right hand reads a line and then quickly moves back to the left of the page to meet the locating left hand. The left hand simply moves down to the next line and awaits the returning right reading hand.

The classic bimanual reading technique can appear to the eye almost seamless, and really quite elegant:
· The reader starts with the left hand at the beginning of the line.

· The right hand is positioned halfway across the same line.

· The left hand reads until it meets the right hand, and then the right hand takes over and reads to the end of the line.

· Simultaneously the left hand is tracking back to the left hand margin to locate the beginning of the next line.

· As the right hand completes the reading of the first line, the left hand immediately begins reading the second line.

· When the left hand reaches the mid-point of the second line, the right hand has tracked down and back, and is waiting to take over the reading.

· This pattern is repeated.
The tactile effect is highly efficient, and when well-established is a comfortable and pleasing technique. Visually it is almost mesmerising, and looks like a weaving loom with the hands moving in and out across the lines of braille.

Where a learner chooses to read bimanually but has a definite dominance in one hand, a slight variation on the classic bimanual reading technique can be adopted. The learner can choose to read more of the line with the dominant hand and less with the second. If the left hand is dominant, the right hand will probably only read the last third or so of the line. If the right hand is dominant, the left hand will only read a third of the line before the right hand assumes the lion’s share.

The learner should be advised and supported by the teacher in deciding which reading technique to adopt. The method needs to suit their learning style and help to establish the confidence, skills and well-being which are essential to touch reading.

Jumbo, giant or enlarged dot braille

Whether to teach braille using an enlarged braille cell (known as “giant dot”, “jumbo dot” or “enlarged dot” braille) can prove controversial. Non-standard sized braille has a role to play, but the way in which it is employed does raise issues.

For new braille readers with less developed powers of discrimination, the larger braille cell can provide a slow, but usable, method of reading and writing. Although off-the-shelf reading material in larger dot braille is scarce, a Perkins Brailler can be bought that produces jumbo braille, which is easier to read and can be used to produce accessible reading material.

Should the enlarged braille cell be introduced at the beginning of a teaching programme for an adult learner? Supporters of the enlarged braille cell would claim that it offers easier access to tactile discrimination in the first few braille lessons. Opponents argue that it initiates reading techniques that can be counterproductive later, because the increased height and breadth of the cell necessitates a “scrubbing” action of the reading finger and does not instil the desired left-to-right movement of the hand across the line of braille. However, larger braille does offer an effective means of reading for those readers with a poorer sense of touch. Many older learners find “jumbo dot” braille invaluable.

The likely extent of future braille usage and the learner’s potential reading ability need to be carefully considered. For limited and slow reading, enlarged cell braille can provide a means of literacy that offers independence and inclusion. However, when deciding when, and if, to introduce this medium, effective touch reading techniques must be considered alongside the learner’s needs.

Teaching strategies, discussion points and tips

A three-stage development of touch reading skills provides a useful structure to learning.
Stage 1: The initial stage
The new learner will seek to establish the following:
· an appropriate posture enabling arm, hand and finger positions

· comfortable arm, hand and finger movement

· basic tracking and location skills

· accuracy of recognition

· definition of shape.
A number of activities can help to develop accuracy and a consistent speed. One is “Spot the stranger” where, say, a line of spaced ‘L’s has two or three letter ‘S’s randomly placed within the line. The learner reads along the line of ‘L’s until a letter ‘S’, a stranger, is encountered, and continues, looking out for and counting any further “strangers”, until the end of the line. If a stranger is missed or misread, the learner can “sweep” across the line again until accuracy is achieved.

Other pairs of letters may be used, whether quite similar as with the letters ‘S’ and ‘L’, or contrasting ones such ‘N’ and ‘B’. When similar letters are used, accuracy is the main goal. For contrasting letters the goal is speed, fluency and confidence.

To extend the exercise, the “stranger” can become the norm, and the norm the “stranger”. This concentrates the learner’s mind on shape recognition, allowing a fluent and sometimes quite rapid “sweep” of the line, and reinforces good arm, hand and finger movement. With the fingers at 90 degrees to the line of braille, moving at a consistent speed with a light touch, the learner is more likely to achieve success than otherwise. This activity also builds confidence in approaching simple shapes at a greater speed.

Another useful activity to develop good technique and fluent movement is “Collect the word”. A block of three full cells (all six dots) begins the line followed by a spaced letter. The pattern is repeated three more times on the line. The four letters make up a word, and this is given in normal spacing after a fifth block of three full cells.

For example, the reader may need to collect the letters ‘W’, ‘A’, ‘S’, and ‘P’ to spell “wasp”. The reader “sweeps” across the line as quickly and smoothly as possible, without pausing. If the learner reads the four letters correctly, the word presented in normal spaced form confirms this, enabling the reader to check their accuracy. If one or more letters is not recognised or misread, the student should not pause, but continue right across the line, recognising as many letters as possible. The “sweep” of the line can then be repeated, more slowly, to pick up any letters missed the first time. The “sweeps” should be repeated until all the four letters have been recognised, and the unspaced word checked.

This exercise encourages swifter movement across the line of braille, concentrating on accurate recognition, and provides the learner with a variation in activity. The groups of full cells give solid markers along the line of braille to aid tracking. Later the full cells can be replaced by less bold “fillers” such as middle ‘C’s (dots 2 and 5), increasing the skill needed to track quickly and smoothly.

“Word search” requires concentration on accuracy and word formation. A line of spaced letters conceals a spaced four-letter word among the other random letters. The concealed word can be given in normal format at the end of the line, after a block of three full cells.

Learners can carry out these activities with or without teacher support. Examples can be found in the author’s braille courses, “Fingerprint” and “Firsthand”, available from RNIB.

The tendency for some learners to “scrub” rather than sweeping smoothly at 90 degrees to the line is common. For most, encouragement by teachers to persist with the consistent finger angle eventually results in establishing a productive technique. “Scrubbing”, leads to misreadings, slower reading and problems with dot-dense, lower or awkwardly-angled groups of signs.

However, for readers who are intending to use braille for limited tasks, such as labelling or short notes, “scrubbing” may be the only way to recognise shapes, and is better than giving up braille.

The finger moving smoothly horizontally along a line is more effective than the static finger trying to make sense of what is beneath it. A recently-taught learner transferred to the author from another teacher. By replacing the learner’s “scrubbing” technique with the left-to-right movement of the hand, at a more consistent angle to the line of braille, the learner doubled his reading speed within a fortnight, from 20 to 40 words per minute. He also enjoyed greater comfort, less fatigue, and continued to increase in speed.

Reading new or difficult signs
An important technique to establish at this stage is how the learner approaches a sign, word or group of signs which, with the first “sweep”, has remained unrecognised or misread. Rather than try to read the unrecognised signs from within the word or group, it is more productive to track back to the beginning of the word or group by locating the space (blank cell). Then repeat the “sweep”, from this position, perhaps more slowly, until shapes begin to emerge and be recognised. It is not unusual for the last sign of a group to be recognised first, and then the preceding sign, and so on, even though ordinarily it is easier to read a word or figures from left to right! This phenomenon helps learners to explore more challenging words or groups of signs. Sign spotting within a group of difficult shapes can require a range of techniques, and “sweeping” does not always decode the signs in sequential order.

Remember that learners should start with dry, warm and clean hands. Warm hands indicate good circulation of the blood to the finger pads and nerve endings, which increases sensitivity. As so much braille reading material is shared, clean hands are important. Washing hands in warm water and thoroughly drying them is good practice before a touch reading session. If a learner has just come indoors from the cold a few moments to warm up makes a huge difference. Many readers lose heat from their reading hands after extended periods of reading, and may wish to wash hands in warm water, or rub them together vigorously before carrying on.

Speed and short-term memory

The touch reading speed of most new learners in the initial stage of learning is slow, with an average of 4-8 words per minute being achieved at the end of this period. So, when reading a word with one or two signs that need to be reread, the short-term memory of the learner is often stretched. Some learners find it helpful to repeat the letters or signs out loud, and build up the word or numbers until the whole is read. The same practice can be applied to a sentence, where the reader repeats the first word, the first two words, and so on until the sentence is complete.

If the teacher acts as the learner’s short-term memory, the learner can concentrate on the recognition rather than struggling to remember words over a longish period. The building up process requires practice, and assistance at the start is invaluable. Slowly building up a word from individual braille signs, then gradually putting a sentence together word by word, can often give helpful contextual clues and aid reading recognition. It is all too easy at this stage, to forget what you have just read when the demands of touch reading require such concentration on the recognition itself. Eventually learners manage both recognition and building up.

Consistency of speed, whether slow due to difficult tactual reading material or more rapid with less demanding material, is very important. The consistency allows the touch reader to move from one braille character shape to the next in a smooth manner, and the next time these character patterns are met, the learner has a greater chance of recognising them. A consistent approach to tracking and location establishes a pattern in the motor memory, and facilitates, by habitual repetition, the method. These skills allow learners to focus more on the recognition of the dots.

New touch readers can find it difficult to continually encounter new words. Children’s reading schemes routinely use repetition. Meeting commonly-used words regularly and repeatedly enables learners to read the word more quickly due to its familiarity and the instant success is encouraging. For the learner, successfully re-recognising a word signposts progress.

The recognition of similar letter or sign combinations helps to increase speed and confidence. A sentence like: “A fat rat sat on a flat mat” allows the reader to anticipate the “at” combination through repetition. For more discussion of methods see Chapter 7.

Easily reversed signs

Some signs are easily reversed – such as signs of the same shape on a different axis. The most commonly misread are e/i and d/f/h/j. Misreadings can be frustrating, or amusing!

To help learners who have difficulty with these signs, as in the case of the letters “dfhj” (known as the “eternal triangles”), present words which contain the offending letters but are otherwise identical, such as “dug, fug, hug, jug”. First present these words in alphabetical order, then randomly. By referring back to the alphabetical presentation, learners can check their accuracy when reading the randomly ordered words.

This method also enables learners to concentrate specifically on the initial letter: “dive, five, hive, jive” and “dog, fog, hog, jog” are useful groups. Pairs of words such as “dig” and “fig”, “hail” and “jail”, “fill” and “hill” enable learners to concentrate on just two letters that may be causing confusion.

The vowels ‘e’ and ‘i’ are notoriously troublesome. Using the following pairs of words can help to eliminate confusion: “bet, bit”, “hell, hill” and “wet, wit”. Talk about the difference in terms of shape recognition. To some readers, the letter ‘e’ is felt as “sloping downhill”, and the letter ‘i’ as going “uphill”. Others find it helpful to think of the letter ‘e’, which includes dot 1 as being before the letter ‘i’, which includes dot 2. Other possible aids to memory are that the letters ‘e’ and ‘i’ in sequence can be thought of as a pair of horns on an animal’s head. Others find it helpful to visualise the word “ice” in braille, where the word can be perceived as the roof of a house – the ‘i’ forming the left hand slope of the roof and the ‘e’ forming the right hand slope.

Ice

Different ways of perceiving and remembering shape suit different learners. Teachers can help the new touch reader to think of a memorable shape. For more on this see Chapter 6. Shape description and assimilation are crucial to the learning process.

Learners need regular exposure to braille and to gain experience of tracking and reading by practising as often as possible. The teacher can help where required, and as learners gain in confidence, they can begin to read independently. Good teachers assess the time for reading unaided and reading with assistance.

In the early stages, reading one line of braille is hard work; to read a number of lines is a great achievement, and the teacher should recognise the learner’s progress. Recorded material enables learners to practise independently. The touch reader reads a word, phrase or sentence, and then checks it against the recording. So the learner can work outside teaching sessions, checking what has been read. If the recording can be played and paused with a foot control, the learner can control the recorded material while keeping the reading fingers in contact with the braille being read. Foot control eliminates the need to constantly find the place again, having used the hands to operate the machine.

Recorded material can also be used to help learn braille signs. Learners listen to a list of signs and check their knowledge against what is being read out. This is an effective independent way of revising and reinforcing knowledge of the braille code.

While touch reading techniques and skills are being developed, it is vital that braille writing skills should be developed in tandem. The two strands of learning should move along like a horse and carriage. Both reinforce each other, and provide the two vital elements of literacy. It is only for clarity’s sake that each is treated separately in this book.

Stage 2: The intermediate stage

The techniques established in the initiation phase should be reinforced and developed in the intermediate stage.

Tackling with dot-dense words

A demanding area for development is how the new reader deals with dot-dense groups of signs, those consisting of 4 or more dots. Large shapes, such as the letters ‘t’ (dots 2-3-4-5) and ‘q’ (dots 1-2-3-4-5), and the large and complex shapes such as the letter ‘n’ (dots 1-3-4-5) or the ‘of’-sign (dots 1-2-3-5-6), can cause problems and may require additional time. An inexperienced braille reader may understandably need to read the word “trousers” several times before recognising it.
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Four of the six signs in this word contain 4 or 5 dots including dots 2 and 5; additionally, the repeated letter ‘s’ – a slim but curiously shaped sign – can prove tricky to the new touch reader in this dot-dense context. The initial skills of “sweeping” methodically and at a consistent speed should help the reader to begin to pick out some of the signs. For some, however, where large signs abut one another, the dots may “crowd” and confuse perception.

Some readers find it helpful to try to read the large shape through the “gaps” – that is, the space(s) left by the unused dots. Moving across the letter ‘t’ from left to right, the learner may identify the shape by initially feeling that the top left hand corner is empty and then that the bottom right hand corner is also empty. This leaves dots 2-3-4-5, and the learner, by a process of elimination, identifies the letter ‘t’. The “gaps” in dot-dense signs can be more revealing than the shape itself. Reading through the spaces can be quite rapid once practised regularly, and is worth trying with learners who experience difficulty with dot-dense signs.

Other readers use the more orthodox method of recognising the dots themselves, though it is an interesting point to speculate on whether both recognition of dots and awareness of spaces within braille characters work simultaneously with good readers. It is worth informing learners that certain words, such as “trousers”, will seem difficult to read at this stage, but that by using good techniques and methods of approach to these dot-dense, complex words, problems can often be resolved. With practice, new touch readers more often than not recognise a group of initially difficult shapes and decode them effectively. (The word “trousers” as a difficult word is used as an extreme example.)

Reading “angled” signs

The letter ‘s’ was mentioned as an “angled” sign. Angled signs which include ‘wh’, ‘gh’ and ‘ar’ signs, can be easily misread.
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An inconsistent angle of the reading finger(s) can often confuse the interpretation of an angled sign by, say, “straightening out” the “bend”, resulting in “merging” the angled sign with abutting shapes. A consistent speed and angle of finger(s) across such awkward shapes can prove so rewarding.

Applying initial techniques to more difficult braille patterns forms a significant role in the intermediate stage of the touch reader’s development of skills. Tactually problematic words should be limited in a learner’s early exercises, and introduced gradually (see Chapter 7). Too much exposure to complex and dot-dense words can be disheartening in the early stages.

Shape recognition

By the time that the learner is beginning to deal with the 44 individual shapes and the variations on these shapes which form the 63 signs of the braille code, the learner and teacher are at the stage of “defining shape”. This is where learners clearly distinguish in their mind, one shape from another. Learners now need to be able to differentiate with increasing accuracy and speed similar shapes, one from another, so that touch reading (and writing) develops into a usable, yet slow fluency. Shape recognition is important in this intermediate stage of learning to touch read.

Many learners quickly identify a number of signs almost automatically. Most also find certain shapes difficult to recognise for some time, not so much in terms of the dots themselves on the page, but often what that particular pattern (shape) represents. This confused or non-recognition of certain shapes can be linked to signs that are easily reversed, such as the letters ‘dfhj’ and ‘ei’. There are many others.

The teacher needs to work out with the learner the most helpful system of identification for these signs. Individual learners have varying approaches, but there are several methods that work for different learners:
· Some learners like to think of shapes simply in terms of dot numbers – ‘p’ is dots 1, 2, 3 and 4.

· Others link shapes to known visual objects – the ‘o’ and ‘ow’-sign are shaped like arrowheads.

o  [
· Some learners think of the braille cell in terms of vertical columns – dots 1-2-3 in the left hand column, and dots 4-5-6 in the right.

· Others think of the cell as horizontal pairings of dots to help them sort out the trickier to remember shapes: 1-4, 2-5 and 3-6.

This process which forms part of the initial teaching strategy, has a more significant role at the intermediate stage, as the teacher attempts to help eliminate problems that can adversely affect the development of accuracy, fluency and speed.

By the intermediate stage, the majority of learners have adopted a unimanual or a bimanual method of reading. For those still uncertain, this is the time to decide on the most comfortable and rewarding style and stick with it. Establishing this chosen method of reading benefits the learner’s tracking, location and scanning techniques, which become habitual rather than conscious.

Location skills

Moving confidently around a page of braille is increasingly important, as learners begin to do more reading independently. Locating a particular page, and a particular point on a page, are important skills that require methodical teaching and practice. 

As soon as numbers have been learned, show the student how to locate the page number, normally in the top right corner of the right-hand page. In the early days particularly, use a bookmark.

To locate a specific paragraph, place the reading finger at the top of the page, and track vertically down the left margin of the braille. The finger soon becomes accustomed to locating the beginning of paragraphs by spotting the gap left by the two blank cells – the conventional way of indicating new paragraphs in braille. By counting these gaps, the reader can locate a particular paragraph.

To mark a specific point of interest, place a paper clip on the edge of the page, with its longer side level with the braille line to be read.

From double-line spacing to single

During the intermediate stage, work can be started on the transition from reading predominantly in double-line spaced format to the more conventional single-spaced braille. Double-line spacing allows for easier tracking, and minimises the possibility, particularly for readers with larger fingers, of picking up dots from the lines above or below the one being read, causing confusion. This more spacious format also aids location of particular items on a page.

A useful format for new touch readers is “interlined” braille, where the double spaced text on one side of the paper fits neatly between the lines on the other side of the same page. Note that people reading by sight struggle when there is braille on both sides of a page, as it is difficult to distinguish between the dots on one side and the punch marks of the dots on the reverse. Touch readers generally do not have difficulties with double-sided braille.

The majority of published braille is in single-line spaced format, often in “interpoint” or “close” braille. This is when both sides of the paper are brailled in single-line spacing, with the dots (points) on one side literally fit between those on the reverse.

In single-spaced text, the narrow gap between the lines of braille demands more accurate tracking of the fingers, both when reading the braille line itself, and particularly when tracking back to the left hand margin to drop down to the next line.

Supported practice can help the learner to find methods that can overcome the transitional problems when moving from double- to single-line spaced text. It is useful to ask the learner to “sweep” across the line of braille without reading the words themselves, and to concentrate solely on locating the next line, where their accuracy can be checked by reading out the first word to the teacher. Many learners find that, if they maintain the appropriate angle of their hand in relation to the line of braille, they can begin to “feel” that the hand is returning smoothly along the path it has just travelled. Plenty of practice helps to habituate this movement.

Recognising signs in context

Secure knowledge of the meaning of signs is a key to fluent reading. The grade 2 braille code consists of 189 wordsigns, shortforms and groupsigns, plus a number of punctuation marks and composition signs. What complicates braille learning, is that many signs are multi-functional, and depend for their meaning on their position in the text. For example, a lower ‘b’ (dots 2-3) stands for the word “be” when spaced from other signs, the letters ‘be’ when positioned at the beginning of a word (eg “beheaded”), double ‘b’ in the middle of a word (eg “rabbit”) and the semicolon when placed after a word. So, the meaning of this type of sign depends on its position, and functions as a word only when it can stand alone (not when it adjoins any punctuation mark). The sign in the above example requires secure knowledge, so that the learner can quickly, almost automatically, know its meaning in context... and there are several other signs of this kind in grade 2 braille.

Knowing the rules

In the advanced stage of learning braille, students need to become familiar with many rules which govern the use of braille signs. Secure knowledge of all of these is essential if fluent reading and writing are to develop. Some learners like to learn by rote; some like to be tested regularly on their knowledge; others prefer to use reading practice to instil this knowledge. Whatever the learner’s preference, this securing of knowledge is of paramount importance in the intermediate stage of learning.

Broadly, this intermediate stage of developing touch reading skills is a process of eliminating or resolving persistent technical and recognition problems, and ensuring that techniques are as sound as possible. By achieving these goals, the new touch reader is given a firm foundation and greater confidence in using braille.

In this stage the learner is refining skills already established, and building upon them. This phase is intended to provide a secure platform upon which to develop the learner’s reading potential.

