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Neal Kuniansky

Director of Marketing & Sales

Duxbury Systems, Inc. 

270 Littleton Road, #6

Westford MA, 01886

USA

Email: Neal@duxsys.com
Telephone:+1 978-692-3000 EXT 307

FAX: +1 978-692-7912

URL: http://www.DuxburySystems.com
It has long been recognized that literacy is key to unlocking the door of empowerment and self determination.  It is through literacy that formal and informal education become possible.  And through education that one acquires the awareness and knowledge needed to live, grow, and become the person we imagine ourselves capable of becoming.

For visually impaired individuals this issue of literacy is critical.  The number of vocations available to an uneducated visually impaired person is extremely limited.  In the United States it is believed that the percentage of braille readers in the population of potential braille readers has not increased in the last 20 years.  It hovers around the 15% range. 

 Also, the percentage of employed blind persons has remained static.  The not surprising fact is the high literacy rate among employed blind persons, not in a sheltered workshop environment.  Roughly 80 percent of those employed are braille literate.  So if you desire your braille population to be self sufficient and to have meaningful fulfilling work, then teach them to read and write.  This is not genetic engineering.  But, it is very hard work!  Something that everyone in this room already knows!

The opportunities available for an uneducated blind person are a mere fraction of those open to their sighted peers.  This has been accepted around the world for many years.  In fact the very existence of braille translation software began as an effort to make braille production less costly and more efficient.  

Often when a country begins to make a commitment to improving the lives of their potential braille reading population, there will be a sudden interest in braille production.  Very soon there will be efforts put forth to acquire or create braille translation software in order to facilitate this production.

For instance, many of the languages for which braille translation is supported in DBT WIN came forth at the request of braille authorities in that particular nation.  This is often done at a very low cost.   The development of these tools by a broadly based commercial enterprise helps to protect all users of the software for now and the future.  A commercial enterprise will need to make sure that the software is developed to accommodate changes in the computing environment and most popular software packages.  This results in a very broad base of potential braille preparers.

Then the problem becomes one of training braille experts to create, edit, proof, and finally produce the braille.  Here again specialized software adds to the efficiency of the process.  An ability to utilize commonly used print files, eliminates the need to re-input material for braille preparation.  So for instance the use of source files, such as publisher files, Microsoft Word files, HTML and XML files, and other files increase the efficiency of braille production.

Fortunately, braille production techniques including the availability of computer and related technologies have resulted in the production of more braille than ever.  

The costs of computers and related software has declined dramatically in the last 30 years.  Now for a few thousand dollars, or less, one can set up a braille preparation and publishing operation.  The largest cost is obtaining a braille embosser.  Once that has taken place, utilizing standard software, including Word Processors (such as Microsoft Word), a braille translation program (such as DBT WIN), and free tactile graphic software (such as QuickTac from Duxbury Systems), you can produce braille and tactile graphic information quickly and efficiently.  

Textbooks, maps, class notes, or any other written communications can be electronically prepared and saved.  These computer files can be used to produce single or multiple copies.  These files can then be shared and stored electronically, so that prepared materials can just be “re-brailled” when they are needed in the future.

No longer will individual braille transcribers have to redo work that has already been done.  This is no longer the future.  It is happening all over the world.  There are electronic archives and databases of prepared materials for the English braille reading world.

The acceptance of the DIASY-NISO international standard for published electronic versions of books and other print material will herald a new evolution of availability of information for those who need alternative format media (braille, large print, and audio).  Already braille software can “import” these files and turn them into braille almost instantaneously.  Textbook publishers are beginning to make their print textbooks available as DAISY-NISO files so that braille materials can be available in very short order.  Why “HARRY POTTER AND THE HALF-BLOOD PRINCE” was available in braille on the very same day as the print version appeared in book stores.  Truly a breakthrough for timely delivery of braille.

If available the DAISY- NISO file can be opened in a braille program, such as DBT WIN, the same as any other file.  And the software interprets the embedded formatting codes, transforming them into codes that have meaning for braille.  Then a quick check for final braille proofing and it can be sent to the braille printer for hard copy braille.  It can be downloaded into a braille note-taker for immediate use.  It, the file, can be emailed to someone else that needs it or to an archive, so that others can utilize the braille file.

But we all know that children with visual impairments have many challenges to overcome in order to exercise control over their lives and interests.  In general we can think of these in terms of communication (both self-communication and communication outside one’s self) and in terms of mobility.  

It has been long recognized that braille plays a crucial role in both of these broad areas.  Braille allows an individual to access academic and entertainment information.  It allows some one to make lists, self label spices, keep a phone book, make quick notes etc.

