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The good news Louis Braille in France gifted to the world in 1825 is undoubtedly a significant milestone in the beginning of the road of blind people towards their full social inclusion. That fact was helped in its start by the creation by Valentín Haüy in Paris in the late eighteenth century of the first school for the blind in the world; by the presentation to the royal educational establishment for the blind in Paris by Charles Barbier of his night writing and by the decision of the director of that school for some years Alexandre-René Pignier to let the blind students express themselves on the best options for their independent reading and writing code.

In the same manner that deaf people adamantly defend their right to use sign language, the adoption of braille by people who are severely visually impaired is an inalienable right. Up to now nothing has been created that deserves the placing of braille in the museums of outmoded things.

Braille learning and teaching

Educators everywhere have the responsibility to foster the abandonment of some of the myths that the braille code finds in its path. It is true that human endless creative power has always found ways for a few severely visually impaired people to express themselves to the public without braille. However, braille can potentially make things far easier for all people with visual impairments.

Except for some objective cases of diminished tactual sensitivity braille can be effectively learned  and should be taught to all blind children or adults and to those who suffer a severe visual impairment for whom braille can become the most appropriate writing and reading medium. Braille is simple but it must be practiced every day and opportunities for its use must be created. Educators must outfit themselves with the idea of the helpful liberating role of braille and they must convey to the families and children concerned that braille is a very dignified thing and an essential compensatory technique in coping socially with blindness or severe visual impairment.

Braille and new technologies

Braille should never be seen as something excluded by new technologies. Its competent command can be helpful under any circumstance. In using computers the ideal strategy is to wisely combine the use of braille and synthetic speech. Visually impaired people, like people who can fully see, resist the total abandonment of information presented on paper. However it is beyond any doubt that in many cases paperless braille possesses very enticing aspects.

Efforts must be made everywhere to promote the carrying out of research and development efforts must be geared to gradually create production methods of braille displays that are effective but much less expensive. The affordability of such technologies is important for potential users all over the world.

Universality of braille

Louis Braille died in 1852 without seeing the tremendous success of his invention in all corners of the planet. In the second half of the nineteenth century and all along the twentieth century the braille code has been adopted by all languages as their conventional code. In non-alphabetic languages, such as Chinese and Japanese, using in their standard writing system ideograms, logograms, special characters which can reach up to several thousands representing objects and concepts, the braille code had to be based on phonetics.  In Japanese, the braille code is based on a syllabary which has some limited uses in their script and in Chinese, the braille code has been developed taking into account the official phonetic system designed to represent names of persons and geographical realities for non-Chinese speakers. In Japanese, there are conventional codes using the 6 dot or 8 dot to represent the script of logograms of their script and both in Japan and China blind and severely visually impaired people learn how to use a computer keyboard with special characters of ordinary script.

The braille code has the important feature of bearing the name of its French inventor with its relevant adjustments to the phonetic of the language concerned. In several languages braille is named adopting the English prounounciation. However, at least, in Mandarin Chinese, Cantonese, Japanese and Korean, the Braille name is a word meaning script of the blind or dot script. In a European language, German, our code has three possible names, Brailleschrift (Braillescript), Punktschrift (dot script) and Blindenschrift (blind script).

Unification of Braille

The braille code is more universal in its usage than ordinary writing alphabets or syllabaries and writing systems. A conscious effort has been made during a long time to preserve unification of punctuation signs. However in the last years computers have stimulated braille reforms in many languages. The lack of a universal body promoting effectively an across language window has brought up codes that are uniform within language areas but which differ in their new proposals among languages not far culturally and geographically like English, French, and Spanish or even very close in all respects such as the different Scandinavian languages.

It is a must to bring real life to the World Braille Council and I strongly urge the ICEVI to join forces with the World Blind Union in this unescapable enterprise.     

Conclusion

As long as there is nothing that really makes Braille redundant all of us who are involved in some way with the promotion of the wellbeing and social inclusion of blind and visually impaired people all over the world must struggle to defend the status of braille as the best and most appropriate tactual reading and writing system. 
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