Stage 3: The advanced stage

The key goals of the advanced stage are to develop speed, fluency and accuracy. Most new braillists are still reading relatively slowly by the time they complete their formal course in the grade 2 braille code, although a significant number will have achieved a degree of fluency and accuracy. This section outlines valuable strategies for helping learners to achieve higher reading speeds.

Choosing reading material

The choice of reading materials for each learner is vital. Material that interests the new braillist may encourage greater reading activity, which certainly increases reading speed. However, such material may be more difficult than the practice exercises, so reading speeds may initially be frustratingly slower for a while. This may be balanced by also providing the learner with some easy, straightforward but interesting reading material, such as that provided through adult literacy programmes. The syntax is helpful with short sentences and simple structures and repeated words and phrases, and simple vocabulary is used. New braillists can approach such reading matter more rapidly and confidently. The short, often repeated words give ample opportunity for the learner to benefit from previous readings, and recognise the word(s) more quickly. The learner also begins to see the possibility of developing an acceptable reading speed. Remember that, for many new braillists, reading has been a virtual “no-go area” as their sight has deteriorated. Genuine enthusiasm can arise when the reader begins to “polish off” a paragraph, or a page or two of braille.

Some learners enjoy knowing what their reading speed is, so that they can improve it. Others prefer just to notice that their speed is gradually increasing. Normally, five braille characters (including spaces) count as a word, and most braille publishers use line lengths of between 30 and 42 characters. So by counting the characters on an average line, dividing by five, and then multiplying by the number of lines read in a given time, the average number of words read per minute can be calculated. 

So, with a line length of 40, a braillist managing 11 lines in five minutes would have achieved an average reading speed of just over 17.5 words a minute:


40 / 5 = 8 (number of words per line)


8 x 11 = 88 (words read in five minutes)


88 / 5 = 17.6 (average words read per minute).

The precise method of calculating “words” is not important, merely a consistent way for new braillists and teachers to judge progress.

Supported reading

“Supported” reading at this stage can prove invaluable to confidence and speed-building. The learner reads while the teacher monitors the reading. If signs or words present difficulties, the teacher can choose to prompt or give the troublesome word, as continuous reading is the objective. The teacher can also anticipate a difficult word that might hinder fluent, rapid reading, and again prompt with either the complete word or a sign within it that will aid the learner’s fluency and maintenance of speed.

Some learners have low literacy skills sometimes due to sight deteriorating at a crucial phase of learning. Experienced braille teachers will identify problems that relate to literacy rather than braille skills. A “supported” environment enables the teacher to help a “poor reader”, by identifying words that might initially prove difficult to read, and giving the learner an opportunity to practise these words before tackling a passage which includes them. If speed is the objective, then the teacher may choose to read the problem word out loud as the learner reaches it, enabling the reader to continue reading. If, however, accuracy is the objective, then the teacher may choose to let the reader cope with the difficult word or group of signs, to ensure that appropriate reading techniques and strategies are employed.

In “supported” reading, the teacher can also choose to read ahead of the learner, so that the learner simply shadows the teacher’s reading, allowing the learner’s fingers to move more rapidly and across the lines of braille. This helps the learner to approach braille signs more rapidly than usual, and can begin to increase confidence and thus the speed at which braille will be tackled in future. The learner is reading above their “plateau” of comfortable reading speed, and is training their brain to react more quickly. Fluency evolves from coping with increased speed and accuracy.

Introducing more complex material

The reading of graduated material, with simple syntax, simple vocabulary, but a strong story or interest line, allows readers, whether in a “supported” or independent reading situation, to increase their reading speed. When readers reach approximately 30 words per minute with straightforward texts, they are normally ready to tackle more mainstream material. It can be useful to continue with some graduated texts in tandem for some time, to ensure that confidence continues to build.

Some readers never attain more than moderate reading speed and fluency, and use braille in a more limited, though no less relevant way. Others complete the intermediate stage having developed reasonable speeds, and move quickly through the graduated texts and progress quite quickly to mainstream reading material. A few exceptional high fliers may be reading at 30+ words per minute at the end of the intermediate stage. Whatever the learners’ individual abilities, most will benefit from “supported” reading.

Many learners who have made steady progress suddenly achieve a significant “jump” in reading speeds on completing their course, as though something has suddenly “clicked”. The thrill of exposure to fully-contracted grade 2 braille books or magazines that interest them can literally double the reading speed in a week. For some, however, the gradual increase in speed throughout the learning process continues as the learner starts to read “real” books.

By the end of the advanced stage, most learners achieve around six times their reading speed at the end of the initial stage. This is a good goal for both teacher and learner.

Material and exercise designed to increase speed

A student’s reading rate can also be increased by using specifically designed reading material which, say, only varies slightly in vocabulary and is related to braille lettershape. For example:

“The cat sat on the mat.”

“The cat sat on the rat.”

“The rat sat on the hat.”
The variation is small, and requires no more than recognition of changes to the initial letters in some words. In this exercise, the task of reading is greatly simplified, and generates a willingness to attempt much more rapid reading speeds, because of the opportunity to anticipate within limited bounds what is to be read.

Other simple exercises can help the touch reader to become accustomed to moving the fingers more rapidly across the lines of braille than usual. For example try changing just one word to achieve similar results:

“The child eats tomatoes.”

“The child loves tomatoes.”

“The child hates tomatoes.”
Here the learner can take for granted three of the four words, and concentrate on the verb.

Context also aids increased reading speeds, so that team names in phrases on the subject of football, for instance, should not cause major difficulties.

Repetition means that the shapes of whole braille words become familiar, so that when the word is again met in an “undoctored” text, it is quickly recognised. The use of controlled reading material can often work well in tandem with technique development. Another exercise designed to increase reading speed involves asking the reader to initially sweep quickly across a line of braille, picking up as many signs as possible, but with no hesitation. It is likely that only a few easily recognised signs will be picked out.

The reader is then asked to slow down a little, and see if they can recognise a few more signs on the next “sweep”, and so on, until most or all of the line is read. Even the last “sweep” in this kind of exercise is likely to be at a far greater speed than is normal for the learner. Another advantage of this exercise is that the reader is alerted to the reality that simpler signs and groupings of signs can be read at much higher speeds, and do not need to be laboured over. It encourages readers to adopt a faster reading speed, that can help them to progress from their comfort zone.

Fluency, accuracy and speed can be applied to give greater independence in everyday life. Learners will be able to read a bank statement or bill, keep a diary and address book, make and use a shopping list, play games such as Scrabble or Monopoly.

Learning about formats and layouts

Introducing various, commonly-used braille materials can form an important bridging element in the learning process. Familiarisation with and identification of different layouts can help to broaden learners’ access to literacy, and enable new braillists to put their braille learning to practical use. At this point braille is really providing a means to independence and inclusion.

Different formats and layouts can present their own challenges, and may require a structured approach to ensure confident use of the material. The house-styles and page layout conventions of publishers vary considerably: the position and use of headings, page numbering and labelling, layout of tabular information, and so on. With careful introduction, braillists learn to cope with this variation, and ultimately enjoy the variety on offer. New braillists can benefit from knowing which publisher does what.

Diagrams, tables and maps

Advanced scansion techniques prove invaluable for other complex tactile information, such as diagrams, tables and maps. These should be introduced in a supportive environment, to prepare the braille user for independent use. Learning to track columns vertically, distinguish different kinds of “leader” lines linking elements horizontally (broken, pronounced, feint, rough, smooth), and to form an overall view of a tactile representation of information, requires not only interpretative skills, but also the ability and confidence to scan methodically complex material.

Some learners prefer a systematic approach to reading a diagram, where the fingers move in left-to-right sweeps across the full breadth of the page, working right down the page. Others prefer to feel for the overall shape of the diagram, and then work within the outline to gain detail. Verbal description and guidance can be enormously helpful, especially to those who may be unfamiliar with two-dimensional representation due to long-term sight problems.

Bimanual reading of maps and diagrams greatly accelerates the process of understanding and making use of the information. It enables the user to relate one section to another, or to get a better feel for the whole. The teacher needs to present the various approaches to scansion of complex material, and identify the method(s) which most help the individual braille user, and which is most suitable for the type of material being used. Remember that braillists only have the area of the finger pads on the diagram at any one time, so they need to be taught how to methodically build up the tiny bits of tactile information into a complete picture.

A useful method for scanning complex tactual material is to relate the content to the top, bottom, left and right, or to the points of the compass. This can help with overall location, and enable the reader to search (scan) for more detail in particular areas.

Specialist braille codes

Some learners may be keen to access material that involves the learning of additional braille codes. These range from the very complex, such as braille mathematics notation and braille music code, to much more easily accessible codes, such as the basic arithmetic signs or grade 1 modern language codes. A braille notation for science, computer code and chess are also available. Most teachers have knowledge of some of these specialist codes, although few know all of them thoroughly. The interest that stimulates a learner to learn and use any of these special codes often results in the learner’s knowledge exceeding their teacher’s. They may then feel a rightful sense of pride, and even superiority!

Secure knowledge of grade 2 braille

A thorough and secure knowledge of all the wordsigns, groupsigns, shortforms, principal punctuation marks and composition signs in the grade 2 braille code is essential by this point. It is easy for new braillists to forget 10 per cent of the signs, particularly those less frequently used. Frequent revision and testing can prevent this. With regular practice, most learners are successful in achieving an almost 100 per cent result. 

Some learners become fascinated by the code and its many rules. Teachers can use this interest, to prepare learners for accreditation programmes or examinations which recognise the learner’s achievement. Others are happy to accomplish a high standard for themselves, and will not wish to gain a qualification.

Chapter 5 – Braille writing

Assessment and getting started

The initial assessment with regard to braille writing needs to be sensitively handled. Some learners have problems with spelling and others a more deep-rooted problem with literacy and may feel threatened by a perceived examination of their “failure”. Writing tends to highlight language difficulties.

To the commonly expressed statement, “I can’t spell” the honest reply that, “Loads of people can’t spell very well, and still learn to read and write braille,” can be an encouragement for the doubtful to “give it a go”. Some new learners will be people whose sight has further deteriorated after a period of living with partial sight. For those who had insufficient support or equipment this may have meant that for some time they have been unable to read and write for sustained periods – prerequisites for the development of literacy. Failure to develop literacy skills is often the result of people not being provided with the opportunity, support or the appropriate medium. Braille can be a genuine vehicle for improving literacy skills and raising self-confidence.

For some learners with literacy or spelling problems, learning grade 1 braille can be the first goal. Grade 1 equips the learner to tackle literacy more effectively and many succeed in overcoming a lifelong problem with literacy. Others move on to grade 2 braille, develop their literacy skills and gain access to wider reading and writing opportunities. Teachers and learners benefit from regular reviews and opportunities for the learners to express their doubts and confirmations of successful progress. Choice of material for writing is just as important as for reading and should match the interests and abilities of the learner.

Braille writing skills enable learners to produce notes, letters, longer pieces of writing as well as materials using additional codes. Appropriate writing techniques and the goals of rapid, fluent and accurate braille writing can offer a sufficient challenge and reward to motivate individual learners. Braille writing often provides earlier rewards for learners than braille touch reading.

Brailler

Because it is the most commonly-used upward braille writer, this book refers to the Perkins Brailler. However, much of what is said equally applies to other upward-writing mechanical braillers.

Upward-writing braillers permit immediate reading of the braille written; the embossing head punches from below the paper and produces dots on the upward facing surface, allowing the writer to touch read the material without removing the paper. The Stainsby Braille Writer and the traditional handframe necessitate removal of the paper from the machine for reading as the embossing head and styles respectively press down from above producing braille on the under-side of the paper.

[Please note: Since this was written, a new upward writing handframe has become available. The Braille King uses a unique hollow-ended stylus to produce the dots. Braille is written from left to right, so you don’t have to worry about reversing characters as you write or having to turn the paper over to read what you have written! This small durable and light-weight pocket-sized frame is ideal for all braille writers as well as sighted friends and family.]

The optimum braille environment provides a Perkins Brailler or equivalent that permits comfortable posture and convenient use.

Posture

A comfortable, back-supporting and adjustable-height chair enables learners to choose the height at which they feel most comfortable when writing and to be comfortable when reading what they have written.

Unlike touch reading, the posture adopted by the new learner is more allied to comfort and personal preference. Some like to braille “from above” where the arms are held above the level of the keys. Others prefer to sit at the machine with the elbows down, shoulders relaxed and the arms positioned below the level of the keys. It is important for the learner to adjust their chair height to adopt a posture that minimises arm and wrist fatigue or strain. Office high-backed chairs allow learners to support their back, adopt a comfortable posture and rest their fingers flat on the brailler keys where they will have more purchase and control.

The initial assessment should take into account the implications of any medical or physical conditions.

Familiarisation with the brailler

Space bar

Learners benefit from exploring the machine methodically. Start by finding the space bar at the front. Tap the space bar so that the carriage and embossing head move along the track.

Dot keys

Then help the learner locate the dot keys: to the left of the space bar, dots 1, 2 and 3 going out from the centre; and the keys to the right of the space bar, dots 4, 5 and 6, again going out from the centre. Some learners find it difficult to relate the domino six formation of the full braille cell with the keys on the machine. Thinking of keys in terms of numbers can help, but the “swing cell”, a device that relates the read cell to the writing keys, can be very useful. For more information visit www.rnib.org.uk/shop
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The “swing cell” presents the braille cell in the domino format and then allows both columns, dots 1-2-3 and dots 4-5-6, to “swing” outwards on a pivot 90 degrees to represent the keys of a braille writer. Manipulating the two columns can help learners to recognise how the keys relate to the read cell. Equally, writing a sign and reading it straight away, helps to reinforce the relationship between written and read braille.

Encourage learners to place their fingers on the dot keys. Practise writing random shapes. Then help the learner to locate the back spacing key on the extreme right and to locate the line spacing key on the extreme left of the front of the machine. Again encourage the learner to press and explore.

Carriage lever

Demonstrate that moving the carriage lever simultaneously moves the embossing head. This relationship is important for location and relocation of the embossing head.

Ask the learner to tap along with the space bar and follow the carriage lever and embossing head so that the relationship between keys and carriage and embossing is established. Press the dot keys to achieve the same purpose. Explain that by depressing the carriage lever, the embossing head can be moved both to the left and right silently. And that by placing the three fingers in the cup of the carriage lever, the carriage lever and embossing head can be moved to the left only, accompanied by a clicking sound.

Paper release levers

Next ask the learner to locate the paper release levers at the top back of the machine. Explain that when pulled towards the user, the paper can be inserted; when pushed away from the user, the paper is “locked” in the machine. Locate the paper feed knobs at the two ends of the machine. Explain how these knobs feed the paper into the machine and how they can be used to move up and down a page when the paper levers are locked. These, with the carriage lever allow movement on a horizontal and vertical plane.

Next locate the paper support bar and grooved roller. Relate these to the insertion of paper, locate the left paper stop and explain how it is most commonly used with the stop over to the left to prevent brailling over the holes in punched paper. When over to the right two cells, it is most commonly used for labelling where those two extra cells count. This paper stop is positioned on the left top back.

Margin stops

Locate the margins stops. Explain that by depressing the bottom lever upwards, holding the position, and then moving it along the track, both left and right margin stops can be positioned. Explain that the position of the right margin stop determines not only the right hand margin but also ensures a bell rings 7 spaces before the margin is reached.
With the margins set to the outside extremes, let the learner tap along on the space bar and count the 42 cells available on the braille line. At the 35th cell the bell will ring. So 7 spaces remain after the bell has sounded. The margin stops are situated at the back of the Perkins and move along a slot.

Carrying handle and identification

Remember to locate the carrying handle on the top of the machine. Also locate and identify the individual number of the machine printed on a plate on the underneath of the machine centred at the front. Unfortunately it is in print! Some learners put an adhesive braille label on the bottom with their name, or the identification number, so that they can identify their machine independently.

This methodical approach helps the learner to process the information more effectively, aided by tactual exploration and asking questions. The order that features of the brailler are introduced can vary but the emphasis on method is helpful. Braillers are robust and can survive such exploration.

As the different features of the machine are introduced over a number of sessions, encourage familiarity by asking the learner to locate and name the different parts and functions of the machine. Over time learners will identify and employ all the functions.

Special brailling needs

The familiarisation process will vary for learners who require adapted machines. For those with conditions such as arthritis, where use of the standard keys can cause pain, extended keys frequently ensure greater comfort for longer. Users need to exert less pressure on extended keys so they reduce impact and possible inflamation of the joints. The keyboards of electronic braille writers can be useful, though only machines such as the Mountbatten produce hard copy, upwardly-produced braille. For conditions which include fatigue, extended keys or electronically operated keys with their light touch can help to extend the period of use. Adaptations can be individual and creative solutions can make a huge difference.

For learners who can only use one hand, a unimanual Perkins (or an equivalent electronic version) is available. With the Perkins unimanual brailler the user firstly depresses the selected left hand dot keys – say, with the letter ‘n’, dots 1 and 3 – from dot keys 1, 2 and 3. The selected keys lock. The user then depresses dot keys 4 and 5 – the selected dots from dots 4, 5 and 6 – and the letter ‘n’ is produced as the left hand keys are unlocked.

If the left hand keys, dots 1-2-3 are not used, say with the sign for the letter ‘w’, then the dot 5 itself is alone depressed and the dot is produced. Where no dots in the right hand column – dots 4-5-6 – are used, as, say in the letter ‘l’, here the dots 1-2-3 are depressed followed by the depression of the space bar; the sign is then produced. This unimanual machine is very effective, though inevitably slower than the bimanual machine.

One braille learner had full use of his right hand but no left thumb. He also had a left index finger that could function perfectly well but which gave no indication that it had pressed a key because of no sense of feeling in the finger. His second and third fingers operated normally but the fourth finger had very limited strength. He arrived for braille lessons using a unimanual machine but was frustrated by how slow he was. Extended keys were installed and the dot 1 key (the nearest to the space bar on the left hand side) was adapted with two side pieces that protruded vertically. These side pieces kept the index finger with no feeling securely on the dot 1 key and allowed him to use it without worrying that it would slip off unknown to him. He was totally blind and would not have observed the index finger slipping off the key. This adaptation enabled him to use a bimanual machine, which increased his speed considerably.

Equipment

Unfortunately most braille writers are both expensive and noisy. Most electronic braillers are much quieter with soft braille displays but more expensive. Any braille writer is expensive compared to buying a pen. Of course, most electronic braille writers interface with computers, printers and embossers and can be very flexible.  The Perkins Brailler, the most commonly-used machine, is heavy but generally reliable and durable. Few machines are genuinely portable, ie pocket-sized and light.

The traditional handframe based on the equipment devised by Louis Braille, is light, cheap and portable, but is not upward-brailling. It relies on a pointed writing implement known as a style, to press down on the paper inserted into the frame to produce dots on the underside of the paper. To read or check your braille the paper has to be removed from the frame. Handframes are very portable, but they are quite challenging for new braillists, as the user has to braille from right to left, brailling each character in mirror-fashion. This method is rarely used for beginners. [Please note: Since this was written, a new upward writing handframe known as the Braille King has become available. See end of document for more information.]
New braillists generally learn on a conventional upward, mechanical brailler such as the Perkins Brailler, but benefit from being aware of electronic and alternative equipment such as the handframe. Then the user has a choice, at a price and appropriate equipment can be chosen to meet the individual needs.

If a cassette player or dictation machine is going to be used to provide braille writing exercises aurally, the learner needs to be familiarised with this equipment too.

Braille writing techniques

Preparation of the machine

New braillists can reduce potential problems by taking the following four steps before inserting the paper:
· carriage over to the left hand margin

· paper release levers pulled towards user

· paper feed knobs turned fully away from user

· left paper stop over to the left.
The carriage positioned against the left hand margin makes it easier to insert the paper. The correct position of the paper release levers permits the paper to be slotted into the machine. The paper feed knobs in this position ensure that the paper will feed in fully. The position of the left margin stop allows full width paper to be inserted and allows for a margin of two cells to accommodate the punched holes. (The left paper stop positioned and locked to the right is most useful for labelling when space is at a premium and the two extra cells provided count.)

Inserting paper

Now paper can be inserted, which some learners find difficult. The following method works well:
· With full size Perkins paper, hold the paper on the two outside edges about two-thirds of the way down the sheet so that the paper hangs away downwards.

· Slide the bottom left hand corner under the embossing head and move to the left along the paper support bar.

