PRODUCTION OF LTSM IN BRAILLE:

A SOUTH AFRICAN PERSPECTIVE
What are Learning and Teaching Support Materials, why are they important, how are they produced and/or procured in South Africa and are we successful in providing them to our learners?
What are LTSMs?

LTSMs are materials used to ensure that quality learning and teaching takes place in the classroom every day. The Gauteng Education Department’s official policy states that, and I quote, all learners must have a textbook for every learning area or subject from the first day of an academic year. It further states that it should be provided at a ratio of 1:1, that it should be delivered to schools timeously, it must be reviewed to determine its impact on learning and that sufficient funding should be made available through the following programmes: Quality Intervention, Development, Support and Upliftment programme, Resource Target Table, Dinaledi and the Grade 12 Special Grant.
LTSMs refers thus to all material that facilitates learning: textbooks, library books, charts, models, computer hardware and software, home economics equipment, science laboratory equipment, musical instruments - even learner desks and chairs!

Why are LTSMs important? The use of LTSMs are key to ensure quality teaching and learning, and this allows the learners to take responsibility for their learning. 
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DBE’s Guidelines to Ensure Quality Education and Support in Special Schools reads as follows – and I quote:
On LTSM –
Appropriate material must be provided for all learners in an appropriate format, for example braille, large print, electronic, etc.

The principle of one text book per learning area or subject should be adhered to,

Where necessary, simplified versions and special editions of texts should be considered for curriculum differentiation,

Schools must keep an up-to-date inventory of all types of learning and teaching support materials in the school. 
On Material Resources –

Special schools must be equipped with appropriate, up-to-date and well maintained material resources. These may include: 
e-learning facilities, 
Personal devices such as Perkins braillers, 

Devices and equipment required to support teaching and learning such as high-volume braille printers and other assistive technology, 
Library resources, including material in support of the particular needs of the learners, and 
All equipment must be kept in good maintenance at all times.
It further envisage that:

Special schools may serve as a training facility for teachers on LTSM production, use, management and maintenance of specialized equipment and assistive technology.

On Criteria for Quality Education and Support it states that:

Special schools, and staff employed at these schools, hold an extraordinary amount of expertise in supporting learners who experience barriers to learning. This expertise is both highly valued by the Department and desperately needed as it becomes evident that large numbers of learners are in need of support. We believe that all learners can succeed, in their own time, and with the necessary support. The system can therefore not lose this pool of expertise, but need to find ways in which staff from special schools can support inclusive education.

This now is how the national and provincial departments see LTSM and its intended use in our schools. 
Are they successful: A short evaluation
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The rights organization, Section27, visited 20 of the 22 special schools for the visually impaired in South Africa and published the report “Left in the Dark”. They report that pupils battle to learn without braille material, without assistive devices and without teachers capable of reading and writing braille. 
In many schools there are a constant shortage of Perkins braillers and learners are expected to share what machines are available, even during exam times. One specific example not mentioned in this report is of such a school in the Eastern Province rural areas that have 3 Perkins braillers in working order, shared by 150 learners!

Furthermore the report shows that due to a failed DBE tender process in 2012, of the 600 textbooks that make up the CAPS (Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement) only about 150 braille adaptations are available, in English and Afrikaans only, and by a single service provider.
The only material in all our official languages are some workbooks for grade R to 6 learners, but then for the first semester only.
The report found that there were no or very little text books in 17 of the 22 special schools for the visually impaired. Due to this lack of braille books in the classrooms, teachers read from a print copy and the blind learners then take their own notes – they are actually writing their own text books …

The capacity of the majority of special schools to produce their own LTSM materials are extremely limited. Yes, I know there are the obvious exceptions like Prinshof and Filadelfia here in Gauteng, Bartimea in the Free State, Re Tlameleng in the Northern Cape and Pioneer and Athlone in the Western Cape. These schools all have leadership and educators that underwrite and implement the national and provincial regulations around LTSMs, that look after their equipment and that fundraise and budget for new and replacement hard- and software. 
But what about the schools not in this position?
These are the challenges – So what are the solutions?
On the importance of braille




Now this is a political minefield, but let’s face it: at some stage during our young democracy, some influential person decided that braille is past its sell-by date! That mainstreaming is the way to go! That all children must attend school in their home- and local environment! That teachers are not required to know braille, although there learners did their homework and assignments, and answered their tests and exams in braille! What a monumental screw-up this was …
Let me say it out loud: Braille is the only medium that blind people can use to become fully literate. As we say in South Africa: “Finish en klaar!”
On teacher training
Thank you to the National and Provincial Education Departments and the Minister and MECs who now understand and support the importance of braille – and that is why more than a hundred educators at special schools for the visually impaired received braille training over the past year or two, conducted by the SA Braille Authority and Blind SA. This is an on-going process that involves Braille grade 1, Braille grade 2 and Braille Technical Material training, being accredited by the ETDP-SETA and acknowledged by the South African Council for Educators.
On braille production: 
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The mentioned failed tender process was a major setback. Currently Pioneer Printers are producing English and Afrikaans text books only, with limited IsiXhosa production. Blind SA’s Braille Services division also produced a number of African-language text books for a school in the Free State and my CEO informed me that he recently signed a MOU with Gauteng Education for a whole range of support services, of which braille will form a significant part. We have production capacity and is looking forward to establish MOUs with other provinces as well.
On Equipment:

Perkins and Tatrapoint
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David Abrahams, a woodworking teacher at Perkins School for the Blind, designed the Perkins brailler in 1951. These braillers are used in more than 170 countries world-wide and is the leading writing machine for blind learners. There are thousands of Perkins braillers in schools in South Africa, unfortunately most of them are either broken or in a poor state of maintenance. There are many trained service and repair technicians available, but poor planning by schools to have them fixed, poor training of learners on the correct use and care of the machine, high transport cost to and from the service agents, all contribute to this sad state of affairs.
Then there is the high cost of a new Perkins brailler - currently in excess of R14 000 each – is not helping either.

Blind SA recently imported 30 TatraPoint braillers, built in Slovakia. The Tatrapoint is based on the old Marburg Brailler from Germany. At around half the price of a Perkins, it is very durable and we believe this is an excellent alternative.
On LTSM production in special schools
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As indicated earlier, there are a number of schools that produce excellent LTSMs for their learners and we should congratulate them on that. What we need to focus on are the majority that are not successful, due to whatever reason: lack of equipment or non-serviceable equipment, lack of operator training, demotivated educators with an “I-don’t-care” attitude, poor leadership at these institutions – to name but a few. 
To address this lack of training on the production of accessible material, Blind SA will initiate a skills-transfer short course that will cover the capturing of text and braille translation, proofreading and braille embossing and finishing. Also included will be the production of tactile graphics.

In Conclusion




Zacharia Nyathi of Rivoni Special School receiving the trophy for top achieving special school in Limpopo Province

There are many challenges that needs to be addressed, but I know that we can rebuild the institutional knowledge to overcome all of them – the willingness of the national department to engage all stakeholders, strong provincial leadership and motivated educators with suitable training in the production, procurement and usage of learning and teaching support material. 
The future of our learners in special education, and those enrolled in mainstream, are in our hands and we dare not let them down.
CLOSING
 I wish to thank the organizers of this conference for providing me with the opportunity to share a few ideas around braille production and the need to procure the right equipment and the importance of suitably trained staff to effectively produce quality LTSMs to learners in the school environment.
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Thank you!
