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Introduction

The ClearVision library was set up in 1986 to create braille books for young learners that they can share with sighted family, friends and classmates. The collection started with just a few titles for children at Linden Lodge School, but now has over 13,000 books, which are lent by post to over a thousand borrowers all over the UK. All these books contain both print and braille so that the books can be shared by print-and braille-reading children and adults. 

Over the years it has become apparent that many children have difficulty learning braille. We are often asked for books for children whose reading age is lower than their actual age, and we stock a good selection of books which meet this need. 

Recent studies by Miriam Bindman at the Developmental Vision Service at Great Ormond Street Hospital suggest that most young braille readers have a reading age lower than their actual age. In this study (not yet published), the reading abilities of 78 braille-learners aged 4-11 were assessed. Only 17% of nine-year-olds learning braille were described as fluent braille readers. 42% were described as fluent braille readers at the age of eleven. 

Why do children find braille difficult to learn?

Children with a visual impairment in the UK may find braille difficult for a number of reasons.

Additional disabilities 

Figures from the UK Institute of Child Health show that over 70% of children in the UK with little or no sight have another significant disability. These may include moderate or severe learning difficulties, cerebral palsy, hearing impairment, and/or attention deficit disorders. The higher survival rate of very premature babies has resulted in increased numbers of children with multiple disabilities. Children who are blind with no additional disabilities are now in a minority. 

Switching to braille after having learned to read print

Some children have degenerating eye conditions or lose their sight suddenly when they have already learned to read print. Learning to read all over again can result in resentment and a lack of motivation.

Lack of support at home

Some children lack an encouraging home background. Some parents are specifically resistant to the idea of their child learning braille, whilst others are generally unwilling or unable to provide help and support for their child’s education. 

Lack of role models

Some children learning braille in mainstream schools will not know any competent touch reader who can act as a role model. No child likes to feel different from his or her classmates. Unless the situation is sensitively handled, he or she may be reluctant to learn braille when all the other children are learning to read print. 

Lack of time for braille tuition

Whilst integration into mainstream schools has some undisputed advantages, the situation of a young braille learner today is very different to the experience of braille learners in the past. In special schools for the blind, a lot of time could be devoted to the teaching of braille. Nowadays the majority of visually impaired children are taught in mainstream schools and spend most of their time in lessons with children who are sighted. There is not always time for the intensive braille tuition needed to overcome any difficulties and to build real confidence in reading. It is normal to have just two and a half hours of braille tuition a week. When pupils are withdrawn from the class for braille tuition they miss out on what the rest of the class is doing. 

Lack of professional support for braille teachers

Many braille teachers do not work with enough young braillists to gain experience and to maintain their braille skills. There are estimated to be about 500 children aged 5-11 learning braille in the UK. They are spread around hundreds of different schools in different areas. This means that a qualified teacher of visually impaired children may work for several years without having the opportunity to teach braille. Over the years, teachers may well forget some of the braille learned during their training and lose confidence in their ability to teach contracted braille. In the Great Ormond Street Hospital study, 29.5% of the 53 qualified teachers of the visually impaired studied described their braille skills as “not very proficient” or “rusty.” 

Lack of incentive

Many of the old incentives to learning braille are unconvincing now that audio is so widely and so swiftly available. Why would young readers wait months or years for a bestseller to appear in braille when it can be so easily downloaded and listened to? Even labelling can now be achieved with an electronic Penfriend from RNIB. Many competent adult braille readers will admit that they rarely, if ever, read a multi-volume braille book for pleasure. 
There is no need to explain to this audience why learning braille is so important for children with little or no sight. And some children do love reading and fully appreciate the joys of sitting down with a good long braille book. But while we would all agree that braille is invaluable in so many ways, we can no longer say that it is an absolute necessity for people who have access to the latest technology.

What can we do to make reading braille easier?

The ClearVision library cannot hope to remove all these obstacles to learning braille. We can only do our utmost to respond to the changing needs of children with visual impairment by developing resources to help them progress as far as they can along the road to literacy. This has implications for formatting, for the support we provide for parents and teachers, and for the selection of books we add to our library. 

The format

Traditionally uncontracted (grade 1) braille has been taught in the UK only as a step towards contracted (grade 2) braille. In the last few years there have been moves towards legitimising uncontracted braille for those unable or unwilling to learn contracted braille. The Royal National Institute of Blind People now produces most children’s materials in both formats. A teacher at a meeting a few years ago memorably said ‘For some children, contracted braille is a mountain too high to climb.’  The teaching of contracted braille to less able readers is a controversial topic and currently it is left to individual teachers to decide what is best for each child. The ClearVision library has always stocked books for younger children in both contracted and uncontracted braille and is now adding longer books for newly fluent readers who have not learned contracted braille. 

Where possible, we use double-line spacing, as many children find it hard to track back to the start of the next line.

All our books have the text in print as well as braille. Our interleaved books look like mainstream children's books, with print and pictures exactly as published, but with the addition of braille on clear plastic sheets. This enables family members to read along with the child who is learning braille even if, as is usually the case, they do not themselves know braille. 

The ClearVision library also stocks novelty board books for infants, with the braille text stuck to the page on clear plastic labels. This enables the youngest children to get used to finding the braille on the page and feeling the dots long before they are taught to read it. As well as familiarising the young child, this also serves to get the families accustomed to the idea of braille. 

Support materials

To encourage parents, grandparents, classroom assistants and others to learn the basics of braille, we have produced a short and visually appealing puzzle book called Crack the Code. This booklet introduces the braille alphabet, numbers, and punctuation through jokes and puzzles. We hope that this knowledge of the basics of braille will enable people to better support their child's braille learning. Print copies are available free of charge and the book is downloadable from the News page at www.clearvisionproject.org. We are now developing some simple guidelines for sighted parents on how to help their child learn to read braille.

Providing books children want to read

For children in the early stages we have a collection of over a thousand hand-made books with simple tactile illustrations using real objects, textures, fabrics, and embossing techniques. The text provides an introduction to braille, whilst the illustrations encourage tactile discrimination skills. The books are also great fun. 

Young braille readers want to read what their sighted classmates are reading. They should have access to a wide variety of currently popular books, in good condition and looking as much as possible like a print book.

For children who find braille difficult, we try to make sure that we have lots of age-appropriate, attractive, and recently published books without too much text. 

We are building up a stock of books which are age-appropriate for older children who are not confident readers. These are sometimes described as ‘high-interest, low-reading-age’ books. 

For children who lack the cognitive ability or the fine motor skills to learn braille, we stock books in an alternative tactile system called Moon. Moon has been used in the UK and a very few other countries since it was first developed by Dr William Moon in 1845 (see www.moonliteracy.org.uk). Whereas braille is made up of patterns of dots, Moon uses lines and curves, similar to print.

For various reasons many children find braille difficult, embarrassing, boring and/or unnecessary. We must rise to the challenge of providing entertaining and appropriate materials for these children so that they can reach their full potential in literacy and start to enjoy reading braille.
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