· Slide the rest of the bottom paper edge of the paper under the grooved roller.

· Check that the paper is securely placed (but not bent) against the left margin and that the bottom edge is firmly positioned (but not buckled) under the grooved roller.

· Then with the left hand, push the paper release lever forward to hold the paper in position. Using the left hand minimises unwanted movement of the paper which is quite critical with the Perkins Brailler.

· Roll the paper feed knobs towards the user until the roller locks.
· Press the line spacing key once or twice. Failure to do this can result in brailling over the same line twice as the machine (without the new line command) is not properly on line. Pressing the line spacing key once ensures that the brailler is on line and that further use of the line spacing key will take the learner onto a new line.

The machine is now ready to use. Most new learners require a good deal of practice in inserting the paper correctly. This avoids paper being jammed or crooked, and wrongly-spaced lines. A methodical, practised approach gives the learner confidence.

Setting the right margin for different sized paper

A range of braille paper sizes meet the different needs and preferences of users. The adjustment of the right hand margin stop avoids brailling off the edge of narrower paper. One of the easiest methods of setting the right hand margin is to:
· Move the right hand margin stop to the extreme right, place the index finger on the right hand edge of the paper and move the carriage until it touches the index finger on the left hand side.

· Move the right hand margin stop until it meets resistance where the carriage is positioned.

· Most index fingers will allow a number of spaces to form a right hand margin.

· Release the margin stop in this position and the margin is set.
This is a quick and easy method. More precise users may prefer to count out the number of spaces provided by the different widths of paper and allow a margin of, say, four or five spaces. Whichever method is adopted, it is important to set the right hand margin; it sets the position where the bell rings and tells the braillist that only seven spaces remain on the line.

With practice users can release the right hand margin to insert an extra sign or two if they have miscalculated the number of spaces left after the bell. The four or five spaces left in the right hand margin permit a little licence to extend the line length. This skill is more common when greater speeds are attained.

Keyboard skills

Good keyboard skills help to maintain accuracy and confidence. Achieving a consistent use of the keys makes it more likely that learners cope with the overlaying rules of the code. For most learners, the first, second and third fingers of the left hand will be designated to dots 1, 2 and 3 respectively and the first, second and third fingers of the right hand will be designated to dots 4, 5 and 6 respectively. If possible these fingers should lightly rest on these keys, pressing when required. If not “resting on the keys”, the fingers can hover slightly above them. Techniques vary.

The thumb of either hand can operate the space bar. Unfortunately the Perkins space bar is not positioned so that the thumb can hover over the bar. It requires movement of the hand. However, most other braillers are designed for the thumb to operate the space bar. To operate the space bar comfortably, bending the thumb knuckles forward brings the thumb over the space bar. Extended keys on the Perkins Brailler permit the thumb to hover over the space bar.

It is best to only use the thumb to operate the space bar. Later on braillists in the habit of using one of their fingers frequently return to the wrong key when writing at speed, creating errors that have to be corrected, slowing the braillist down. The right index finger often returns to the dot 5 key and the left index finger to the dot 2 key. Using the thumb generates fewer errors.

Most operators of the Perkins use their index or second finger to use the back spacing and line spacing keys. Some users with strong little fingers use these instead.

Applying just enough pressure

The pressure applied to the keys when brailling is important. When adequate pressure is applied, the dots produced will be the same as those produced by a heavy touch. New braille users benefit from practising to acquire the appropriate, minimal touch to ensure the same quality of dot production. This reduces fatigue and noise, and is better for the machine too.

A methodical use

Using the braille writer methodically can help the user to establish patterns that free the learner to concentrate on use of code. The repeated, methodical preparation of the machine, the insertion of paper and the clearly-defined method of, say, moving to a new line, is efficient but also, crucially, permits the brain to function at other levels such as creativity or code sorting. 

For example, every time the end of a line is reached, encourage new learners to use the line spacing key first, followed by returning the carriage to the beginning of the line. By using the line spacing key first, the user returns the carriage across a clear line. The tendency is for most right-handed users to return the carriage to the left-hand margin first and then use the line spacing key. However on some machines the embossing head then drags across the previously-written line of braille, sometimes flattening the dots. So it is worth setting up best practice from the beginning.

Equally a methodical pattern of use ensures that the machine behaves more consistently for the learner. Inserting the paper in a prescribed manner normally results in the paper being set up in the same way, and this, for example, allows corrections to be made more easily and enables paper to be re-inserted at a later date to continue from where the user left off.

Rhythmical writing

Writing rhythmically allows the user time to think and anticipate approaching signs and rules or to concentrate on the subject matter in hand when creating material. The user feels in greater control, choosing their own speed and rhythmic writing tends to generate a degree of relaxation which unrhythmical writing fails to achieve. Quick spurts on the machine with the inevitable longer pauses in-between are demanding on concentration and energy, and do not allow users to maintain full control over their actions and thoughts so comprehensively. Rhythmical writing appears to be less fatiguing, particularly when the rhythm is fully assimilated into the practice of the learner.

To introduce a new learner to rhythmical writing, the teacher simply stresses a slow beat that the learner attempts to follow, brailling out, say, the same word or phrase. The beat can be the same as the signs given in writing a word or phrase. The speed should be slow at first, as it is important for the rhythm to be consistent. The speed can increase as the learner accommodates the fluent writing of the sequence of signs. It is the equal spaces between each beat that makes for rhythmical writing; the even shortening of the spaces between each beat simply increases the speed while still retaining the rhythmical writing. Repetition of a group of signs allows learners to concentrate on the rhythm rather than the signs themselves. Many learners find rhythmical writing very rewarding.

Repetition, practice and motor memory

Repetition, practice and motor memory all contribute to building confidence. They enable learners to increase the time available to deal with the complexities of the braille code while the mechanical operations are executed on “automatic”. Practising repeating letters, words and phrases helps the learner to habituate the mechanical process of producing signs. Repetition reinforces patterns and generates confidence. Of course, repetitive practice should be limited before boredom sets in! However, some repetition instils greater comfort and relaxation. Learning something completely new every time can be overwhelming. Repetition can break down the skills necessary for eventual fluent rapid writing, and helps to develop greater speed and fluency.

Initially, exercises which focus on accuracy and fluency, help to foster concentration on the mechanical production of the signs where familiarity with the signs is not yet established. Practice helps to establish this certainty. Repetition is also a useful method to resolve commonly-reversed signs such as “dfhj”. Repetition reinforces the motor memory and the hands working “on automatic” for certain signs, frees the brain to concentrate on the braille code and its rules.

Dexterity

Newly blinded learners need time, direction and practice to acquaint themselves with the machine and the actions needed to perform the tasks. Newly blinded learners need to adapt to working by touch instead of the previous hand-to-eye co-ordination which would previously have dominated such actions. Keying braille is different to typing on a QWERTY keyboard in that the user is “chording” signs somewhat like a pianist. The sequence is of “chords” rather than of single, sequenced key strokes. Between 1 and 6 keys are depressed simultaneously to produce the required sign. Rhythmical writing helps the development of dexterity because it initially gives the user time to prepare the pattern of shapes to be brailled. Neat, dextrous hand and finger movements can significantly increase performance.

Using all functions of the brailler

By using all functions of the braille writer the user becomes self-reliant. The teacher should ensure that no areas of use are neglected. Many learners will use a number of machines in their lifetime and it is important that the learner’s initial experience of any braille writing machine is thorough and secure, so that they can transfer these skills comfortably to other equipment.

Checking and erasing

To check a line of braille just produced, the learner may turn up the braille line two or three clicks on the paper roller to read it. With two clicks the embossing head can interfere with the reading a little but on the Perkins there is a secure, flat reading surface. With three clicks of the roller, the braille line is well clear of the embossing head but is positioned half on and half off the flat platform to the rear of the embossing head. Many learners opt for two clicks because a quick adjustment of the position of the embossing head provides space to read the line of braille on a flat, secure and supportive surface for the reading fingers. After checking, the learner needs to remember to return to the writing line by clicking back with the paper feed roller two or three clicks.

Erasure of signs produced on an upward-brailling machine

A sign cannot be inserted into a text as with a word processor or electronic, soft Braille display writer. However, if there is no need for additional space, corrections can be made using an eraser. The eraser is a small implement with a handle and a tapering stem that terminates with a flat surface about the size of a single braille dot.

To make a correction:
· Turn up two clicks on the paper feed roller so that there is a solid surface under the sign to be corrected.

· Press down the eraser on the offending dot(s) until flattened.

· Then “click” back down the two lines.

· Position the embossing head over the corrected cell.

· Braille out the replacement sign.
Some braillists wet the offending dot(s) slightly to facilitate the absorption of the dot material back into the paper surface. If the eraser is positioned directly above the offending dot, the 90 degree angle ensures a more even flattening of the dot.

Layout

Adopting a consistent layout enables learners to more easily identify and locate their own braille material. As soon as signs are known, each piece of paper should be headed with the name, date and exercise title. This straightforward approach helps learners to organise their work and makes it more easily accessible to teachers too. A clear line left between the headers and the main text, perhaps filling the blank line with a full or centred 12-cell long line of middle ‘c’s, can signal to the searching fingers that this is the top of the page. Learners can begin at an early stage to organise and take care of their own portfolio of work.

Losing work is distressing and demotivating. An agreed house style can be adopted initially. The learner, when more confident and experienced, can develop a personal style.

Teaching strategies, discussion points and tips

The development of braille writing and touch reading reinforce each other. Both skills help with learning how to use the code. Dovetailed together, these skills accelerate progress.

Stage 1: The initial stage

Following initial assessment and the establishment of an optimum learning environment, the learner needs to be familiarised with the braille writer and learn appropriate Braille writing techniques while adopting a comfortable effective posture. The learner can operate most functions of the braille writer at the initial stage and be familiar with the potential of all. Margin setting, for example, can be learnt at the next stage. Learners benefit from concentrating on the preparation of the machine, inserting the paper, keyboarding, methodical use and using most functions. Introducing all braille writing techniques early on may confuse some learners. It is critical at this early stage to establish a methodical approach, which a learner can employ to good effect in all areas of braille writing.

Most of what learners write at this stage will be in response to prescribed exercises, which introduce and practise the use of new and previously-learnt signs. This allows learners to concentrate on keying the signs and operating the machine in the execution of the graduated exercises. Spellings, where necessary, can be given to enable the learner to execute the task more easily and accurately.

Simultaneously to the learning of touch reading and braille writing, the learner may also be asked to learn to use an audio cassette player. Instructions and exercises can be given on tape, preferably with the use of a foot control which enables the hands to focus exclusively on the operation of the braille writer or the touch reading text. This additional equipment allows learners to work independently at times at their own speed. Some learners find using a cassette player with a foot control quite demanding and a mixture of tape use and live dictation from the teacher can facilitate progress until the learner has acquired effective use of the cassette player. Familiarisation with the particular piece of audio equipment used can be as important as the familiarisation with the braille writer. Efficient use of equipment accelerates learning. 

Braille writing practice that incorporates patterned repetitions with variations helps to establish the foundations of fluent writing. Variations on words and expressions give learners a sense of achievement and helps to increase speed, accuracy and confidence. A sentence such as: “Bill is a bad lad.” can be slightly varied as follows:

“Bill is a sad lad.”

“Bill is a bad dad.”

“Bill is a sad cad.”
The variations are slight but sufficient to demand attention. Equally these sentences are similar enough to generate confidence through repetition to produce written braille more rapidly and accurately in a patterned context. This type of activity can be a welcome relief to learners who are continually learning new signs. Variation in a structured programme adds interest and promotes achievement.

Building confidence and speed

A useful exercise at the end of the initial stage:
· The learner brailles the first five letters of the alphabet five times.

· Then adds the sixth letter of the alphabet and brailles out this group five times.

· Continue this pattern adding a further letter to the group until the complete alphabet is being written.

· Finally the full stop is added.
This exercise enables the learner to build up to brailling the entire alphabet. The pattern is gradually established, the motor memory is fed systematically and gradually and a controlled rhythmical brailling is commonly maintained. This exercise gives the learner confidence and later there appears to be a transfer of learning to using the letters of the alphabet in less structured contexts.

Initially there are many braille writing skills and much knowledge to acquire. It is best to concentrate on establishing appropriate posture, techniques and use of the machine in a secure, if initially slow, manner. Speed and accuracy can more effectively be built upon correct methods than on ill-learnt procedures. The emphasis needs to be on the methodical approach and applying new skills.

Stage 2: The intermediate stage

At this stage the learner might expect to complete the familiarisation of the machine and be able to use all functions of the brailler with confidence. The learner will still normally be consolidating appropriate braille writing techniques, concentrating on developing rhythmical writing, correction, erasure and layout. Repetition, practice and motor memory activities are also useful for those learners who need additional consolidation of the extra signs and their use. The code may still feel challenging to learners.

Accuracy is the key goal now. Braille writing can be quite unforgiving. A “slipped dot” – this is where a dot is either omitted or inadvertently inserted into the text – can change the meaning of a word or sentence quite radically and sometimes humorously:


“I have a lot to see to this morning.” 
becomes 

“I have a lot to pee to this morning.”
Inaccurate braille is ruthlessly unfair for example where a sign is reversed. In the example below the letter ‘h’ (dots 1-2-5) is reversed to the letter ‘d’ (dots 1-4-5):


“Bob is a happy hippy.”
becomes

“Bob is a dappy dippy.”

Bob was possibly not very amused!

So accurate controlled use of the keyboard needs to be maintained as speed increases. Increased speed with decreased accuracy can be a recipe for disaster. A secure knowledge of the code and the basic rules builds the foundation for increased fluency and speed later on. Thorough learning and use of the braille code at this stage gives learners the most critical elements needed to support their development of confident

fluent writing.

Braille writing exposes the learner’s knowledge and use of the braille code. With touch reading, learners can often guess or be reminded of a sign’s meaning by its context. With writing, the learner needs to know a sign before using it. Knowledge of the signs and their application are essential for developing fluency. Oral testing of the large code and writing exercises designed specifically to relate the knowledge to the use of it in writing help the learning process. This approach helps learners to handle the 189 wordsigns, groupsigns and shortforms of the braille code. Knowledge and use of punctuation and composition signs and practice used in everyday braille require continual reinforcement. Without this thorough approach to learning the code, the sheer volume of the code can become an obstacle to adult learners.

An increased level of language awareness is more necessary at the intermediate stage, so learners with poor or undeveloped literacy skills require additional support. For many it may be the spelling of words that will enable them to braille with greater assuredness; the teacher may need to help the learner to identify the signs needed. Examining words with the sole aim of identifying signs can help a learner to begin to deal with language in the context of code identification, leading to improvements in language use and ultimately to better literacy.

It may be better for some learners with poor literacy skills to remain with grade 1 braille, avoiding the level of language required to deal with the “shorthand” element of the code. Others may need to continue with grade 1 braille for longer to consolidate language skills, before moving on to grade 2 braille. The teacher should try to minimise the adverse effects of language on braille learning. Teachers of braille should seek expert advice on adult literacy teaching to enhance their role in developing the learner’s communication skills. Literacy teaching provided in tandem with braille learning can increase achievement for adult learners.

Reversals

The problems with reversals exist in both reading and writing. Almost all braille shapes are reversable. Where it is a problem, the teacher should identify the signs most frequently reversed by the learner, and provide practice exclusively to address these signs and monitor their use in written work. Addressing reversals can need a sustained programme. Identifying the problem signs not only helps the teacher to address specifics but often also helps the learner to realise how few signs are causing the problem.

Writing groups of words such as “dive, five, hive, jive” can help new braillists to examine the source of the problem. Words such as “raw”, “trout” and “ice” are also useful as each word contains the reversable signs. The ‘r’ and ‘w’ in “raw”, the ‘t’ and ‘ou’ sign in “trout” and the letters ‘e’ and ‘i’ in “ice” help learners to differentiate between the two reversable signs in writing the words. Asking the learner to state the right dots before writing a troublesome sign can help the learner to make a conscious effort to get it right.

At the intermediate stage learners will be beginning to compose their own material. This demands a much higher level of writing skill than brailling out prescribed practice material. The teacher and learner need to foster a methodical approach to this kind of work. A simple method for new braillists is to:
· compose the sentence in their mind first

· identify the braille signs needed, and

· finally to braille them out.
This method gives a new braillist time to concentrate on the three elements independently. Ultimately these three elements will come together naturally. However, addressing these elements separately in a methodical way can help new braillists to work more securely.

Inaccuracies tend to occur more frequently when new braillists are composing grade 2 braille texts. Reading a text and writing answers to questions on it can help learners to compose answers using vocabulary based on the text and questions. Creative or spontaneous writing is more vulnerable to braille errors. Again the solution is to firstly compose your answer internally, identify the signs needed and ultimately to braille out “the answer”.

At the intermediate stage it is useful to introduce learners to different sizes of paper. This helps users to practise positioning the right hand margin stop and to use different paper sizes for different applications. Many learners like to use paper that fits A4 folders, while others prefer the Perkins size paper. It is also a good time to learn about labels. Knowledge and experience of paper and labels in their different shapes, sizes and methods of production are empowering and lead to greater independent use of braille writing.

Stage 3: The advanced stage

Posture, braille writing techniques, adept use of the brailler and overall accuracy having been achieved, the learner and teacher can now focus on the development of fluency and speed. Unlike touch reading, where the learner will ultimately read more slowly than sighted print-readers, it is possible to write braille more quickly than handwriting. A fluent rapid braille writer can achieve speeds of up to 40 words per minute on a Perkins and even faster on an electronic braille keyboard. Speed builds through constant use and speed writing practice helps. The teacher dictates a passage, at a speed that closely follows the keying of the words, maintaining a constant flow of words that encourages greater fluency and speed in the learner.

Revising identifiable groups of signs and giving speed writing exercises containing these signs can provide both speed writing practice and necessary reinforcement of the code. Speed writing can also include the writing of sentences which vary only slightly from each other. The repetitive nature of the material encourages learners to increase their fluency and speed. Some learners like to know their writing speed and the number of errors incurred in, say, a passage of 200 plus words. A higher rate of words per minute acts as an incentive for some learners.

Speed writing exercises should provide adult learners with the opportunity of anticipating signs and working out the correct way to braille a word before writing – and at speed. Secure knowledge and use of signs is essential for confident, fluent and rapid writing. The art for the teacher when dictating speed writing exercises is to be fully aware of exactly at which point in the passage the learner is. The teacher can then maintain a supply of words consecutive with the need. With this method the teacher can increase the speed of delivery in straightforward sections and just provide sufficient words and punctuation for the writer’s needs.

At the advanced stage the learner will begin to use braille in many different contexts, requiring much more spontaneous writing, where composition and execution work hand in hand. Use the method advocated in “The intermediate stage”: compose the words in your head, identify the signs needed and then braille.

This process will begin to speed up and help to increase the speed and accuracy of written work. Knowing what you are going to write gives the writer time to anticipate the signs and their usage. It is important that the teacher and learner recognise that using a broader vocabulary with the appropriate braille contractions is demanding and complex. Learners must not feel discouraged or too intimidated by the experience, and need to be reassured that occasional problems are part of the learning process for everyone.

Learning about different kinds of layout provides variety and some learners enjoy getting absorbed in layout tasks. Setting out a braille tabulation introduces a planning element. Required spacing for the columns, the use of “tracker” lines and the frequent need to abbreviate information provide the braille user with a challenge and pleasing results. Concentrating on the presentation of braille material can be both satisfying and utilitarian. Where there are too many columns and too much information to fit conveniently on a braille line or page, learners can examine how to design a vertical model to present the same material in a usable format. For example, column headings can be listed vertically with, perhaps, a colon following, and then the information from the column. This alternative method can be just as accessible to the touch reader as the more conventional column method of tabulation.

Braille technology can play an increasingly significant role at this stage of the learner’s development. An electronic brailler can either read out or additionally produce the braille on a soft braille display. Synthetic voice-only notetakers do not produce readable braille for the touch reader and this obviously limits its application. Notetakers that feature both a synthetic voice and soft braille provide both methods of recall. These machines are lighter and more portable than mechanical machines like a Perkins. Electronic notetakers also interact with PCs, braille embossers and printers, so that hard copies can be produced in braille or print if required, for example in a sighted work or study environment. To find out more about the kinds of braille technology available (of which the notetaker is a single example) see Appendix 5.

[Some learners will want to try out the new upward writing handframe, known as the Braille King. New braillists should be made aware of it and encouraged to learn to use it if interested.]

