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In this paper, I question some of the assumptions about the role of braille in education for students who are blind. To avoid being misunderstood, I want to emphasise that I am not setting out a uniform, or standardised proposal for all children. 

But we do need to set out with a default position which attempts to reflect majority behaviour. So, for example, a computer default setting attempts to reflect what the majority of users want; it is only a starting point and it can be altered. The policy equivalent of a default setting is usually described as a “minimum entitlements.” In the environment of many competing entitlements, that can be problematic, so I will return to that issue later.

My default position on the role of braille in the education of children who are blind is that all children should learn to read uncontracted braille in their own first language. This may seem like a very poor provision to those in educational institutions where children who are blind are taught. In such schools the default position calls for reading contracted braille and writing braille, sometimes in more than one language. But policy makers and educators need to re-examine this default. We must consider whether it meets the needs of individual children, and we must consider it in the context of the resources available for the education of all children who are blind.

Let us begin with the needs of individual children. I believe that the traditional default: that all children who are blind should learn to read and to write contracted braille, is not in the interests of most children. For a start, an increasing number of children suffer from additional disabilities which hamper their progress more than their blindness. Next, many will never, because of a lack of aptitude or capability, enter a secondary or high school where contracted braille is necessary. Finally, and critically, all children who are blind must pursue three curricula. In addition to the standard curriculum of their sighted peers, they must additionally pursue a communications and mobility curriculum, and the social skills curriculum which teaches them to operate effectively with their sighted peers. Bearing in mind the demands on their time, energy, and attention, learning contracted braille cannot continue to be the default position. Spending precious time on a subject has to be justified in comparison with all other learning in the context of life chances and career prospects. 

I have seen ten-year-old girls who are totally blind in Tanzania. They are destined, if they are lucky enough to mirror their peers, to raise families and work in the fields. They have no prospect of ever reading a braille book, so why are they learning Swahili braille or contracted English braille? Could their time not have been better spent learning about rearing children, market gardening, and contributing to village life, so that they are valued rather than considered as a drag on the community?

As for learning to write braille, those generally thought to require this skill are precisely the same students who will be communicating with their sighted peers using print output devices. If the output device can render the same files in synthetic speech, then the writer can use the device for reference. Another use of braille is creating labels, but for many the cost of a recordable label device may be cheaper than conventional braille. 

Let us now consider the value of teaching contracted braille in the context of scarce resources and minimum entitlement. The default position states that it is more valuable for children to learn braille, instead of accessing all data through real audio or synthetic speech--a position which I share! But that position may properly be challenged if its realisation by a minority of children militates against the majority. In many developing countries, for example, it will soon be much cheaper to give children who are blind mobile phones with text-to-speech and speech-to-text functions. Nokia/Microsoft has just launched the Asha range of smart phones specifically designed for developing countries. Educators may quite properly argue that text on a mobile phone is less satisfactory than hard-copy braille. But policy makers might have to choose between a quality experience for a few versus basic provision for the many. 

The argument most used in this context is that new money will be needed to expand provision of digital devices. But this overlooks the high cost of operating braille printing houses, which provide an elite service. Might it not be better to provide accessibility to text through digital devices for the many, rather than hard copy braille for the few? When I speak at conferences I frequently hear people championing services for the blind in rural areas, but when I mention the possible necessity of paying for them by sacrificing high cost urban services, they fall silent.

One of the strategies which will make much of this argument easier to handle is the development of a cheap refreshable braille display. The DAISY Consortium has recently launched a global initiative to make this possible. But, in the meantime, we still need to face up to the hard questions I pose here in order to treat children who are blind rationally and fairly.

PAGE  
1

