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Introduction

Independence, according to the UN Convention on the Right of Persons with Disabilities (2006), includes the “freedom to make one's own choices….” Braille is one of the most important tools for independence for people who are blind. This alternative reading and writing system, having empowered so many to free themselves from excessive dependence 

on others, can be said to have significantly changed the history of blindness.

Unfortunately, in Ethiopia and in countless other countries, many do not enjoy the great benefits of braille. Ironically, the reasons for this failure are caused by poverty for most potential users, and by technological affluence for others. Low-income countries have very little braille-producing equipment and consequently a tiny supply of braille materials and personal braille-writing tools. Too often, those who are affluent or who live in technologically developed countries tend to avoid using braille in the mistaken belief that audio technology is a better choice. In this paper we will very briefly describe the development and use of braille in Ethiopia, and make suggestions for improving access.

Disability in Ethiopia

Located in the horn of Africa, Ethiopia is one of the most ancient nations of the world. It is the second-most populous nation in Africa, with over 85.2 million people, and the tenth-largest by area. During colonialism, the country maintained its independence despite a short occupation by the Italians. Ethiopia was one of four African countries in the League of Nations, and was a founding member of the United Nations.

The Central Statistical Agency (2007) estimates that 805,492 Ethiopians have a disability. However, the organisations that serve people with disabilities believe the World Health Organization’s global estimate of 10% is more accurate, which brings the figure to between 

7 and 8 million people. The total number of people who are blind or visually impaired is 248,649 (Ministry of Education, 2009).

In the year 2009, the total school age population of the country was 16,906,898, out of which 1.69 million are children with disabilities. Only 47,463 (2.8%) of this population were enrolled in primary education. 

History of Braille and Education for People with Blindness

Ethiopia was home to one of the earliest institutions that offered education to people who were blind. The Orthodox Church established schools in the 5th century, about 100 years after the introduction of Christianity. The first level of study was called “Nebab bet,” where students were taught to read the Bible in Geez, the ancient language of Ethiopia. (Hailegebriel Dagne, 2003). Eventually students who were blind were admitted to these schools, and many became highly respected church scholars, “meri getas” (leading and most senior scholars). Although many such scholars lead in Ethiopian church education today, the tradition does not include the use of braille.

Braille’s introduction to Ethiopia is shrouded in mystery. The single fact upon which researchers agree is that braille came to Ethiopia in 1924. One version credits missionaries called from Sudan to give medical service to soldiers deployed in western Ethiopia. They began teaching braille and the Bible to a group of people who were blind (ENAB, 2011). Others versions associate the introduction of braille with Pastor Gidada Solon, the father of the former president of Ethiopia, Doctor Negasso Solon. Having lost his sight to smallpox at the age of five in 1906, Gidada became the first person to learn braille in 1924. In his autobiography, Gidada claims that he learned braille by himself in only five days with the support of his brother (Gidada Solon, 1972). However, a recently published book on the social and political life of his son, Dr. Negasso, states that Gidada learned braille through an American braille teacher.

In any case, it was around 1950 when emperor Haile Selassie asked Professor Robinson, head of the Swedish Mission, to accept some youths who were blind at the mission school in Addis Ababa. This group of students became the first to attend regular school using braille as a reading and writing method. In 1952, the first residential school for the blind was opened at the heart of the capital. In 1957, a group of ten students with blindness presented a petition to the prime minister for official recognition of braille as a writing and reading system (ENAB, 2011). Thereafter, more residential schools were founded, establishing modern education techniques and the use of braille as a literacy medium for Ethiopian students. However, this educational foundation is undermined by the problems outlined in the next section. 

Braille in Ethiopia Today

Despite its nearly 90 years of history in Ethiopia, it is frustrating to see that braille is not yet widely used in the daily life of most people who are blind. The potential users of braille today include students from elementary school through university, people in all trades and professions, and special needs education teachers. In order to assess the frequency of braille use, the author of this paper conducted a focus group study, interviewing 50 who are blind: students, teachers, sociologists and lawyers. Out of 50 interviewees, only 22 teachers and office workers reported making some use of braille in their daily life. The remaining 28 respondents reported that they prefer to use sighted people to read and write for them.

There are multiple reasons for this low usage of braille: perceived irrelevance, lack of writing resources, social discomfort, inconvenience, and illiteracy/poor braille skills. These reasons are surveyed below.

Irrelevance of Braille 

Asked if they felt the need for braille in this century, 60 percent of the interviewees answered in the negative. In their opinion, new technology is replacing braille and making it unnecessary. A special education teacher at a school in north Ethiopia observes that students are losing interest in braille because they are curious and enthusiastic about new technology and are dissatisfied with the general braille service.

Lack of Writing Resources

70% of the respondents had no slate and stylus although they are all braille literate. None of them possessed a braille typewriter. Their inability to put braille to use is self-explanatory. 

Social Discomfort 

When asked if they take notes and minutes in meetings, conferences, workshop and related events, 65% of the interviewees answered in the negative. They report that they are embarrassed by the noise produced by the braille writing devices, which may disturb others and make the user seem a nuisance. A lawyer said that he would never try to take notes in a court room, and a young girl recounted bursting into tears while attending a workshop because the conference chairwoman reprimanded her for brailling.

Inconvenience

As an example, an attorney complains of the bulkiness of braille; preparing legal memos and arguments in braille would create a voluminous quantity of pages. 

Illiteracy or poor braille skills

A high school teacher reported that ten out of his eleven students who are blind were unable either to read or write braille. Tsehay Mekete, teacher of the visually impaired for many years, identifies several factors that account for this situation:

· Many students skip kindergarten, where they would be introduced to and could practice braille. From grade three onwards, braille is not taught as a subject. There is simply not enough instruction, leading to low practice rates and deteriorating braille skills. 

· There is no adequate braille library to encourage reading and development of skills. 

· Students have also no slate and stylus of their own. Tsehay noted that only 14 students in her class of 33 were provided with slate and stylus during the school hours. Because they belong to the school, the students cannot take them home to practice. Hence, it is not strange if we find high school or university students with little or no braille skills. 

Recommendations

In order to ensure that people who are blind benefit from braille and enjoy independence in life, we need to take urgent and practical measures, including the following:

· The World Blind Union, the World Braille Council and other immediate stakeholders should design an effective strategy to promote braille use and practice in Ethiopia and other African countries.

· There should be some means of supplying braille resources to low income countries like Ethiopia at low cost.

· Local initiatives and research for domestic production of braille appliances should be technically and financially supported. 

· Country-specific braille projects should be designed and implemented.

· Community-based rehabilitation (CBR) programs and other disability projects should give special attention to braille education and use.

· The World Bank and other development partners working with the ministry of education should make braille one component of their development assistance.

· The Ethiopian Ministry of Education should espouse the cause of braille as part of its commitment to maintaining quality of education.
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