By this stage most learners are displaying a significantly higher level of dexterity than when they began. Learners are beginning to perceive that braille writing can be used to meet many of their everyday needs. Keeping an accessible address book, keeping a diary, brailling out a shopping list, taking down notes at college or in the workplace are all possible now. Labels can be produced to identify objects. These are important steps towards independence and inclusion. The empowerment achieved by the independent braille user cannot be over-estimated. Some learners will be using additional codes to access other areas of interest such as computing, science, modern languages and music. The possibilities increase as their skills develop. Braille reading and writing can now form an important element of the newly blinded person’s communication skills package. Literacy is restored.

Chapter 6 – Shape

Teaching shape is perhaps the most interesting aspect of teaching someone to touch read and write braille. In equal part the teacher learns alongside the learner to perceive shape in a manner unique to every learner of braille. The teacher’s enabling role is enhanced by the particular perception of the new braillist. While there are characteristic patterns of perception common to many, each learner brings a uniqueness to the learning of shape.

The role of the teacher

A teacher who is familiar with the possible descriptions of the 44 shapes in various tactual contexts and who understands the impact of pattern on touch perception for new braillists, can offer so much more to the learner. The learner is trying to assimilate a complex system through touch, which is generally an under-used pathway. Learners need to be able to sort each shape in their minds for rapid retrieval. In learning each shape it is good to note its similarities and differences with the others, to help learners to distinguish each. The teacher can help learners to identify the shapes through description and use. Most learners accommodate some shapes without difficulty but as the number of signs increases, most need a means of remembering and differentiating further shapes. The teacher’s role is to discuss and agree a method of description. Language and touch organise perception.

Initially the teacher can suggest different, possible descriptions using, say, the horizontal or vertical features of the braille cell to help the learner identify significant features which can then be used to identify a particular sign later. For example, for the letter ‘m’ (dots 1, 3, 4) the teacher can initially describe it as a sign that is perceived by the finger(s) firstly as dots 1 and 3 forming clearly-felt upper and lower dots with a gap in the middle of the finger pad; the upper dot 4 forms an extension or “bar”. This method of perception uses the vertical model. Alternatively the letter ‘m’ could be perceived as a horizontal line or bar (dots 1 and 4) felt on the upper part of the finger pad with a single dot (dot 3) felt early on the lower part of the pad as the finger crosses the shape. This horizontal model, describes the horizontal perception of the dots. There is no right way of perceiving this sign and it is the teacher’s role to work out which method best suits the learner. Clarity of description and certainty of perception are crucial.

The teacher needs to establish (through effective braille reading techniques) the idea of upper, middle and lower in terms of the finger pad and perception. This notion of “levels” helps learners early on to locate dots and spaces. Choose activities to help the learner develop perception both in terms of levels and columns – the left column, dots 1, 2 and 3 and the right one, dots 4, 5 and 6.

It also helps to give the learner the vocabulary and concepts that help to define shape. Terms such as dot dense, slight, angled, complex, open, horizontal, vertical, large, parallel, triangular and corner-shaped help learners to begin to define and accommodate the various shapes and position of these shapes on the finger pad. By carefully introducing this descriptive vocabulary, the teacher can help new braillists to discover the terms that help them best. The teacher’s role is to enable learners to find their own method of defining shape and applying this to touch reading. The teacher needs to identify what works for the individual and to encourage the learner to try to define or describe shape independently. While some learners love defining shapes for themselves, others welcome the teacher’s suggestions. Many adopt a middle path.

By appreciating the nature of shape perception, the teacher can also identify the shapes that often generate problems for touch readers, and be familiar with those that are straightforward. This appreciation enables teachers to provide more appropriate learning material and to support the learner more fully when reading new shapes. It can help the learner to know that a shape often causes other learners problems in given contexts. Well-developed touch reading techniques and strategies for describing and identifying shape, combine to enable the learner to distinguish the 44 shapes of the code in various tactual contexts.

The teacher should carefully monitor progress, identify problematic signs and judge when to revise and consolidate shape recognition, before introducing new shapes.

By working together, learner and teacher can evolve a set of strategies which can enable the new braillist to touch read securely the 44 shapes and 63 signs that make up the braille code. The teacher and learner need to appreciate that the brain and finger(s) need to work in tandem to establish fluent accurate touch reading.

Defining shape characteristics

This section focuses on the description and definition of shape. Each of the 44 shapes is given a range of descriptions. Teachers and learners may have their own descriptions to add. Each description is followed by a brief note, addressing the problems a sign can present and identifying its positive tactual characteristics.

The descriptions are suggestions only. Teachers and learners often come up with their own suggestions and this should be encouraged if it helps learners to organise the flow of tactual information to their finger pads and brain. The descriptions can help learners to unlock the complexities of the signs and assimilate the shapes into their tactual vocabulary, and are designed to help teachers to identify one which will help an individual learner.

The 44 shapes

A list of the 44 shapes is in Appendix 1.

The alphabet

Aa  a
· dot 1

· an upper sign

· a single dot felt early and high on the upper part of the finger pad

· a “speck”.

The letter ‘a’ does not abut following signs as the 4-5-6 column is empty, and accordingly affords greater ease of recognition. However, when following letters ‘m’ and ‘c’, for example, it can merge with the preceding “bar” and not be immediately perceived. A controlled consistent speed across these combinations can help as can the recognition of the following blank column.

Bb  b
· dots 1 and 2

· an upper sign

· a vertical “bar” (dots 1 and 2) felt early on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad

· small

· slim

· compact

· slight

· neat.

The letter ‘b’ does not abut following signs as the 4-5-6 column is empty, so is easier to recognise. Being more substantial than the letter ‘a’, it is normally easily recognised. If occasionally confused with the letter ‘k’, comparison of the compact ‘b’ and the open ‘k’ usually resolves this difficulty. If ‘b’ is confused with ‘c’ it helps to compare words such as “bob” and “cob” and “call” and “ball”.

Cc  c 
· dots 1 and 4

· an upper sign

· a horizontal line or “bar” (dots 1 and 4) felt on the upper part of the finger pad

· neat

· compact

· slim

· small.
The letter ‘c’ is normally recognised without great difficulty. Care may be needed to recognise a following ‘a’ which may merge into the preceding ‘c’ “bar”. If ‘c’ is confused with ‘b’ it helps to compare words such as “bob” and “cob” and “call” and “ball”.

Dd  d
· dots 1, 4 and 5

· an upper sign

· a horizontal line or “bar” (dots 1 and 4) felt on the upper part of the finger pad with the dot 5 felt separately late on the middle of the finger pad

· the dot 1 felt individually on the upper part of the finger pad and the dots 4 and 5 felt as a vertical “bar” on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad

· a slanting angle (dots 1 and 5) with the dot 4 felt last completing the triangle

· triangular

· three-cornered

· right angled

· the weight of the right angle is in the top right hand corner

· complex.

The letter ‘d’ can prove problematic because of its similarity to the letters ‘f’, ‘h’ and ‘j’, mirror images of the ‘d’. When followed by the vowels a, e, o and u the dot 1 of the following vowels can appear faint to new braillists. Of the four triangular, 3-cornered shapes, the letter ‘d’ tends to be the more obstinate sign to accommodate.

Ee  e
· dots 1 and 5

· an upper sign

· the dot 1 is felt early on the upper part of the finger pad and the dot 5 felt soon after on the middle part of the finger pad

· diagonal

· a grave accent (as used in the French language)

· a backward slash or a backward oblique stroke

· dips from the top left hand corner down to the right

· a gentle slope as the finger crosses

· slim

· slight

· angled.

This frequently-occurring sign when abutting larger shapes tends to present the adjoining dot 1 with preceding shapes and dot 5 with following shapes as rather faint. It requires careful reading but being a small, slight shape does help. It can be confused with its mirror image, the letter ‘i’. Double ‘e’s require controlled reading.

Ff  f
· dots 1, 2 and 4

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 1 and 4) felt on the upper part of the finger pad and the dot 2 felt early beneath the “bar” on the middle part of the finger pad

· a vertical “bar” (dots 1 and 2) felt early on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad with the dot 4 felt later on the upper part of the finger pad (like an extension of dot 1)

· a slanting angle moving upwards to the right (dots 2 and 4) with the dot 1 lying above this angle

· triangular

· 3-cornered

· a right angle

· the weight of the right angle is in the top left hand corner

· complex

· “a bit like a print capital ‘f’.

The letter ‘f’ can feel similar to its mirror images, ‘d’, ‘h’ and ‘j’. When followed by a, e, o and u, the dot 1 of these vowels can appear faint to new braillists.

Gg  g
· dots 1, 2, 4 and 5

· an upper sign

· two parallel horizontal “bars” (dots 1 and 4 and dots 2 and 5) felt on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad

· two parallel vertical “bars” (dots 1 and 2 and dots 4 and 5) felt on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad

· squat

· compact

· 4-cornered

· “a blob”

· heavy.

This compact simple sign presents few difficulties usually.
Hh  h
· dots 1, 2 and 5

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 2 and 5) felt in the middle part of the finger pad with the dot 1 felt early on the upper part of the finger pad (like a stalk)

· a vertical “bar” (dots 1 and 2) felt early on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad with the dot 5 felt later (like an extension of dot 2) on the middle part of the finger pad

· a slanting angle moving downwards from left to right (dots 1 and 5) with the dot 2 lying underneath the angle

· triangular

· 3-cornered

· right-angled

· right-angled with the weight in the bottom left hand corner

· complex

· “with a bit of imagination you can join the three dots to form a lower case print ‘h’”

The letter ‘h’ can be confused with its mirror images, ‘d’, ‘f’ and ‘j’. When followed by a, e, o and u, recognition is easy because the dot 1 of the vowels is not adjacent to the dot 5 of the ‘h’. When ‘i’ abuts its dot 2 against the dot 5 of the letter ‘h’, the dot 2 of the letter ‘i’ is often perceived more faintly than the other dots. Letter ‘h’ is one of the more quickly-recognised of the triangular signs.

Ii  i
· dots 2 and 4

· an upper sign

· the dot 2 is felt early on the middle part of the finger pad and the dot 4 felt later and quickly on the upper part of the finger pad

· diagonal

· an acute accent (as used in the French language)

· a forward slash or oblique stroke

· slopes up from the middle to the top right hand corner

· slim

· slight

· “a fleck”.

When abutting larger shapes, the ‘i’ can feel rather faint in comparison. However, it is a small shape, which helps. It can be confused with its mirror image, the letter ‘e’.

Jj  j
· dots 2, 4 and 5

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 2 and 5) felt on the middle part of the finger pad with the dot 4 felt later on the upper part of the finger pad (like a stalk)

· a single dot 2 felt early on the middle part of the finger pad followed by a vertical “bar” (dots 4 and 5) felt later on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad

· like a print capital ‘j’

· a slanting angle moving up from the middle to the top right hand corner (dots 2 and 4), with the dot 5 felt later “tucked under the angle”

· triangular

· 3-cornered

· right-angled

· right-angled with the weight in the bottom right hand corner

· complex.

The letter ‘j’ can be confused with its mirror images, the letters ‘d’, ‘f’ and ‘h’. When followed by vowels, the adjoining dot 1 or 2 can appear fainter than the dots of the preceding ‘j’. The letter ‘j’ occurs less frequently than the other 3 triangular shapes, but, perhaps because of its similarity to the capital print letter ‘j’, does not generally generate too many problems.

Kk  k
· dots 1 and 3

· an upper sign

· the spaced dots 1 and 3 are felt simultaneously and early on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad respectively

· spaced

· spacious

· slight.

The letter ‘k’ has a blank right hand column making recognition easier. The spaciousness of this sign with the clearly-perceived gap between the two dots aids easy reading. If new braillists confuse ‘b’ and ‘k’, this is normally quickly resolved by comparison.

Ll  l
· dots 1, 2 and 3

· an upper sign

· dots 1-2-3 are felt simultaneously and early on the upper, middle and lower parts of the finger pad

· like a lower case print ‘l’

· straight

· slight

· simple.

The letter ‘l’ occupies the whole left hand column and is an easy shape. Occasionally new braillists confuse ‘l’ with an ‘s’ normally as a result of uncontrolled tracking or reading technique. Very rarely an ‘l’ is confused with ‘b’ but comparison normally resolves this.

Mm  m
· dots 1, 3 and 4

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 1 and 4) is felt across the upper part of the finger pad with the single, spaced dot 3 felt early on the lower part of the finger pad

· dots 1 and 3 are felt simultaneously and early on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad with the dot 4 felt as an extension of the dot 1

· a braille letter ‘c’ with a dot 3 at the bottom

· open

· secure

· straightforward

· comfortable.

The letter ‘m’ is a comfortable shape with the absent dots giving it space and ease of perception. It can be confused with the ‘sh’ sign (dots 1, 4 and 6) though good tracking techniques and use of absent dots or “gaps” should help to overcome this difficulty. A following letter ‘a’ can be easily missed by a new braillist.

Nn  n
· dots 1, 3, 4 and 5

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 1 and 4) is felt on the upper part of the finger pad, while the dot 3 is felt early on the lower part of the finger pad, and the dot 5 later on the middle part of the pad

· dots 1 and 3 are felt simultaneously and early on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad respectively while dots 4 and 5 form a vertical “bar” felt later on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad

· dots 1 and 4 form a horizontal “bar” while dots 3 and 5 form a slanting angle moving up from bottom left to right

· a horizontal line and a left-to-right stroke at the bottom

· like a fancy print number 7

· a bit like a print question mark

· complex

· straight line and angle

· contradictory: open and yet dot-dense

· a braille letter ‘d’ with a dot 3

· a braille letter ‘y’ minus the dot 6

· a braille letter ‘o’ plus the dot 4

· difficult.

The letter ‘n’ is one of the more complex shapes. Within a group of other signs it often proves challenging to new braillists. Identifying the two “gaps” left by the absent dots 2 and 6 sometimes helps. The dot 2 is usually quickly perceived to be absent and, with a full sweep of the sign, the fingers can pick out the “gap” of the absent dot 6. A double ‘n’ is a particularly difficult combination to read.

Oo  o
· dots 1, 3 and 5

· an upper sign

· dots 1 and 3 are felt simultaneously and early on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad respectively, with the dot 5 felt shortly afterwards on the middle part of the finger pad

· two angles coming to a point

· an arrowhead

· two parallel dots (dots 1 and 3) with a single dot felt later in the middle part of the finger pad

· an open shape

· complex

· “all angles”

· slim shape

· shape that flows from left to right to a point

· slim and angular.

The complexity of letter ‘o’ can present problems particularly within a larger braille group. The space afforded by this sign, plus its angularity and the three dots usually abutting at least one or two other signs, can be a difficult shape to perceive via touch. Controlled movement of the finger(s) can lessen its complexity and difficulty. A double ‘o’ is initially hard to read.

Pp  p
· dots 1, 2, 3 and 4

· an upper sign

· dots 1, 2 and 3 felt early and simultaneously down the full length of the finger pad with the dot 4 forming an extended, horizontal “bar” felt later on the upper part of the finger pad

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 1 and 4) felt on the upper part of the finger pad while a vertical “bar” (dots 2 and 3) is felt early on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad

· a braille letter ‘f’ with a dot 3

· an elongated shape

· clear outline

· simple

· elongated right angle.

The letter ‘p’ is a relatively simple shape consisting of four dots. Usually it stands out quite clearly in a group of signs.

Qq  q 

· dots 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5

· an upper sign

· dots 1, 2 and 3 felt early and simultaneously down the full length of the finger pad followed by the vertical “bar” (dots 4 and 5) felt later on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad

· two pairs of horizontal “bars” (dots 1 and 4, dots 2 and 5) are felt on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad while the solitary dot 3 is felt early on the lower part of the pad “like a tail”

· a braille letter ‘g’ with a dot 3

· a full cell minus dot 6 in the bottom right hand corner

· dot-dense

· over-large

· complex.

This large, 5-dot sign requires careful reading by a new braillist. The absent dot 6 is a useful clue as is the inevitable letter ‘u’ which follows it. Difficult to recognise because of its infrequent use.

Rr  r
· dots 1, 2, 3 and 5

· an upper sign

· a straight vertical line (dots 1, 2 and 3) felt early and simultaneously down the full length of the finger pad with a single dot 5 felt later on the middle part of the finger pad

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 2 and 5) felt on the middle part of the finger pad with two parallel dots (dots 1 and 3) felt early and simultaneously above and below the horizontal “bar”

· a filled triangle – where dots 1, 3 and 5 are perceived as the triangle and the more faintly perceived dot 2 “fills” the triangle

· a braille letter ‘h’ with a dot 3

· two “wings” (dots 1 and 3) are felt first with a horizontal “bar” (dots 2 and 5) felt clearly in the middle of the finger pad

· complex

· difficult

· dot-heavy

· a long shape with a bulbous middle.

The letter ‘r’ can easily be confused with ‘o’, although comparison can reveal the fainter dot 2 of the ‘r’ more clearly by comparing “rob” and “orb”. Equally it can be confused with the letter ‘t’, ‘w’ and ‘ou’ sign. The horizontal “bar” is usually perceived first; then with careful sweeps the learner locates the two “wings” (dots 1 and 3) by crossing these dots early in the “sweep”. The location of the two dots on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad is crucial to identifying ‘r’, ‘w’, ‘t’ and ‘ou’ signs. A double ‘r’ is difficult to read. The ‘r’ and ‘w’ are mirror images and may be clarified by comparison in the same word: “raw”.

Ss  s
· dots 2, 3 and 4

· an upper sign

· a vertical “bar” (dots 2 and 3) is felt early and simultaneously on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad with the dot 4 felt late on the upper part of the finger pad

· a slim shape curving up and away to the top right hand corner

· “a blade of grass blown by a westerly wind” (fanciful)

· a boomerang

· a snake head

· slim/slight

· curving

· sweeping

· complex.

Although a slim, slight shape, the letter ‘s’ is quite complex because of the way in which it seems to curve away to the right hand corner of the cell. The reading finger(s) need(s) to be correctly positioned to locate the dot 4 more easily. Its frequency of occurrence helps readers to become familiar with it quite quickly.

Tt  t
· dots 2, 3, 4 and 5

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 2 and 5) felt on the middle part of the finger pad, with the dot 3 felt early on the lower part and the dot 4 felt later on the upper part of the finger pad

· a series of two vertical “bars”, the first (dots 2 and 3) felt early and simultaneously on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad and the second vertical “bar” (dots 4 and 5) felt later and simultaneously on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad

· a braille letter ‘s’ with an extra dot

· a braille letter ‘j’ with a dot 3

· like steps

· dot-dense

· complex

· difficult.

This is perhaps one of the most difficult and complex signs for new readers. With the letters ‘r’ and ‘w’, the parallel dots (dots 1 and 3 and dots 4 and 6) are more clearly defined than the dots 3 and 4 which occur early and late respectively on different levels. This complicates the perception of ‘t’, which is generally found difficult by new braillists and merits practice and strategies. When a new braillist is confronted with an unrecognised, dot-dense complex shape, it is worth checking whether it is a ‘t’ – it often is!

Uu  u
· dots 1, 3 and 6

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 3 and 6) is felt on the lower part of the finger pad with the well-spaced dot 1 felt early on the upper part of the finger pad

· dots 1 and 3 are felt early and simultaneously on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad respectively with the dot 6 felt later as an extension to dot 3 on the lower part of the finger pad

· an open shape

· simple

· uncluttered

· (fancifully) a horizon with a high sun or moon above.

The letter ‘u’ is usually easily-recognised. Sometimes it can be confused with the mirror images: ‘m’, ‘sh’ and ‘ing’ signs. The word “mushing” contains all these mirror images and helps to clarify which is which. Controlled tracking should help to distinguish ‘u’ from the ‘ing’ sign where the dot 1 of the ‘u’ is felt earlier.

Vv  v
· dots 1, 2, 3 and 6

· an upper sign

· a straight vertical line the full length of the left hand column (dots 1, 2 and 3) is felt early and followed by the single dot 6 that extends from the dot 3 on the lower part of the finger pad

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 3 and 6) felt on the lower part of the finger pad with a vertical “bar” (dots 1 and 2) felt early and simultaneously on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad

· like a print capital ‘l’

· straightforward

· an elongated right angle

· long

· simple

· square lines.

The letter ‘v’ is generally easy to recognise as long as the full length of the finger pad is applied to this shape.