However, we are just beginning to address the importance and role that tactile graphics play a crucial, and often ignored role in both of these areas as well.

Textbooks increasingly have integrated graphical information that is not just “eye candy.”   Where is Malaysia in relation to the UK or North America?  What is the difference between a right triangle, an acute triangle and an obtuse triangle? What does this hotel’s floor plan look like? What is a circle, square, rectangle or ellipse?  And graphical information such as organization charts, chemical structure diagrams, bar and pie charts and other abstract diagrams often contain critical information.

If visually impaired students do not have access to graphical information then they will not be able to understand fully the information being presented.  Regardless of whether the purpose is academic, self-development, or entertainment, graphical information can be a critical piece of the pie.  This has been long recognized.  And many of us are aware of some of the methods for creating tactile graphic information.  There are models and constructions, thermoform machines, thermal papers and “toasters” and specialized tactile printers.  Most if not all of these are quite expensive if not monetarily then in terms of time and expertise required.

Well now this is no longer the case where a braille embosser is already in place.

It is possible to design and produce tactile graphic information inexpensively and easily. 

You can create both permanent and disposable tactile graphics.   A program named QuickTac available from Duxbury Systems allows you to use your mouse to create a tactile graphic.  This can even contain “braille labels inside the graphic.”  The resulting graphic file can be used with thermal paper, thermoform, or it can even be produced by your braille printer.  

Almost all braille printers have graphics capability and thus the ability to produce embossed tactile graphics.  And most braille printers have the ability to go into graphic mode automatically when a file sends the correct command.  This allows you to combine braille and a tactile graphic on the same page. 

And this electronic file can be saved and shared just as any other electronic file.  Now for the best news, QuickTac is free (excluding shipping) from Duxbury Systems.    It is contained on demo and product CD’s.  By the time of this conference it should also be available for download from the website:

http://www.duxburysystems.com/tgd.asp?choice=quick 

If you want to get fancy you can utilize a graphics tablet such as the GRAPHIRE from www.wacom.com and make the creation of tactile graphics really easy.  The GRAPHIRE costs only $99USD in the USA including shipping.  It appears to be a hard plastic mouse pad with a clear cover.  It comes with a pen like device (PLD).  You use the PLD to draw or utilize the drawing tools contained in QuickTac.  Or you can simply lift the plastic cover and insert a print graphic, then lower the plastic and use the PLD to trace the print graphic.  Presto! You have just created a tactile graphic!

Using QuickTac is very easy.

If you are going to draw with your mouse or a graphics tablet, you just click on the SKETCH button and begin to draw.  You will see the dots appear on your screen.

There are buttons that allow you to draw shapes such as CURVES, ARROW, LINE, RECTANGLE, TRIANGLE, CIRCLE, SEMI-CIRCLE, and ELLIPSE.  This allows you to create interesting graphics.

You can click on the BRAILLE button and a text box will appear.  You can then enter in the ASCII equivalents of the braille you wish to add in your graphic.  If you have a braille translation program, such as DBT WIN, you can translate your text then copy & paste the braille into QuickTac’s braille text box.  When you are done you utilize your mouse to drag and drop your braille label where you want it!

QuickTac also has buttons for UNDO, SAVE, LOAD (open) a file, COPY and more.

These let you fill the same functions as any drawing program.

Now you can produce this directly or save the tactile graphic file for later use.

And now it is possible to embed a tactile graphic in the braille file.  Virtually any embosser is capable of embossing this tactile on the same braille page you get braille and your tactile graphic.

This results in a very inexpensive and easily distributed tactile graphic.

One that can be reproduced at the touch of a button.  A method that lets you embed graphics directly where they belong in a braille text book.  No more having to refer to the collection of tactile graphics that are accompanying the text book.  It also makes it easy for spontaneous creation of tactile graphics as needed.  

This breakthrough breaks down the barrier to tactile graphics!

You should always be careful when preparing a tactile graphic to spend some time considering what is the critical information to be conveyed.  Braille tactile graphics have limitations and should not try to contain too much information.  There are real limitations not only compared to print graphics but also limitations compared to more elaborate and expensive methods of producing tactile graphics.  There is also the very real limitation of a lack of education in how to “read” a tactile graphic.  So do not hesitate to utilize a transcribers note to give the reader help. 

QuickTac was created by Dr. Don Parkes and Richard Dear of Australia.  The same team that originally produced the NOMAD.  QuickTac is but a portion of the Tactile Graphic Designer software.
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