Ww  w
· dots 2, 4, 5 and 6

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 2 and 5) is felt on the middle part of the finger pad with the two parallel dots (dots 4 and 6) felt late and simultaneously on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad respectively

· a single dot 2 felt early on the middle part of the finger pad with the dots 4, 5 and 6 felt as a long vertical line the full length of the finger pad later and simultaneously

· the weight of the letter ‘w’ is in the middle with the two “wings” (dots 4 and 6) felt late as the finger passes across the sign

· complex

· dot-heavy

· difficult.

The letter ‘w’ can be confused with its mirror image, ‘r’. The words “raw” and “wire” can help to clarify. With the letter ‘y’, the ‘w’ is the only other braille letter of the alphabet to use all three dots in the right hand column of the braille cell. With controlled movement across this sign, the middle “bar” is swiftly perceived with the two “wings” felt clearly and simultaneously as the finger(s) leaves the shape. The “late” perception of the two “wings” can help to identify it as the ‘w’ – with ‘r’ the “wings” are felt early.

Xx  x
· dots 1, 3, 4 and 6

· an upper sign

· two horizontal “bars” (dots 1 and 4 and dots 3 and 6) felt on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad simultaneously

· neat

· open

· parallel lines

· spaced

· four-cornered.

The letter ‘x’ normally presents few difficulties. Only if the finger pad is not resting flat and fully on the shape are mistakes normally made. These misreadings can include the letter ‘m’ and ‘u’ where the finger has not detected the corner dots.

Yy  y
· dots 1, 3, 4, 5 and 6

· an upper sign

· two horizontal “bars” (dots 1 and 4 and dots 3 and 6) felt simultaneously on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad respectively with a dot 5 felt later “sandwiched” between the two

· a full cell with dot 2 missing

· a backward print ‘c’

· a large shape with a gap felt in the middle part of the finger pad as the finger(s) begin(s) to cross the shape

· dot-dense

· large

· open

· full.

Though a large shape, the letter ‘y’, with its full shape, does not present as many difficulties as other dot-dense signs. Its open nature helps to define the total shape. Sometimes the dot 4 or dot 6 are missed by the finger(s), resulting in mis-readings. However, a full “sweep” of the ‘y’ should present the full complement of dots.
Zz  z
· dots 1, 3, 5 and 6

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 3 and 6) felt on the lower part of the finger pad with the dots 1 and 5 felt as a diagonal line (dots 1 and 5) above the “bar”

· dots 1 and 3 felt early and simultaneously on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad with dots 5 and 6 felt later as a vertical “bar” on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad

· a braille letter ‘y’ minus the dot 4

· a braille letter ‘o’ plus the dot 6

· an angled line and a lower horizontal “bar”

· dot-heavy

· complex

· difficult.

The infrequently-used letter ‘z’ is a complex shape that demands careful reading. The diagonal line and the horizontal “bar” (like its mirror image ‘n’) are demanding, but equally distinctive.

The remaining 18 shapes

‘and’ sign  &
· dots 1, 2, 3, 4 and 6

· an upper sign

· dots 1, 2 and 3 felt early as a straight line the full length of the finger pad with dots 4 and 6 felt later as extensions of dots 1 and 3 on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad

· two parallel horizontal “bars” (dots 1 and 4 and dots 3 and 6) felt on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad with dot 2 felt early “sandwiched” between the two “bars”

· a full cell with the dot 5 missing

· like a print letter ‘c’

· a large shape with a gap felt in the middle of the finger pad as the finger(s) leaves the shape

· dot-dense

· large

· full.
For a large, dot-dense shape, the ‘and’ sign is not usually difficult to read. Its full outline and open nature help to define the shape.

‘for’ sign  =
· dots 1, 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6

· an upper sign

· three parallel horizontal “bars” (dots 1 and 4, dots 2 and 5, dots 3 and 6) are felt on the three parts of the finger pad

· two parallel columns (dots 1, 2 and 3 and dots 4, 5 and 6) felt early and late on the full length of the finger pad

· a full cell

· a big blob

· no gaps

· full

· dot-dense.

This full shape is normally read with ease when standing alone although it may present problems when forming part of a group.

‘of’ sign  (
· dots 1, 2, 3, 5 and 6

· an upper sign

· two horizontal “bars” (dots 2 and 5 and dots 3 and 6) felt on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad respectively, with dot 1 felt early “like a protruding stalk” on the upper part of the finger pad

· dots 1, 2 and 3 felt early like a straight line the full length of the finger pad with dots 5 and 6 felt later as a vertical “bar” on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad

· a full cell with dot 4 missing

· a solid block with a single dot above felt early on the upper part of the finger pad

· large

· complex

· dot-dense.

The ‘of’ sign is complex and large and needs to be distinguished from its mirror image, ‘with’. The early perception of the dot 1 on the upper finger pad can help. With large dot-dense shapes, the learner benefits from identifying the “gap” (the dot 4) rather than the shape itself. The ‘of’ shape can be difficult for new braillists.

‘the’ sign  !
· dots 2, 3, 4 and 6

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 3 and 6) felt on the lower part of the finger pad with dots 2 and 4 forming an upward angle to the top right hand corner of the cell

· a vertical “bar” (dots 2 and 3) felt early on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad with dots 4 and 6 felt spaced later on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad respectively

· an ‘s’ with a dot 6

· a straight line and an angle above

· a straight line at the bottom with a sweeping feel up to the right

· complex

· open

· dot-heavy.

The sign for ‘the’ is a complex and demanding shape. The reader is aware of the open nature of the shape while equally conscious of its complexity. The frequency of this shape however means that it is one of the more difficult shapes to be accommodated quickly.

‘with’ sign  )
· dots 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6

· an upper sign

· two horizontal “bars” (dots 2 and 5 and dots 3 and 6) felt on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad, while dot 4 is felt late “like a protruding stalk” on the upper part of the finger pad

· dots 2 and 3 felt early as a vertical “bar” on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad, with dots 4, 5 and 6 felt later as a straight line the full length of the finger pad

· a full cell with the dot 1 missing

· “with is without one” (dot 1)

· a solid block with a single dot 4 felt late above on the upper part of the finger pad

· large

· complex

· dot-dense.

The ‘with’ sign is large and complex and needs to be distinguished from its mirror image, the ‘of’ sign. The lateness of the dot 4 can help to define this. With large, dot-dense shapes learners can benefit from identifying the “gap” (the dot 1) rather than the shape itself. The ‘with’ sign can present difficulties to the new braillist.

‘ch’ sign  *
· dots 1 and 6

· an upper sign

· dot 1 is felt early on the upper part and dot 6 felt just afterwards on the lower part of the finger pad

· a spaced shape

· slight

· “a long angle”

· deceptively simple

· dots in opposite corners of the cell

· “a top and bottom sign”.

The ‘ch’ shape is easy in terms of the number of dots but is complex in that the two widely-spaced dots belong to different columns. Without good reading techniques, it is easy to misread the ‘ch’ sign for a letter ‘k’. Comparing these two shapes linked to reading techniques which incorporate a constant speed across the shape with finger(s) at right angles to the line of braille can benefit the touch reader. The angle of reading is crucial to its recognition.

‘gh’ sign  <
· dots 1, 2 and 6

· an upper sign

· a vertical “bar” (dots 1 and 2) felt early on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad with the dot 6 felt later on the lower part

· the dot 1 felt separately with the dots 2 and 6 forming an angle down to the bottom right hand corner

· a braille letter ‘b’ with a dot 6

· “a straight line that kinks at the bottom”

· “a shape that curves away to the bottom”

· slim

· curved

· slight

· complex.

The ‘gh’ sign is deceptively complex, particularly in relation to the dot 1 and 2 in the left hand and dot 6 in the right hand column. The emphasis of the shape is the curving angle created by the movement away from the dot 1 by the 2-6 angle. It is often followed by the letter ‘t’ and preceded by the letter ‘i’, both signs creating recognition difficulties.

‘sh’ sign  %
· dots 1, 4 and 6

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 1 and 4) felt on the upper part of the finger pad, with dot 6 felt late on the lower part of the finger pad

· dot 1 felt early on the upper part of the finger pad, with the spaced dots 4 and 6 felt later on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad respectively

· a braille letter ‘c’ with a dot 6

· spacious

· simple

· a horizontal line and a spaced single dot below.

The ‘sh’ sign is quite simple to perceive. Careful tracking avoids confusion with its mirror image, the letter ‘m’. The clue is that the dot 6 is felt later with the ‘sh’ sign.

‘th’ sign ?
· dots 1, 4, 5 and 6

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 1 and 4) felt on the upper part of the finger pad, with a vertical “bar” (dots 5 and 6) felt later on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad

· the dot 1 felt early and alone on the upper part of the finger pad, with dots 4, 5 and 6 felt later as a straight full length line

· an elongated right angle with the weight in the top right hand corner

· a braille letter ‘d’ with a dot 6

· slim

· elongated

· right-angled

· straight lines

· simple.

The ‘th’ sign is a clear shape. Its simple lines help perception.

‘wh’ sign  :
· dots 1, 5 and 6

· an upper sign

· the dot 1 is felt early on the upper part of the finger pad, with the vertical “bar” (dots 5 and 6) felt later and simultaneously on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad

· a descending angle sloping from left to right on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad, with the dot 6 felt as a single dot under the dot 5 of the angle

· a braille letter ‘e’ with a dot 6

· a wispy shape

· a shape that curves downwards from top left to bottom right

· slim

· slender

· complex.

This is a particularly individual shape with its downward descending curve. It belongs to the group, ‘wh’, ‘gh’, ‘ar’ and ‘s’, which have a vertical “bar” in one column and a single dot in the other. ‘Wh’ is most commonly misread for ‘gh’. It is on the middle part of the finger pad that the difference can be identified with the dot 2 appearing early for the ‘gh’ and the dot 5 appearing later for the ‘wh’ sign. Also the ‘wh’ sign frequently comes at the beginning of a word while the ‘gh’ sign usually comes in the middle or end.

‘ed’ sign  $
· dots 1, 2, 4 and 6

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 1 and 4) is felt on the upper part of the finger pad, with dots 2 and 6 felt as an angle descending from middle left to bottom right of the cell

· a vertical “bar” (dots 1 and 2) felt early and simultaneously on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad, with the spaced dots 4 and 6 felt later on the upper and lower parts of the pad

· a braille letter ‘f’ with a dot 6

· a right angle with the weight in the top left hand corner and a dot 6

· a shape that opens up as the finger leaves the sign

· a “bar” and an angle below

· angular

· dot-dense

· complex.

This complex shape frequently occurs at the end of a word in the past participle form. It belongs to the group of shapes, ‘ed’, ‘n’, ‘the’ and ‘z’. In words like “need” and “Edna” comparison can help as the ‘ed’ sign is frequently mistaken for the letter ‘n’.

‘er’ sign  ]
· dots 1, 2, 4, 5 and 6

· an upper sign

· two parallel “bars” (dots 1 and 4 and dots 2 and 5) felt simultaneously on the upper and middle parts of the finger respectively, with the dot 6 felt as a solitary dot late on the lower part of the finger pad, like a tail

· a vertical “bar” (dots 1 and 2) felt early on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad, with a full column (dots 4, 5 and 6) felt later the full length of the finger pad

· a braille letter ‘g’ with a dot 6

· a full cell minus the dot 3

· a square with a tail felt late on the bottom of the finger pad

· dot-dense

· heavy

· complex.

This large shape can often be perceived by locating the single absent dot 3 “gap”. The ‘er’ sign can sometimes be mistaken for the letter ‘q’. However, with the letter ‘q’, the single dot on the lower part of the finger pad is felt early while with the ‘er’ sign, the single dot 6 is felt late. Within a word it can prove challenging.

‘ou’ sign  \
· dots 1, 2, 5 and 6

· an upper sign

· a “bar” (dots 2 and 5) is felt in the middle part of the finger pad, with dot 1 felt early on the upper and dot 6 felt late on the lower parts of the finger pad

· a vertical “bar” (dots 1 and 2) felt early on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad, with another vertical “bar” (dots 5 and 6) felt later and simultaneously on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad

· a braille letter ‘h’ with a dot 6

· like steps going down

· weight is in the middle of the shape

· dot-dense

· heavy

· large

· complex.

The weight of this complex shape is in the middle of the finger pad with the single dots appearing above and below early and late respectively. The key to recognition is the timing of the two single dots. This distinguishes it from its mirror image, the letter ‘t’, and from ‘r’ and ‘w’, which have the same middle “bar” but with parallel dots or “wings” on the upper and lower parts of the sign. The absent dots or “gaps”, dots 3 and 4, can help to identify it.

‘ow’ sign  [
· dots 2, 4 and 6

· an upper sign

· a dot 2 is felt early on the middle of the finger pad with the well-spaced dots 4 and 6 felt later and simultaneously on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad respectively

· a braille letter ‘i’ with a dot 6

· a shape that opens up after the dot 2 is read

· like an arrowhead hitting the finger pad with an “ow”

· two angles ascending and descending from the dot 2

· angled

· slender

· open.

The mirror image of the letter ‘o’, this shape is distinctive and open with the two angles spreading from the dot 2. Its well-spaced dots help this sign to be identified quite easily despite its complexity.

‘st’ sign  / 
· dots 3 and 4

· an upper sign

· dot 3 is perceived first on the lower part of the finger pad, with the dot 4 felt quickly afterwards on the upper part of the pad

· a long angle moving from the bottom left hand corner to the top right hand corner of the cell

· spacious

· light.

This shape requires very accurate controlled reading techniques. If the reading finger is inconsistently angled, it can be easily mistaken for a letter ‘k’ or ‘ch’ sign. Readers often find this slight shape is complicated by signs that follow with a dot 1, like a letter ‘e’ or ‘a’. The consistent speed and finger angle help to identify it. Sometimes beginners mistake this sign for an ‘i’ but comparison usually resolves this mistake. Its mirror image, the ‘ch’ sign, can also be resolved by comparing words like “chest” and “stench”.

‘ar’ sign  >
· dots 3, 4 and 5

· an upper sign

· the dot 3 is felt early on the lower part of the finger pad, with a vertical “bar” (dots 4 and 5) felt later and simultaneously on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad

· an upward angle (dots 3 and 5) felt on the lower and middle part of the finger pad, with the dot 4 felt later and strongly on the upper part of the finger pad

· an upward curve that straightens out at the top

· elongated

· slim

· complex

· a firmness of shape created by the late perception of the vertical “bar” (dots 4 and 5).

This shape, mirroring the complex ‘gh’ shape, is often perceived as weighted in the right hand column with the dot 3 felt lightly early on. Often found difficult to work out, sometimes simply working out the shape by numbering the dots can help to identify this sign.

‘ing’ sign  +
· dots 3, 4 and 6

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 3 and 6) is felt on the lower part of the finger pad, with dot 4 felt later and alone on the upper part of the finger pad well-separated from the lower “bar”

· the dot 3 is felt early on the lower part of the finger pad with dots 4 and 6 felt well spaced later and simultaneously on the upper and lower parts of the finger pad respectively

· spacious

· a horizontal “bar” with a single floating dot above to the right

· open

· simple.

Locating the dot 4 as a late dot (second column) immediately distinguishes this from the letter ‘u’ where the upper single dot (dot 1) is felt early. This is the commonest reason for misreading this shape. Comparison of words like “using” and “suing” helps.

‘ble’ and numeral sign  #
· dots 3, 4, 5 and 6

· an upper sign

· a horizontal “bar” (dots 3 and 6) is felt on the lower part of the finger pad with a vertical “bar” (dots 4 and 5) felt late and simultaneously on the upper and middle parts of the finger pad

· the single dot 3 is felt early on the lower part of the finger pad with the dots 4, 5 and 6 felt later and simultaneously along the full length of the finger pad

· a bit like a print capital ‘j’

· an elongated right angle with the weight in the bottom right hand corner

· an elongated shape

· straight lines

· straight lines and a corner.

This long straight-lined shape is usually perceived quite easily. The numeral sign is frequently used. It belongs to the group of mirror images, ‘p’, ‘v’, ‘th’ and ‘ble’ or numeral sign.

Lower signs

Lower signs (see Appendix 4) play a significant role in the braille code and its reading. Most are multi-functional and many are important, frequently-used words, groupsigns and punctuation signs. For example, the lower ‘f’, (dots 2, 3 and 5) stands for the word, “to”, the letters ‘ff’ and the exclamation mark in its initial, medial and terminal positions in a group of braille signs. The lower ‘g’ (dots 2, 3, 5 and 6) stands, when spaced from other signs, for the frequently-used word, “were”, and in its initial, medial and terminal positions in a group of braille signs for the opening bracket, the letters ‘gg’ and the closing bracket respectively. The use of the lower signs for the majority of the punctuation marks means that they occur regularly and need to be carefully and thoroughly addressed by learner and teacher alike. 

The lower sign, which does not use dots 1 and 4, is felt on the middle and/or lower part of the finger pad. The lower ‘d’, which among other functions, stands for the full stop, will be read on the middle and lower parts of the finger pad, while the bottom ‘c’ (dots 3 and 6) should be felt exclusively on the lower part of the pad.

The shapes of the lower signs are those of the first 10 letters of the alphabet, a-j, based on the dots 2, 3, 5 and 6. Unfortunately there is the potential for reversal readings of such signs as the lower ‘d’, ‘f’, ‘h’ and ‘j’ and ‘e’ and ‘i’ in the lower part of the Braille cell, but practice eliminates most of these misreadings. The frequently used full stop and comma soon become familiar to new braillists.

Establishing effective touch reading techniques, with a consistent angle of the finger(s) and hand(s) to the line of braille and the smooth sweep of the finger(s) at a consistent speed, can greatly accelerate the efficient reading of these lower signs. The consistency of these two vital touch reading skills helps new touch readers to locate these lower signs on the middle and/or lower parts of the finger pad. It eliminates the need for “scrubbing” finger(s) up and down or round and round the elusive lower signs when trying to ascertain whether it is upper or lower.

New braillists who use these helpful touch reading techniques should encounter fewer problems with reading lower signs. The brain has a much greater chance of interpreting these signs as lower if appropriate techniques are used.

Rapid recognition of these lower signs can help new learners to concentrate on the signs' function and meaning, increasing their fluency, speed and confidence. When learners have completed their introduction to these multi-functional signs, it is much more productive for them to concentrate on their meaning than on the shape, its level on the finger pad and then deduce its meaning. Technique can prove to be the key to successful reading of these lower signs. Practice is recommended and, if the reading techniques are problematic, reinforcement of good touch reading practice is critical where lower shapes are included in the braillist’s reading matter.

Initial dot wordsigns and groupsigns

In these signs (see Appendix 4) the left hand column is always empty so the first dot felt of such a compound sign is always in the right hand column. So in a sign like “day” (dot 5 ‘d’), the touch reader needs to differentiate the initial dot as a dot 5 and not as a dot 2. The space left by the blank left hand column needs to be recognised by the reader. Within a word, the spacing can be quite helpful as recognition of the previous sign is followed by this “gap” and alerts the reader to the probability of a following initial groupsign.

It is more demanding when an initial dot wordsign occurs with a preceding space, as the sign is preceded by one-and-a-half spaces. This can easily be misread as just one space and a new braillist can mistakenly read the right hand column as the left hand and be confused. Once again consistent speed across the line of braille is advocated. Recognition of spacing when dealing with initial dot signs is crucial for the tactual development of the new braillist, as spacing becomes as relevant as the shapes themselves. Understanding the importance of spacing for recognising initial dot wordsigns and groupsigns can motivate learners to develop the technical skills required.

Consider the word “alone” and the phrase, “also one”. In “alone”, there is just the one space created by the non-use of the right hand column of the letter ‘l’ and the non-use of the left hand column with the dot 5 cell of the groupsign ‘one’. In the phrase, “also one”, two spaces are created by the additional space between the two words as well as those created by the two blank columns. This kind of comparison helps learners to begin to identify not only spaces but the exact distance and its significance.

Other signs such as the italic, letter and capital letter signs only use the right hand column and similarly require the same careful tracking that the initial dot signs demand. The difference between half a cell, one cell and one-and-a-half cells is not enormous when measured on a ruler. The teacher should carefully monitor how effectively the new braillist copes with judging spaces and, if problems occur, to assess the cause or causes – it is often as a result of inconsistent speed across the line of braille and/or inconsistency of the angle of the reading finger(s). “Scrubbing” exacerbates the problem as the finger finds it difficult to judge the distance between shapes. The control of movement across the line of braille becomes even more significant when spacing is so fundamental to the task in hand.

Teaching shape

The relationship between teaching shape and the establishment of effective touch reading techniques is crucial. Touch reading techniques and description work hand in hand to facilitate the learning and accommodation of the different shapes. The teacher and learner working together to establish a mutually-agreed register or language to describe shape in a way that eases the retention and recognition of shape is fundamental to effective learning. This, with the choice of terminology to suit the learner’s individual method of accessing and accommodating the idea and realisation of shape, helps learners to develop confidence. Finally, it is the perception of shape through the “levels” of the finger pad that can help the learner to deal efficiently with upper and lower signs. Teaching and learning to recognise shape is a complex process, which relies on a number of contributing factors. This section addresses some further key factors.

Learners benefit from being alerted to the patterns in braille shapes. How should teachers help learners to deal with problems of “mirror shapes” or “reversals”? If a teacher identifies that a learner is struggling to distinguish between mirror images of the same shape or pattern, then the teacher should isolate these shapes alone and not necessarily identify other mirror images which are not causing problems. Of course, the teacher needs to be fully aware of all the possible reversals but should only address the ones found problematic by the learner. The reversals themselves fall into two distinct groups, 2-sign and 4-sign groups:

2-sign groups:

b  b 
c  c
e  e 
i  i
o  o 
ow  [
r   r

w  w
t  t

ou  \
y  y

and  &
ch  *
st  /
4-sign groups:

d  d 
f  f

h  h 
j  j
m  m
u  u 
sh  % 
ing  +
n  n

ed  $ 
the  ! 
z  z
p  p 
th  ? 
v  v 
ble # 
q  q 
er  ] 
of  ( 
with  )
s  s 
wh  : 
gh  < 
ar  >
Sometimes giving words or phrases which contain examples of the easily-reversed shapes helps learners to remember the offending signs: “cab”, “evil”, “on/own”, “raw”, “touch”, “Andy”, “chest”. The learner can use these words or comparisons as reference points when trying to recognise these reversals correctly.

With the 4-sign groups it can prove useful to pair them up. In the case of the ‘p’, ‘th’, ‘v’ and ‘ble’ group, it helps to pair up ‘p’ and ‘th’ which both have a horizontal “bar” on the upper part of the finger pad. Then using the word, “path”, for reference, the learner has the opportunity to organise them in terms of pattern. Likewise point out that ‘v’ and ‘ble’ have the “bar” at the bottom and use “viable” as the reference word. This can help the two pairs to become more distinctive from one another.

The words, “mesh” and “using” could be used for the group, ‘m’, ‘sh’, ‘u’ and ‘ing’. The 4-sign group that usually causes the greatest confusion regarding reversals is the ‘d’, ‘f’, ‘h’ and ‘j’ group. Words like “daft” and “John” help to “pair” them, the ‘d’ and ‘f’ signs having their horizontal “bar” on the upper part and the ‘h’ and ‘j’ signs having their horizontal “bar” on the middle part of the finger pad.

Another way of helping learners to distinguish these shapes is to ask them to touch read words that only differ by their initial letters. For example, with the ‘d’, ‘f’, ‘h’ and ‘j’ group the words, “dug”, “fug”, “hug” and “jug” enable the reader to concentrate on the reversed shapes themselves. These words given randomly for reading can help the learner to focus on the particular characteristics of the mirror images. If needing help, the learner can refer back to the original group given in alphabetical order. Other useful examples of similar groups of words are:


dog 
fog 
hog 
jog


dunk 
funk 
hunk 
junk


dive 
five 
hive 
jive


dolly 
folly 
holly 
jolly


dill 
fill 
hill 
Jill

and if teaching grade 1 braille:


day 
fay 
hay 
jay

The activity entitled “Spot the Stranger” (see Chapter 7) can be used for addressing reversals. A row of spaced ‘h’s is randomly interspersed with two or three ‘j’s, giving the learner the opportunity to pick out the “strangers”, the reverse of the dominant shape.

This task demands accurate recognition of the two mirror images while practising a left-to-right “sweep” of the braille line. When introducing such shapes, consider whether to introduce them separately at chosen intervals, or to introduce them together to effect comparison. More is said about this in Chapter 7.

Using shape and patterns

Although many learners encounter some problems of mirror images in the 44 shapes, shape can be really useful if related to different perceptions of patterns that help to distinguish one shape from another.

Shape can be defined in terms of pattern: the shapes ‘o’, ‘n’, ‘z’ and ‘y’ all have an absent dot 2 which, when read by touch, gives a common tactual experience. The openness of these four shapes is perceived through the “gap” or open space that the common dots 1, 3 and 5 create with the absent dot 2. The additional dot(s) on the right hand column are the distinctive features of each shape.

Likewise, the signs, ‘r’, ‘w’, ‘t’ and ‘ou’, while, as pairs, are mirror images, can also be perceived as signs with the “bar” (dots 2 and 5) felt in the middle of the finger pad with each sign having a different arrangement of the dots above and below.

Whichever approach is taken with a particular shape, where the learner is encountering problems, it needs to be related to pattern and shape characteristics. Different strategies benefit different learners. Observation and assessment of the learner’s way of learning will enable the teacher to adopt the most suitable methods of defining shape in terms of touch characteristics.

Similarity and difference

Using comparison and contrast (similarity and difference) to identify a shape greatly enhances learners’ recognition of distinctive shapes. This can be achieved by a carefully planned introduction of the 44 shapes. In the early stages most touch reading programmes select contrasting, relatively simple and accessible shapes for the beginner, introducing strongly-contrasting signs to aid accommodation. As the number of shapes increases, the need for comparison increases. Teaching shape is intrinsically linked to the order of introduction and the opportunity the introduction gives the learner to compare and contrast shapes as well as identifying characteristics peculiar to certain signs.

Meeting shapes in different contexts

A spaced shape is required when a shape is first introduced to a new braillist. However normally most signs are met within a group of other signs, so the teacher can assist the learner by presenting new shapes in different contexts.

The letter ‘m’, for example, preceded and followed by the five vowels (which frequently occurs in English) helps learners to familiarise themselves with the particular effects of these combinations. The ‘m’ followed by a letter ‘a’ can be easily mistaken for the letter ‘m’ alone as the dot 1 of the ‘a’ appears to merge with the horizontal “bar” of the ‘m’. The ‘o’ when following the letter ‘m’ is much more distinctive as the dot 3 of the ‘o’ is clearly spaced from the preceding dot 3 of the ‘m’. The dots of the following letter ‘i’ do not abut the preceding ‘m’ and are consequently easier to perceive. Preceding the ‘m’, however, the dot 4 of the letter ‘i’ closely abuts the dot 1 of the ‘m’ and needs to be perceived as belonging to the preceding vowel.

Some learners benefit from extensive practice in the structured introduction of the letters in various combinations. New braillists learn to meet these combinations in frequently-occurring settings which gradually build up their touch “vocabulary”. Others perceive shapes more rapidly but still benefit from a structured introduction of new shapes within groups of other signs. Meeting different shape combinations helps to accelerate reading speeds, as a learner who has met these combinations in a controlled context finds it easier when they next meet them more randomly.

Abutment of various shapes creates unique patterns as one combination emphasises particular features of shapes which another combination will not. Teachers can help new braillists by being aware of these effects and the impact they have on the difficulty of reading. Ensuring that easier combinations are met initially helps give new braillists confidence in touch reading new shapes, building up the skills and experience needed for more complex contexts. Verbalising shape perception helps learners to accommodate shapes and their relationship with each other.

Abutment can cause a particularly peculiar phenomenon to occur. A dot-heavy shape such as a ‘t’ when abutting a smaller shape such as a letter ‘e’ can cause the abutting dot of the slighter shape to feel markedly less distinct. This can raise doubts in the mind of the new braillist that, perhaps, the dot is not there at all.

Comparison of when the dot is and is not there can help new readers to recognise that the more faintly perceived dot is, indeed, there, but learners can often improve their recognition by being informed of this unexpected occurrence. The greater the contrast in dot-density and slightness of form, the fainter the abutting dot of the slighter shape is perceived. Even within a dot-dense shape such as the letter ‘r’ (dots 1, 2, 3 and 5) the dot 2 can be perceived more faintly than the more distinct dots 1, 3 and 5. New braillists can learn to adjust to this, but an alerted learner who has worked this through practical experimentation tends to cope better.

The manner in which a braillist approaches a group of braille signs is fundamental to the success or failure of touch reading. The controlled “sweep” of the fingers across the group of shapes at a consistent speed and angle allows the brain to interpret what the fingers are feeling more effectively and systematically. Some lucky touch readers with good, controlled touch reading skills read a group of signs (a word) with just the one “sweep”, the control of speed, angle and interpretation resulting in this seemingly effortless achievement. However, for the majority of learners, the first “sweep” will often recognise only some of the group, particularly with groups of dot-dense and complex shapes. Learners can inform their teacher of what they have recognised so that the teacher can confirm correct readings and ask for a further “sweep” to perhaps check a misreading.

Context helps some learners with good language skills to “guess” or anticipate words correctly. Others need to have worked out the whole word before they recognise it. Quite often new readers work out all the signs but cannot recognise the word. The teacher can give this information, as, with practice, learners will usually be able to perform the task of word-recognition before too long.

When a new braillist has “swept” several times but cannot identify certain shapes, the teacher can ask the learner to concentrate on a particular sign and to say which dots appear to be there. If the dots are correctly identified, the teacher can ask for the sign the shape represents. If a dot or dots are not perceived, the teacher may choose to ask the learner to concentrate on a particular “level” of the finger pad or ask the learner to look for an angle or a “bar”, for a “gap” or a blank column. Learners need to acquire strategies that will enable them to ask the right questions for themselves:

· “Is there an obvious characteristic that will help me identify this shape?”

· “Is the abutment of a particular combination obscuring and delaying my recognition?”

The teacher can initially give advice on strategies and support, but the learner will need to accommodate these to successfully learn to work out and piece together a group of shapes. For example, with dot-dense shapes, the new braillist may benefit from identifying the obvious “gap” or “gaps” with angular shapes, to use the awareness of the different “levels” of the finger pad to relate these to the total shape. Where shape abutment occurs, the learner can attempt to isolate the individual shapes by establishing which dots belong to which cell. For correct shape recognition, it is as important to identify what spacing exists between and within groups of signs, as it is to recognise the shapes themselves.

Often when confronted with difficulties in perception, learners “scrub” about with their fingers, which results in the relationship of one shape to another, being lost and confused. Encourage the learner to move the finger back to the preceding space and “sweep” again across the group of signs. To identify spacing, some learners benefit from “sweeping” from the beginning of the line. Some learners “hover” over a shape they find difficult, but a static finger perceives much less than a moving finger. Encourage learners to use a controlled reading finger and specific strategies for perceiving difficult-to-read shapes.

Chapter 7 – Course design and presentation

Target population

Whether designing a braille course or a single piece of material, the teacher needs to identify the target population and their needs. New braillists want material to be as individually-suited as possible. Consider the learner’s skills and knowledge of the Braille code to come up with braille material that facilitates the learner’s acquisition of braille. This chapter deals with course design and the issues that arise in the preparation and production of single pieces.

Having identified the needs of the new learner, consider the following factors to choose the most appropriate learning materials:
· level/use of literacy

· individual needs and aspirations – for labelling or as working medium?

· opportunities to learn – availability of teaching expertise

· frequency of learning opportunities

· quality of support

· learning environment

· availability of learning material appropriate to learner

· previous braille experience (if any)

· strengths and weaknesses that the learner brings

· commitment of the learner to undertake braille learning.

Some learners see braille as a means of improving educational and employment prospects, while others view braille as answering more limited, yet relevant, independence goals such as labelling, short notes or lists. Consider the quality of provision that the learner can expect, and relate this to the most suitable course you can find to meet the individual’s situation. The level of expertise available and the frequency of learning opportunities should be considered by both the teacher and learner.

Braille courses need a structure that addresses knowledge, recognition, use and skills, and which prioritises the acquisition of touch skills. As touch problems are the principal cause of failure, the teacher should assess whether the available learning materials address this problem adequately. No course can meet the needs of all learners all the time, but all courses should address these key elements in a systematic way that facilitates learning.

Maintaining the learner’s interest is vital. A learner’s response to set reading practice passages will depend on their taste and interest. It is helpful to offer alternative or supplementary reading material with the same learning goals. Additional activities and pacing the learning process also helps. Maintaining momentum and motivation, setting short and long-term goals and minimising the difficulties of learning braille are central to success.

What is the teaching situation? The once-a-week teacher’s requirements of a course can be different to those of a teacher offering several sessions a week. Courses can address both situations if certain features are present. Teachers’ guides can help teachers who visit less frequently to keep tabs on where they are in a programme. An accompanying tape or CD enables teachers to set work between teaching sessions. An introductory statement about the structure and aims of the course helps teachers to identify which programme will best suit the learner.

Choose a course that deals with the complex and rule-dominated code in terms of the learner’s needs, abilities and interests. Does the learner enjoy the detail of rule application or would minimal essential rule-giving be enough to achieve initial Braille literacy?

Accessibility and independent use

Regaining independence is one of the motivating forces for a newly blinded person. Ideally a course should be accessible to a newly blinded learner. Access solutions need not be complicated. The guidance from tape/CD can act as a second teacher, enabling the learner to work independently to consolidate work from the last learning session, or, with teacher guidance, to progress through the course independently. A bookmark increases independence. 

Raised lines on the cover of a braille volume help to identify which volume is which. One raised line for volume 1, two for volume 2 and so on. The tapes/CDs can, of course, identify themselves at the beginning of each tape/CD. The first tape/CD can also explain the use of raised lines to identify which volume to use first. It gives great satisfaction for a newly blinded person to receive course materials through the post and be able to access it through the tape/CD and the raised lines. If the audio says that the raised lines are in the bottom right hand corner of the front cover, the learner can know that they have the braille volume the right way up. This simple technique is useful until the student has learned braille numbers. Locator lines and the sectional lines enable learners to move more confidently about the page of braille, with the audio instructions. An audio guide is a key to independent use.

Newly blinded people are accustomed to attractive print books and magazines. Braille teaching courses should be attractive to both eye and touch. Many newly blinded individuals have residual vision, and sighted family and friends will accept more easily an attractive product. The boxing of cassettes/CDs can make a learning course feel more mainstream. Braille publishers now pay more attention to visual design. Smaller volumes are easier to handle and more like the print publications that have recently played a significant role in the life of most newly blinded braille learners. A large, dull, bulky volume is off-putting, and can be perceived as a barrier, rather than a new positive route to literacy.

Finally, an enlarged dot, print-numbered braille cell can give shape in an easily-accessible format to learners, before they have learned to read the much reduced cell. It informs and provides a talking point. Humour can help maintain interest and relax the learner. It can be in a “soap” story line or in disparate pieces, although not everyone shares the humour of their course writer.

Features to make course material more approachable help learners relate learning braille with pleasure and independence. The rest of this chapter looks at relating good design practice to knowledge, recognition, use and reading and writing skills.

Design for knowledge of the code

There are 189 wordsigns, groupsigns and shortforms in standard English braille, many of which are multifunctional. Secure knowledge of the code allows learners to write more fluently and read more confidently. With writing, the learner can focus on the rules that govern the signs and the fingering of key patterns. The large number of signs in grade 2 braille, compared to the print alphabet’s 26 letters, imposes great demands on memory. The introduction of signs needs to be carefully paced.

Good courses identify times for revision and reinforcement. Reading and writing exercises need to include previously-learnt signs as well as the new ones in order to maintain the desired secure knowledge of the body of signs. Patchy knowledge leads to problems in both reading and writing as the learner’s attention is drawn to the efforts to recall what this sign represents. Audio can play a significant role in reinforcement. The audio can list signs just introduced and “test” the learner, by introducing them in a list, and then by randomly presenting the signs for recognition. Most learners like this challenge, as it makes clear that the aim is complete knowledge of these signs for both reading and writing.

Pattern can be used to aid the learning of signs. Such groups as “because-beyond” and “also-always” help new braillists to learn these signs more easily. The “because” sign is usually learnt early because it is so frequent. Learning the other signs to do with place or direction, such as “before”, “behind”, “below” can be achieved by carefully reinforcing them in reading passages and writing exercises. The teacher should insert previously-learnt signs too, to reinforce and check that they are still known. Initially, repetition of words and phrases reinforces signs in common contexts. This helps the cumulative knowledge to be used frequently. For slower-paced courses, a list of signs learnt to date can precede a new unit of learning to help learners be clear about what has been taught. It also allows the teacher to observe the accuracy achieved.

For grade 2 learners, an easy-reference sign book can be useful. The sign book can list the signs in the order they are introduced, and act as a structured back-up to the course material and audio. A sign book accompanied by audio enables learners to check their reading and knowledge. Simple examples help to distinguish the use of particular signs. Summative reading and writing exercises punctuated evenly throughout the course, possibly presented at the end of a volume, act as a point for revision and consolidation and help the teacher to assess learning success and any gaps. A sign page, where new signs are introduced, can also represent landmarks throughout a course: regular, consistently formatted and helpfully predictable for the learner.

The order of introduction of letters and signs is very important. Signs should be introduced with careful regard to touch, recognition, use and knowledge of signs with obvious reference to writing skills. Shape recognition is of primary concern and other considerations should be woven in to support this. Learners need to feel confident in their knowledge of the code to use it effectively. Full knowledge is possible for most learners and gives a sense of achievement and a positive attitude to braille.

Design for recognition

Recognition is a key factor when designing learning materials for new touch readers. The presentation of the material, introduction of the signs, structure and reinforcement, and guidance needs to be acceptable to both learners and teachers. Learning material should facilitate recognition for rapid thorough learning.
1. Presentation

Features which aid recognition, which should be presented consistently include the following:

The quality of paper for learning to touch read can be very significant. With RNIB, the author evaluated different paper in terms of resistance to the smooth movement of fingers across lines of braille. Some papers were rougher and more resistant to the smooth movement of the fingers. Even the same paper in a different colour proved variable, suggesting that some dyes affect the texture of the reading surface. So paper should be carefully selected. Some learners like to select a paper for their writing, which they find best for reading back their own work.

The quality of dots presented to new braillists is important. Poorly-stored or “used” braille reading materials are counterproductive to effective learning. New braillists deserve dots which are “proud” and consistent, and should need only to tackle recognition, rather than the challenge of flattened and inconsistent dots, which generate unnecessary problems. Re-using learning material to save money can reduce the effectiveness of learning. Dot quality should be checked before use.

When designing learning materials, it is interesting to evaluate different braille cells. Decide whether to use the English dot cell or those of other countries which vary in height and breadth of cell, size of dot and spacing between dots, cells and lines.

A flat reading surface helps inexperienced finger(s) to maintain contact with the braille line more effectively than a curved reading surface. So it is important to evaluate different bindings if learning materials are to be grouped in a volume. Some thick volumes create a curve due to the additional height generated by the “proud” dots themselves. Slimmer volumes help to achieve flat reading surfaces with stapled middles instead of, say, ring or comb binding. With stapled volumes the hand is able to rest flat on the reading surface at the beginning of the braille line – particularly important for left handed readers. Pronounced bindings can make readers lift up the fingers to the left of the index finger to try to establish a flat surface for the reading finger. Unfortunately this is not always easy and results in the reader not having the full reading surface of the finger pad resting flat on the dots.

Single sheets on a stable reading surface avoid these problems. A flat reading surface with stapled volumes can be achieved by placing the volume open at the middle on the centre page, face-downwards on the table. Then, using the thumb, simply press down the spine of the volume. This presses the centre upwards and evens out the contour created by the stapled crease. Another way to create a flat reading surface is to move the left hand margin over, say, two spaces to the right. This layout enables learners to adopt the desired finger and hand positions at the beginning of each line, and is particularly good for left handed readers.

The size of the volume is worth consideration in terms of the volume’s thickness, the number of pages, and the surface area of the page(s). Too thick and there is a tendency for the dots to be squashed; too large a surface area and readers have to stretch out their arms to read the upper lines of a page. A compact size also means easier storage, a greater sense of acceptability, more akin to print book size, and less braille to deal with on one page.
The appearance of volume and materials is relevant. Many newly blinded people retain some residual vision and still appreciate attractively-designed materials. The appearance of a volume can also affect learners’ family and friends’ attitudes to the material. A colourful, interesting cover increases the course’s acceptability, and someone normally describes it to the user.
Tracking involves learners concentrating on following a line of braille accurately with their fingers without needing to identify any signs. Tracking gives new braillists an opportunity to experience the sensation of moving their fingers along a braille line while attempting to establish good touch reading techniques. The line length should initially be even, but vary later. A variety of signs may be used. The full cell is a useful starter as it requires the learner to use the full length of the finger pad and because it is easier to follow a thick solid line. Different shapes can then provide variety. Tracking can also be developed by spacing the signs which increases the need for control of the hand and finger movement. Good courses include tracking exercises.

Locator and dividing lines help inexperienced fingers to locate specific points on a page. The locator line heads a page. Inexperienced fingers find the line by moving the finger downwards from the top of the page, track back to the beginning of the line on the left hand side of the page, and then drop down onto the first cell of the braille reading line. The dividing line, like the locator line, spans the full width of the page. These dividing lines are therefore easier to locate for new braillists as their fingers can track down from the top locator line and, moving slightly from side to side, draw the finger(s) down the page of braille and locate the solid line. When several sections are presented on one page, the dividing lines help learners to locate the section required. For the third section, the braillist counts the number of solid lines, locates the third dividing line, moves to the beginning and drops onto the first reading cell. Usually it is easiest for new braillists to move down the centre of the page to the dividing lines. The convention is to use a line of middle ‘c’s (dots 2 and 5) as the locator and dividing lines.

A story line can help to maintain interest. Some courses provide conventional exercises in reading, producing more individual items as the number of signs increases. Others use a story line that stimulates readers’ curiosity. Keeping readers’ interest is vital. A story line can help to reinforce words and phrases through repetition. Introducing signs in an appropriate order for recognition inevitably restricts the breadth of material and requires careful use of words, particularly if the designer is avoiding the use of words in their unfully-contracted forms.

The enlarged braille cell, where the dot is, say, the size of a two pound coin or thereabouts, is a useful means of introducing the braille cell. The dot numbers can be given on these enlarged dots in an enlarged raised print form. Reference to a domino with the six dots in the same format can be equally effective. Ping-pong balls in a 6-slot egg box can achieve the same success and be used later with those learners who like to consider a shape more materially before encountering it on the finger pad.

Double or single line spacing? This issue continues to challenge course designers. Most learners need their early touch reading material presented in double line spacing for ease of recognition and location. The transition from double to single line spacing can be achieved in a number of ways.

One method is to simply change learners over to single line spacing when they demonstrate good hand/finger control and confident touch reading techniques. Another method is to gradually reduce the distance between the lines of braille until the learner, hopefully, imperceptibly moves from one format to another. A third method is initially to give the reading material in double line spaced format, followed by the same passage in single line spacing. This allows the reader to concentrate on the added difficulties of reading single line spaced material, after they have successfully read it in double line spaced format. The transition from double to single line spacing requires careful planning and timing.

Consistency of line length helps learners to judge the distance that their fingers have to travel across a line of braille. Reading passages should be designed to provide a line length consistent to within a few cells, particularly in the early stages. This enables learners to build up the motor skills or patterns of tracking, and with this confidence, to sweep a line. Equally some practice should also be given where line length is more variable and requires the appropriate response from the tracking finger(s). Both patterns can be integrated into the design of learning material. If learners are forewarned of the line length that follows, they develop the necessary strategies.

A consistent layout aids the development of recognition skills. Unlike sighted reading where the eyes move from the general to the particular, finger pads move from the particular to the general by moving over individual signs, space and format to achieve full awareness of the braille page. This very different approach means that a structured predictable presentation is more likely to give new braillists the confidence to identify what is on the page. If the layout continually changes it can be met with indecision and confusion. A predictable series of patterns helps.

The consistent format of the sign page allows new braillists to concentrate on the newly-introduced signs rather than presentation. A set formula promotes confident use of new signs. 

The consistency of the overall structure of a course is critical. A consistent structure allows teachers to plan ahead and make essential forays into other areas of braille learning as the learner progresses. A good structure helps teachers and learners to feel that they are controlling the material more effectively. Learning materials, particularly at the initial stage, which dart about from one form of presentation to another, tend to divert attention to learning about presentation, rather than acquiring new signs. Different formats can be introduced later.

Activities such as “Spot the Stranger” and “Word Building” offer variety. Consistency is key, but carefully guided variations can help to interest and involve new braillists. These activities also help to address particular skills. “Spot the Stranger”, for example, enables new braillists to identify and discriminate between shapes that share common characteristics. Discrimination skills aid accuracy, fluency and confidence in recognition. “Word Building” requires braillists to identify words within a selection of spaced letters. This requires the touch reader not only to recognise signs, but to identify the word hidden among these signs. This is an extra cognitive demand and requires the learner to use language skills as well. A grid of letters presented in double line spaced format and with a single space between each letter offers learners a controlled environment in which to develop location and recognition skills. All activities should aim to develop particular skills within the structure of the course, and act as consolidators.

Repetition of words and phrases helps to develop recognition skills and in the early stages, is vital. The familiarity of repeated words and phrases builds confidence, increases fluency and gives learners a greater sense of achievement. Touch reading material should be carefully designed to include repetition to consolidate learning and promote speedier progress.

Speed reading in the early stages needs to be carefully managed. Repetition of words met in the preceding sign page and reading passages, can be used in a section specifically designed to increase reading speeds. By using familiar words and phrases, beginners can increase their reading speed and more significantly, shows them that increased speeds are attainable. New braillists tend to read at a perceived secure speed, and the learning materials should provide opportunities for moving the new touch reader off this “plateau”. Activities can also help to increase reading speeds such as “Spot the Stranger” and “Word building” as well as the speed sweeping exercises mentioned in Chapter 4.

Independent access to materials is fundamental to beginners. In addition to the methods described at the beginning of the chapter, other tactile indicators can be used on the front cover of braille volumes, such as the number of raised tactile “blobs”. If the raised indicators are always in the bottom right hand corner, the learner knows which way to open the volume to find the top of the first page. With single sheets a paper clip in the top left hand corner can identify the right place to start reading. A tag book mark is an effective way for learners to keep their place in a volume before they have learnt numbers in braille.
2. Introduction of signs

There is no perfect system to introduce the alphabet. However a methodical structured approach is important, and the order should be based on the learner’s needs and the characteristics of the shapes themselves. Dot-density, dot-crowding, complexity and simplicity of form, reversals, similar patterns and the learner’s assimilation and accommodation need to be taken into account. Letters should be introduced first that can form uncontracted words and phrases, and be read with success by the new braillist.

The author’s courses, “Fingerprint” for grade 2 learners (RNIB, 1993) and “Firsthand” for grade 1 learners (RNIB, 1996) used two different introductions of the letters of the alphabet, as they are written for different target populations. The number of signs introduced at any one time should also be considered. Shown below is the order of introduction for the two courses:


Fingerprint – grade 2:


al  
dt  
emy  
bho  
cks  
giu  
jnv  
rx  
fp  
wz  
q


Firsthand – grade 1:


al  
eg  
my  
hs  
ck 
i  
o  
bp  
d  
u  
r

n  
fx  
t  
jv  
z  
w  
q

The grade 1 course introduces the signs more slowly, in smaller groups or singly, and presents easier signs initially. ‘d’ and ‘r’ are probably the first demanding signs, ‘d’ because of its mirror image with ‘h’ and because it is one of the four corner shapes - d, f, h and j - that cause problems. ‘r’ is a more complex and dot-dense shape. The letter ‘i’, the mirror image of ‘e’, is introduced earlier than in Fingerprint but much comparison and contrast material is made available to the learner when ‘i’ is introduced.

By contrast, in the grade 2 course the letters are introduced more rapidly in groups of 2 and 3 (with the exception of ‘q’ at the end). The first 13 letters are presented quite rapidly for touch reading and writing, the consolidation exercises and activities completing this unit of learning. In Fingerprint the same pattern is followed with the final 13 letters, with the full stop, the first piece of punctuation. This introduces the first lower sign, identical in all details to the letter ‘d’ except for its position on the finger pad.

An experiment prior to the publication of Fingerprint was to introduce the letters ‘d’ and ‘t’ early for the original target group of students aged 16-25. The experiment appeared to be successful as the learners took the ‘d’ and ‘t’ in their stride much more than when introduced later. The ‘t’ did prove to be rather evasive at times to the new touch readers but not to the extent that it had when it was introduced towards the end.

In Firsthand the ‘d’ is the 15th shape and the ‘t’ the 22nd shape to be introduced. This is because the target group tends to be older who initially have less perceptive touch, and the course is written for learners who require a slower pace. The Fingerprint introduction is for a group that initially demonstrates a surer sense of touch and requires a faster course. Interestingly since Fingerprint was published in 1993 learners aged 12-80 have used this introduction quite successfully. Motivation, touch skills and good teaching can achieve a great deal.

In Fingerprint the introduction of reversible shapes are well separated. Similar shapes are introduced early, and apart from the letter ‘t’ and the more easily perceived dot-dense letter ‘y’, the dot-dense shapes are towards the end of the introduction. In Firsthand the more easily perceived shapes are introduced early with a few interspersed later with the more complex shapes for relief. The more demanding shapes are given a good deal of practice and supported by various activities. 
There are more activities in Firsthand than in Fingerprint, principally because these activities, including “Spot the Stranger”, “Word-Building”, “Letter Grid” and “Follow that Line” give variety to a course that will be progressed through more slowly and that requires more support through reinforcement. Fingerprint is more demanding, both cognitively and in terms of recognition and use. 

However, there are some similarities: vowels are introduced as early as possible taking into account the ‘e’/’i’ reversal problem. Vowels allow for a greater range of words and with the exception of ‘e’ and ‘i’ are dissimilar in shape. Many of the more easily perceived shapes are introduced early in both courses to give easy access to a number of shapes early in the learning process. The dot-dense and complex shapes are predominantly introduced towards the end (with the notable exceptions of ‘d’ and ‘t’). Course designers must consider the specific recognition needs of the target group and their literacy levels. The extent of touch reading practice given with the introduction of new signs is significant.

In a grade 2 course the introduction of the outstanding 18 shapes remains to be solved. These remaining shapes are, except the full cell, mirror images either of letters of the alphabet, or of others within the remaining 18 shapes. The learner at this stage is beginning to develop touch reading skills that can cope with further complexities. At this point teachers must decide whether to persist with dissimilarity as the basis for introduction, or whether to introduce mirror image pairs. For example the ‘ch’ and ‘st’ signs, and the ‘of’ and ‘with’ signs can help learners to focus on the distinguishing features as well as their similarity.

During the introduction of these 18 signs some key lower signs such as “was” (dots 3, 5 and 6) and “were” (dots 2, 3, 5 and 6) might be introduced. These lower signs require effective reading techniques, and are frequently used words. Furthermore, with the spacing required both preceding and following these two signs, they are among the easiest of the shapes to touch read.

Further lower signs can be introduced later. Then the initial dot signs can follow. These compound signs require sophisticated touch reading techniques in terms of spatial awareness. As all the initial dot signs have their initial dot in the right hand column of the cell (dots 4, 5 and 6), the touch reader needs first of all to be able to recognise the additional half cell space that precedes the initial dot sign. Once they can do this, they can learn to distinguish the initial dots from the following sign. In dot 5 ‘w’ (“work”) the dot 5 needs to be distinguished from the following dot 2 of the ‘w’. Such considerations are crucial when introducing the 63 signs in terms of developing learners’ recognition skills. Learning such a large group of signs requires consideration of pattern, speed of introduction, capacity of learner, degree of difficulty and associated language demands.

Introducing new signs and presentation

The presentation of new signs is key to the development of recognition. Clearly formatted material helps new braillists to move comfortably about a page of braille. Here is an example of how this might be presented:

Model for the introduction of new shapes

Introduce new signs (shapes) on a specific sign page. This makes it distinct and provides a reference point. All material on sign pages are presented in double line spacing so that the new braillist can concentrate on the signs and avoid problems with tracking along single line spaced material.

Note that line numbers then always jump two because the reading material is presented in double line spacing.

Let us say that the letters ‘e’, ‘m’ and ‘y’ are being introduced. The letters ‘a’, ‘d’, ‘l’ and ‘t’ have previously been introduced. The sign page might be set out as follows:


line 1: 
locator line


line 2: 
a line of spaced ‘e’s


line 4: 
a line of spaced ‘m’s


line 6: 
a line of spaced ‘y’s

The letters are introduced in alphabetical order; learners find this pattern useful for memorising, organising and revising. The full line enables the learner to read with greater fluency and speed across the new shapes and use both hands if required. The repetition of the shape under the finger pad(s) helps to reinforce the characteristics of the shape. Double line spacing allows comfortable, uncluttered reading.


line 8: 
a line of mixed ‘e’s, ‘m’s and ‘y’s


line 10: 
a line of mixed ‘e’s, ‘m’s and ‘y’s with some (if not 



all here) of the previously-learnt signs

Line 8 helps the learner distinguish the three newly-introduced shapes one from the other. If there are problems, the learner can refer back to the previous three braille lines. If read accurately the teacher knows the learner has accommodated these shapes.

The reading of the 10th line clarifies whether the learner has accommodated the new and the previously-introduced shapes. Additional practice is important if required, as learners should not move on until recognition is truly secure.


line 12: 
individual, random words containing the letter ‘e’


line 14: 
individual, random words containing the letter ‘m’


line 16: 
individual, random words containing the letter ‘y’

These lines give the learner the opportunity to touch read words containing a specific letter. The learner should be made aware that in these lines the particular new letter will occur in the words. The designer can also address a graduated reading process by placing easier-to-read words at the beginning of these lines, and increasing the degree of difficulty as the line unfolds and the learner becomes more accustomed to the new shape. Where the new sign does not immediately abut other signs, this should result in an easier read: “ale” and “tale”.


lines 18-24: short phrases or sentences

Learners can now meet these new shapes in a phrase or sentence and use contextual clues to help them to read them. The new signs have now realised their natural habitat in written English.

Reading passages can follow with the extensive use of new shapes, wordsigns, shortforms or groupsigns. Later, speed reading exercises can follow to place new signs into a fluent context. Writing exercises should be integrated here as reinforcement. 

When the introduction of the 189 wordsigns, groupsigns, shortforms, principal punctuation and composition signs is complete, learners often benefit from reading short books with limited, repeated vocabulary and simple syntax. These enable new braillists to develop more speed, fluency and accuracy in preparation for mainstream reading, which will be more demanding in terms of language and syntax.

With slower paced courses, fewer signs may be introduced at one time. However, the suggested pattern of the sign page above can still be used, with more two letter practice opportunities. For example a line of spaced ‘ma’ combinations can be followed by words, all containing the letters ‘ma’. And so on. This enables learners to anticipate at least two letters in the random words increasing the likelihood of a successful reading.

Activities can also be used to reinforce newly-introduced shapes/signs. Reinforcement is critical.

All these design features are there to facilitate learning. Designers and teachers need to ensure that all 44 shapes are continually passing under the finger pad of a new braillist. Using the words “quite” and “just” and the phrase “as quickly as”, for example, keep the least used letters ‘j’, ‘q’ and ‘z’ in the reading and writing of the braillist. This avoids learners forgetting these signs and the inevitable delay when confronted by them. These simple devices help learners to retain all the signs in their memory.

The model sign page, the strategies and design features discussed make it clear that the introduction of signs/shapes requires structure and careful, methodical patterns of design. For this complex code, learners deserve all possible help.

3. Structure and reinforcement

Repetition

Repetition is a key to coping with such a large body of shapes and signs as well as for developing touch recognition skills. The modality of touch for most new learners of braille will be underdeveloped and often unused. Repeated exposure to newly-introduced signs and shapes is essential for all but the most talented new braillists. Repetition is used in children’s reading schemes to reinforce learning and maintain exposure and accuracy in reading. Braille with its 44 shapes and 63 signs and the modality of touch benefits from this well-tried learning process.

Structure

The structure of a braille course provides both method and means of ensuring reinforcement. The sign page introduces and gives examples of use of a new sign. Reading passages introduce the newly-learnt signs/shapes in a more natural reading context. Formerly-learnt signs and shapes are also carefully distributed throughout the passage to ensure exposure. Reading activities are distributed throughout to address accuracy, location skills and touch reading techniques. Writing exercises reinforce the use of signs, if only through checking the writing. Exercises at prescribed points demand revision and consolidation.

A separate sign book giving the signs with examples of use can provide a simple means of revision and reinforcement, particularly if the signs are in the order they were introduced. Some courses give extensive recognition practice in the form of varied letter combinations and consequently exposure to patterns.

Shape description is an important means of reinforcement. Speed reading material, where the sentences are “packed” with words already introduced containing the newly-learnt signs/shapes, is a way of reinforcing learning and recognition. In these exercises increased reading speeds and reinforcement work together. Reading exercises that emphasise the recognition of a particular letter or shape, help to reinforce recognition of them. The fact that learners know these signs will appear does not detract from the recognition skills involved, and helps to give learners greater confidence when these signs/shapes occur randomly in other contexts. Predictability plays a part in developing recognition skills.

Repetition, consolidation and structure provide the necessary reinforcement for effective learning. 

4. Guidance

The quality of guidance a learner receives from both teacher and tape/CD is crucial to the development of recognition skills. Audio guidance needs to be precise and unambiguous, simple, yet comprehensive. Learners with recorded instructions can go over and over areas of the course as required. Audio guidance needs to describe shapes, provide learners with the language used to describe braille learning, help them find their way around a page of braille and provide support throughout the course.

The language used by the teacher also needs to be precise and easy to follow. The development of recognition skills requires a precision that enables learners to cope comfortably with the tasks.

The teacher notes should include the aims of the course, the target population, the structure, the design features and their role, and advice on the development of the various skills necessary for effective use of braille. Sometimes a step-by-step guide can help a busy teacher to briefly establish what comes next. Teaching strategies can help teachers to focus on particular aspects of braille learning. No course meets the needs of all learners all of the time. Teachers need to provide their learners with additional guidance, particularly with respect to developing recognition skills.

Design for use

The braille code is large, complex and rule-dominated. Teachers and designers should use course design to simplify the acquisition and use of this code, principally because people who have lost their sight want to regain a communication skill rather than learn about the intricacies of the code itself. Some learners may wish to take the code’s characteristics on board as they learn, and this, with additional input, can be provided. However, the vast majority learn the code just so that they can read and write independently.

The code is large: 189 wordsigns, groupsigns, shortforms; numerous punctuation and composition signs; plus the practice (and rules) that governs “everyday braille” incorporating arithmetical signs, dates, addresses, etc. The largest group of signs is the 76 shortforms. Many are used in everyday language and only contain eight new shapes. Early introduction of most of these shortforms gives learners a significant bank of words and introduces the eight new shapes gradually. These words can then be used in writing exercises with increased variety. The pattern of particular groups of shortforms (and other groups) can help learners to acquire these signs: also-always; because-beyond; “could”, “would” and “should” and so on. Presented in manageable groups, these signs can rapidly give a real sense of progress.

The early introduction of the letters as wordsigns means that learners only have to learn what they stand for, as all the shapes have already been introduced with learning of the alphabet. Likewise many of the shortforms simply contain letters of the alphabet that learners already know. The pace and quantity of signs need to relate to the target learner(s).

Groups of signs such as lower wordsigns and groupsigns, dot 5 signs, 4-5 signs, 4-5-6 signs, and so on can be introduced as groups to aid learning. It is easier to learn a group of signs to which particular rules apply than to learn randomly. 

The code is complex: Many of the complexities of the braille code arise from the multi-functional nature of some of the most commonly-used signs. A lower ‘d’ (dots 2, 5 and 6) stands for the letters ‘dis’ at the beginning of a word, ‘dd’ in the middle of a word and a full stop at the end of a group of signs. The initial, medial and terminal positions determine its meaning and function. There are many other complex sign rules. Some wordsigns double as groupsigns in larger words, as, for example, dot 5 ‘d’ “day” can form part of a word such as “Monday”; while the letters as wordsigns can, with two exceptions, only stand for the word itself and cannot form part of a word. These examples show how crucial it is that the designer clearly indicates to the learner what needs to be done with distinct groups of signs. Some rules do need to be learnt. Designers need to provide writing exercises that help the learner to accommodate these complexities as easily as possible.

The code is rule-dominated: Rules and sub-rules significantly outnumber the 189 signs. Many exceptions govern certain signs. For example, the dot 5 ‘e’ sign “ever” can be used in the word “sever”, but not in the word “severe”. Here the rule states that dot 5 ‘e’ can only be used when the stress is on the first syllable of the two-syllable sign. For some learners the headache has begun. Designers must not give false rules, but can simplify the rules. Avoiding words that require knowledge of these rules, permits learners to concentrate on acquiring those rules which are for essential communication. Complex rules and examples are not needed. Ignorance can be bliss!

After the acquisition of the 189 signs and essential punctuation or composition signs and everyday practice, learners who wish can venture into the intricacies of the code. Designers should provide accurate but minimal or tailored advice on rules. For example advise learners that the 6 lower wordsigns, “be”, “enough”, “were”, and so on are generally only used when there is a clear space before and after the sign. That “enough” and “in” can be used against certain punctuation signs can be too much information.

The main aim of the designer is to ensure accurate, if slightly restricted, use of commonly-used signs. Exercises can present sentences that only use these signs when preceded and followed by a blank space. Later the course can demonstrate that these signs cannot be used generally against punctuation. Introducing the essential rules needs to be carefully controlled to suit the learners’ ability to absorb them. Learners do need to know rules if they will use grade 2 braille.

Effective design can minimise unnecessary demands on the learner. The imposition on short and long-term memory can be alleviated by careful introduction of signs. Designers and teachers need to be aware of what is a suitable “load” for an individual. The use of the braille code places different demands on cognitive ability, short and long-term memory and language use. Brailling out sentences in fully-contracted grade 2 braille is a challenge and should be offered to those learners who have the skills and potential application. For some, grade 1 will be learnt if it proves sufficient for needs. Most learners attempt to learn grade 2 and many succeed. The pace and quantity of signs introduced at any one time needs to be carefully evaluated to offer a productive comfortable learning process: too fast, and the written work will be error-strewn; too slow, and frustration and boredom can set in.

Courses should be designed to suit the likely use of the code, enabling the learner to identify where signs are to be used and the rules for that context. This requires a thorough awareness of language. The “spotting” of signs takes practice. Learners who have come to braille later without assured literacy skills have successfully completed a course in grade 2 braille. Improvement in language use can go hand in hand with learning grade 2 braille, so teachers should always keep an open mind about moving on to a grade 2 course if a learner shows promise and interest.

When choosing a course also take into account the time the learner has available.

The course structure needs to integrate the introduction of knowledge and touch recognition with the development of reading and writing skills. Many of the structural characteristics are interdependent. Writing exercises can closely reflect the sign page and reading passages in terms of vocabulary, good sign practice and application of rules. Writing exercises should reinforce knowledge and recognition skills. Summative writing exercises which contain a representative, if not comprehensive, range of signs give learners the chance to revise and help the teacher assess how successful the learning has been, and respond accordingly.

Exercises for grade 2 learning can give random words that contain the newly-introduced signs and shapes, and provide learners with the opportunity to observe closely where to apply the contractions. Sentences then require learners to “spot” the words that need attention in terms of contractions or shapes. Previously-learnt signs in these writing exercises provide reinforcement.

When the 189 signs and key punctuation and composition signs have been introduced, extensive writing practice is useful where the signs are grouped to expose the pattern and similarity of rules applied. This structure enables learners to practise their use in a confined learning context where the signs, contractions, and rules are “signalled” in advance. This method is a wonderful opportunity to assess if any additional teaching is needed.

Knowledge, recognition, use and reading and writing skills all reinforce each other. Audio guidance and exercises can be designed to promote recognition and the chance to check reading against the tape/CD. This independence can be developed by providing the correct versions of writing exercises for the learners to check against their own version. This encourages touch reading and helps learners to become familiar with accurate braille.

Fully-contracted braille from the outset?

Good courses provide examples of use, exercises, tests, revision tape/CD, sign list and the opportunity for the teacher to give expert help to the learner in particular areas of difficulty. In a grade 2 course should braille always be presented in the correct, fully-contracted form? Words like “may” or “is” do not require contracting. Some designers advocate using whichever words they choose and contract them with the signs introduced to that point. But the problem is that this method involves a lot of unlearning and re-learning. For example, the word “there” could be introduced and used in five different forms – “there” (totally uncontracted), “THere” (with the ‘th’ sign), “TH/ERe” (with the ‘th’ and ‘er’ signs), “THEre” (with the ‘the’ sign) and finally dot 5 ‘the’ (in its correct, contracted form). This method can adversely affect learning of signs and their accompanying rules as well as affecting the levels of accuracy ultimately achieved. The advantage with this method is that the whole range of words is available, but at a price.

By introducing words in their final form, no re-learning is needed. However with this method the language available is restricted imposing manageable constraints on the designer. This method addresses the demands of accuracy and avoids brain overload.

When learners begin to use braille for complex tasks such as composing a letter, or working out a maths problem they will need to be able to produce accurate braille fairly automatically so that they can concentrate on their thoughts. Course material can be designed to demand other thought processes so that learners need to use subconscious braille contracting. Additional braille codes also impose greater demands. Accurate keying and knowledge of contractions then almost needs to be taken for granted. This takes time and careful management, opening up a wide variety of contexts in which the braillist can develop effective writing skills. Though demanding, this can be a very exciting time now that the braillist can use braille in an everyday situation – and more independently.

Design for touch reading

Touch reading and its relationship with design is covered in Chapters 4 and 6. This section summarises design considerations.

The audio guide can continuously reinforce appropriate touch reading techniques, keeping these skills in the forefront of the learner’s mind. Predictable presentation also aids the development of touch reading skills enabling learners to concentrate on the techniques. No course can substitute for the teacher expertly monitoring touch reading techniques and advising on the development of skills. Nevertheless, courses should identify and reinforce appropriate touch reading techniques.

Choice of hands and finger(s) where necessary, and any individual adjustments to proposed touch reading techniques all need to be overseen by the teacher. Teachers’ notes and audio guides can support the teacher as monitor, expert guide and encourager.

Design for writing

This section briefly summarises how design can promote braille writing and complements Chapter 5, Braille writing.

Good courses ensure that touch reading and braille writing work in tandem, with equal value being given to both. Practice exercises are needed to establish accurate “chording” of keys. Poor fingering can detract from the accurate contracting of signs. Exercises offering repetition and reinforcement help new braillists to gain confidence and produce written braille of a high level of accuracy. Accurate keying is the bedrock of written braille. The teacher plays a significant role in the development of sound keyboarding skills, with the accompanying rhythmical and controlled writing that allows the braillist to think and braille at the same time.

The structure of the course needs to enhance the development of writing skills and the competent use of a brailler. Revision and consolidation need to be built in so that learners acquire fluency and confidence. Audio advice about set routines for insertion and use of paper in the machine help to reinforce good habits. The audio guide can also help with familiarisation with the machine and correct fingering of the keyboard. Without this continual intervention in the early stages, learners can develop poor techniques that will affect other elements of their braille learning.

Exercises need to be structured so that the accurate production of the newly-introduced shapes/signs is accomplished. Individual words can be given first to allow the learner to concentrate on the new shapes contained within the words. Sentences then check whether the learner can “spot” the shapes/signs within them and produce them correctly. These new shapes/signs are then re-introduced in later exercises to check accommodation of signs. Consolidation exercises are needed after introducing a body of signs so that they become secure enough for permanent use.

The target population determines the quantity and pace of introducing shapes/signs. Some learners want to use braille predominantly for reading while others emphasise writing. Most require both skills, but the learner’s emphasis needs to be taken into account by the teacher.

At the end of a course, braillists benefit from lots of writing practice, in a variety of contexts such as keeping a diary, writing a letter or brailling a spreadsheet to increase their skill as a braille writer.

When the introduction of the alphabet is completed, ask the braillist to braille out the letter ‘a-e’ 3-5 times. Then add on the ‘f’ and braille out the 6 letters 3-5 times; add a further letter and do the same until the ‘z’ is reached, and then add the full stop. This exercise makes the learning secure. When the additional 18 shapes have been introduced, do something similar so that the new braillists are continually storing this repeated information in their motor memory. Repetition really does work, and the learner is invariably happy to do this exercise because it addresses the issue of accuracy and fluency in keyboard skills. The accuracy achieved tends to transfer to the new braillist’s writing.

Chapter 8 – Braille at work, at home and for study

Completing the introduction of a grade 1 or 2 braille course gives a new braillist the beginnings of independent access to reading and writing. Nobody can underestimate the importance of this independence to a blind person. Braille will probably be a slower medium than the learner’s previous print reading and writing, but no less significant or useful. Print readers and handwriters should acknowledge and encourage this independent use of literacy (and numeracy) through braille and recognise that this accomplishment can have a hugely positive effect for someone who has recently lost their sight. The new braille skills give a blind person a level of autonomy that was impossible or difficult before learning braille.

Many will have learnt braille as part of a communication skills package. Recording and retrieving audio material, using a word processor with a screen reader or soft braille display, sending emails and using the internet can work with braille to give someone with sight loss the tools they need for reading and writing. Each skill has particular strengths and applications; braille is unique for its genuine approximation to literacy.

At a minimal level, braille can be used for labelling. CDs, cassettes, memory sticks, tins and packets, files, print letters and materials can all be identified by labelling them in braille. The new braillist can do this independently. Short notes, reminders, diary appointments, addresses and telephone numbers and short messages are important  developments enabling blind people to do something they couldn’t before. To go to the shops with a braille list and return with what you wanted is satisfying, especially when there is no need to return for the item you forgot!

Braille at work

In the workplace, paperwork is everywhere. Braille can help organise the working environment so that information is accessible and retrievable. Labelling files, forms, products and so on, and a brief summary of the contents of a document helps blind workers to access materials and objects independently and more rapidly. With braille technology blind workers can reproduce emails and electronic files in braille and read this information quietly without disturbing colleagues with speech output or, if using headphones, without isolating the worker from what is going on around.

Blind workers attend meetings with a braille agenda and notes to remind them of points to be raised at the meeting. There is no need to rely on memory alone. Retrieval of recorded material interferes with the relationship of the blind worker with those of his sighted peers. Fingers move quietly over a braille document and a quiet braille notetaker makes very little extra noise than a scratchy pen. Braille enables blind workers to function much more flexibly and on a more level playing field.

Braille can be used to keep an appointment diary, an address book and notes or memory joggers, all of which enable a worker to manage their working day more efficiently. An electronic braille notetaker enables the blind worker to note down and retrieve information in any environment – in the office, at meetings, on the bus or train. Information can be organised into directories and sub-directories for easy retrieval and effective working. Braille can give blind workers the confidence to work as independently and effectively as possible. Braille and print technology can work together happily in a demanding work environment.

Braille for study

Braille can enable students in an inclusive educational setting to access learning materials, study independently and produce homework and study notes. Braille-equivalent of print handouts permit blind students the opportunity to work quietly from a braille text, in the classroom, library or study bedroom. Braille learning materials including books can enable the students to study in-depth subject areas that require concentrated application. Special braille codes, such as for modern languages, mathematics, computer science, science and music can enable access to areas of educational activity taken for granted by sighted students. Diagrams and labelled models (with careful presentation and guidance) offer a further role for braille and help blind learners to gain new concepts that have been taught visually.

Audio material and IT naturally play an important part in the learning process alongside braille. Remember, braille gives immediate spelling and punctuation while allowing the brain to interact with the material itself, using the inner voice. Braille is also a means of interacting with more complex material such as solving a mathematical problem or translating a modern language text. Electronic braille notetakers with the soft braille display are quiet and give instant access to information stored inside the machine or on disk. Learners can concentrate on the information being given and note quietly, quickly and efficiently.

Using braille, blind students have achieved high academic standards in schools, colleges and universities. Braille offers a unique interface with learning material; it allows the mind to concentrate on reacting to the material itself, rather than merely receiving the content of the material; braille can permit rapid note-taking without disturbing other learners. It offers this valued independence and freedom to focus on learning.

Braille at home

Likewise at home, braille can label cooker dials and other electronic goods so they can be used safely and independently. Braille calendars, diaries and address books help to give order and independence at home. Braille crossword puzzles, knitting patterns and quiz competitions bring a recently blinded person back into mainstream life. Blind people can read braille magazines and books and listen to music simultaneously, if desired. They can be read on the train, in the garden and even in the bath if careful! With braille a blind person can read a book and still enjoy “ear-wigging” what is going on around. Partners of braille readers can sleep without the need for the bedside light to be on, as braillists happily read on in the dark.

For fluent readers the opportunity to read novels and non-fiction is so liberating. To become absorbed in a novel and imagine the character’s own particular voice and enter a world created by the author in your head is a remarkable experience to recover. The excitement and fulfilment after reading your first braille book cannot be over-stated. You are back in a world you cherished, and can visit again and again.

From braille to independence

Many new braillists use braille in all three environments in different ways. Braille enables; it liberates; it offers independence. All three qualities should be perceived as a right to newly blinded people. Learners should be guaranteed a high quality learning environment, assessment, counselling and teaching of braille so that they have a genuine opportunity to regain the full range of literacy skills. Braille can change someone’s life for the better and the opportunity to gain touch reading and braille writing should be available to all those who want to learn this tactile medium. RNIB supplies a wide range of braille products, teaching resources and braille books. For more information visit www.rnib.org.uk/braille
Appendices

Appendix 1 - 44 braille shapes 

Appendix 2 - 63 braille signs

Appendix 3 - Alphabetical list of grade 2 braille signs

Appendix 4 - Wordsigns, groupsigns and shortforms

Appendix 5 - Braille technology

Appendix 1

44 braille shapes

a  
a 
b  
b 
c  
c
d  
d  
e  
e 
f   
f
g  
g 
h  
h 
i  
i
j  
j
k  
k
l  
l
m  
m
n  
n
o  
o
p  
p
q  
q
r
r
s
s
t
t
u
u
v
v
x
x
y
y
z
z
and
&
for
=
of
(
the
!
with
)
ch
*
gh
<
sh
%
th
?
wh
:
ed
$
er
]
ou 
\
ow
[
w
w
st
/
ar
>
ing
+
ble
#
Appendix 2

63 braille signs

a  
a 

b  
b 

c  
c
d  
d  
e  
e 
f   
f
g  
g 

h  
h 

i  
i
j  
j
k  
k
l  
l
m  
m
n  
n
o  
o
p  
p
q  
q
r
r
s
s
t
t
u
u
v
v
x
x
y
y
z
z
and
&
for
=
of
(
the
!
with
)
ch
*
gh
<
sh
%
th
?
wh
:
ed
$
er
]
ou 
\
ow
[
w
w
lower a-j

, 
1
;
2
: 
3
.
4 
en
5
 
! 
6
( ) 
7
“?
8 
in 
9
”
0
’ 
'
/   
/
-
- 
’
` 
ar 
>
ing 
+
ble
# 
indicators

dot 5

" 
dot 6

, 
dots 4-6
. 
dots 5-6
; 
dots 4-5
^ 
dots 4-5-6
_
Notes about the 63 braille signs

Only one meaning for each sign has been given in the table for most signs. However, many of the signs have a variety of meanings, depending where they occur in the text:

Lower signs

As well as the punctuation marks shown, the signs on the fifth row have the following meanings:

dot 2: “ea” within a word

dots 2-3: “be” standing alone or at start of word, “bb” within word

dots 2-5: “con” at start of word, “cc” within word

dots 2-5-6: “dis” at start of word, dollar sign before numeral sign, “dd” within word

dots 2-6: 
“enough” standing alone, “en” anywhere in word

dots 2-3-5: 
the word “to” before word, “ff” within word

dots 2-3-5-6: “were” standing alone, “gg” within word

dots 2-3-6: “his” standing alone, open quotes before word

dots 3-5-6: the word “was” standing alone, the word “by” in front of a word, close following a word.

Other signs

The following seven signs are indicators. They must be read with the sign that follows them to have meaning. For example “dot 5 “e” means “ever”:

dot 4: accented letter

dot 5, dots 4-5, dots 4-5-6: composite wordsign indicators

dots 4-6, dots 5-6, dot 6: final groupsign indicators within words. Additionally, when placed before a word, dots 4-6 is an italic indicator,

dots 5-6 is a letter sign, and dot 6 is a capital letter indicator

dots 3-6: “com” at the start of a word, hyphen elsewhere
dots 3-4-5-6: “ble” within or at the end of a word; numeral sign at the start.
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Alphabetical list of grade 2 braille signs
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Wordsigns, groupsigns and shortforms

Alphabetical wordsigns
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These alphabetical wordsigns are written between spaces, or can be used in contact with punctuation marks, for example “not like that!”, “hair-do” and “it’s delicious”.

Upper wordsigns

These follow the same rules as the alphabetic wordsigns.
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Lower wordsigns

Complex rules surround the use of these signs. With the exception of “to”, “into” and “by”, the signs generally appear between spaces, although there are some exceptions for “enough” and “in”.
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Upper groupsigns

The following signs may be used anywhere in a word, unless otherwise indicated.
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Lower groupsigns

Rules governing where these signs can be used are included in brackets after each sign.

1
ea 
(within a word)

2
bb 
(within a word)

2
be 
(at start of word)

3 
cc 
(within a word)
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(at start of word)
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dd 
(within a word)
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dis 
(at start of word)
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en 
(anywhere in word)

6
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(within a word)
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(within a word)
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- 
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(at start of word)

Final groupsigns

These signs may be used within or at the end of a word.
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Composite groupsigns
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These composite signs may be used to represent a word, or used anywhere within a longer word, for example “day”, “birthday”, “days”, “holidays”.

Shortforms

These signs may have letters added before and/or after them, provided this does not cause any ambiguity. For example "fr" for friend can become "frly" for friendly, "girlfr" for girlfriend, or "unfrly" for unfriendly; but the surname "Dolittle" cannot be written "doll".
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Braille technology

Braille display

A device containing a line of pins which can either be flat or raised to form tactile braille cells. Typically these are arranged in an 8 dot configuration, with anything from 12 to 80 cells in a single line. Braille displays are connected to computers and controlled by screen readers, allowing the user to read in braille a portion of what is currently on the computer screen. Most have many advanced features, including the ability to use different braille codes and grades, quick navigation features and sometimes even a keyboard that allows the computer to be controlled directly from the braille display so the user doesn’t have to move their hands. They are also known as electronic braille displays, or sometimes soft braille displays as there is no hard copy. They are often clearer to read than dots on paper.

Notetakers

These are small, lightweight and increasingly sophisticated small computers with features similar to those found in many modern PDAs (Personal Data Assistants), such as word processors, calendars, address lists, email and internet programs. They can have braille or standard “qwerty” keyboards, and braille and/or speech output. Some can now also function as braille displays for computers as well. Many people find them invaluable for learning braille as they can type and have the results spoken and/or in braille on the display. Most even feature a few games, media players and all sorts of other functions.

Braille embosser

This is the braille version of a printer, and sometimes they are called braille printers. Braille embossers connect to the computer and print out in braille whatever is sent to them. They range from small, portable embossers that can braille 10 characters a second to large professional ones that can braille several pages a minute.

Braille translator

This is a computer program that takes a standard computer file and makes it ready to be read or embossed in braille. It translates from what is known as computer braille into grade 1 or 2, with or without capital letters, and many can handle other braille codes too. Some translators allow the user to simply braille a document from a word processor with no intervention, and others allow you to have very advanced control over your output, since braille formatting, page size and so on are very different to print. This all gives the teacher or producer the flexibility to produce whatever they want in braille, in whatever layout they like. Some translators can even produce braille that includes only the signs a reader knows. For instance the Duxbury translator supports each unit in the "Fingerprint" braille course, so when a student has finished unit 5, for instance, the teacher can braille anything and know that the student should be able to read it.

Screen reader

This is a piece of computer software that interprets and reads computer screens to a blind person. It is able to work out where the focus of attention needs to be and draw the user’s attention to it. They work with many braille displays which allows the user complete flexibility in how to use the computer. Sometimes the braille display will show what is on a certain line of the screen, but screen readers allow the braille display and speech output to be focussed on different things at the same time if the user wishes. This can be very useful for reviewing one part of a file and reading in another.

Braille files

These are computer files which are ready to be embossed or read in a notetaker with no translation needed, or the translation already having been done. They can be straightforward text files, or they can include all the formatting. They often have file extensions such as .bru, .brf, .bmk and .meg, depending which software produced them, but they can have any filename. To be read on a screen or printed, they would need to be “back translated” into ordinary printable files.
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