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Introduction

Sensitivity to the individual needs of students with visual impairment is essential. The educational needs of students who are blind differ somewhat from those who have low vision, although the divisions are often not so clear-cut.  According to Hallahan & Kaufman (2003), 

For educational purposes, individuals who are blind are so severely impaired they must learn to read Braille or use aural methods.  Educators often refer to those individuals who can read print, even if they need magnifying devices or large-print books, as having low vision. (page 341)

From my experience of teaching students with visual impairment in two secondary schools in Malaysia, and from my visits to schools during practicum supervision, I have observed that a significant number of students using Braille seem to have sufficient vision to read print. A small number of them even read Braille visually.  Ironical, it may seem.  Whether to continue using Braille or to utilize their residual vision for reading print is often a difficult decision, especially at secondary school level, when the amount of reading and writing increases.

Braille or print - the controversy and dilemma

It is heart-breaking to come across children ‘reading’ Braille dots with their eyes.  It may sound absurd, yet some of these children can be found in our special schools today.  Not that these children are taught to use their eyes for reading Braille (Braille dots are to be read tactually with fingers), but the use of vision, however little, is quite instinctive.  It would be more logical that those who can read Braille with their eyes be provided with something easier to read visually than Braille.

Unfortunately, some proponents of Braille still have the misconception that if people with some residual vision use their eyes too much, their sight will deteriorate.  On the contrary, it has been shown that with sufficient visual training, many children with limited vision can become quite effective visual learners.  (Barraga & Erin, 1992; Corn & Koenig, 1996; Mason & McCall, 1999; Hallahan & Kaufman, 2003).

The use of Braille is actually handicapping for some individuals with low vision.  The Braille machines provided for our students are not particularly user-friendly either.  They are noisy and not very portable.  Each resembles a typewriter, weighs at least 3kg, costs about RM2,000 and has to be imported.  It breaks down quite easily and repair services are not easily available.

The Braille code is confusing.  In Malaysia, the same Braille symbol may have different meanings in Bahasa Melayu, English and Mathematics.  To a great extent, reading Braille depends on memory.  Therefore, a student with visual impairment has to be quite intellectually capable to master all three sets of Braille codes.

Resource materials in Braille are not easily available.  Their production is expensive, labour-intensive and cumbersome, although computerized Braille has eased the burden of manual Braille printing to some extent.  In addition, Braille materials are bulky and require a lot of storage space.

At the same time, it cannot be denied that training a student with limited vision to read and write using normal print can be a painstaking process, dependent on many factors.  Among these are the child’s degree of usable vision, visual efficiency, personal attitude and level of motivation.  Coming into play too, are the teacher’s attitude, competence and conviction.  A teacher’s ability to see the potential benefits of using print and eagerness to give support is so essential.  In the end, reading print liberates the student from the confines and limitations of a small Braille world.  Being free from the heavy clanking Braille machine, being able to write with a pen, being able to read and have access to the world of print, the individual can expand and extend his/her own horizons.

Students with low vision may adopt peculiar behaviours when reading or writing. We should not be alarmed if noses almost touch the page, or fret if thicker nibs are used for writing, or worry if they read and write more slowly and labouriously.  Having access to print actually makes them more independent and better fitted for the sighted world.

Financial constraints, logistical difficulties and sheer ignorance have prevented some schools from acquiring a good range of low vision devices and accessories.  In the end, some students with low vision are inadvertently ‘lumped’ together with students who are blind, with no thought of adaptations like the use of optical aids and good lighting.  It is no wonder that some students with low vision are taught to use Braille rather than print.

The story of Fuaz

I would like to highlight the case of a student with low vision who made the life-changing decision of switching from dependence on Braille to dependence on print. 

Fauz was born in 1982.  According to his medical report, his visual impairment was due to micropthalmia and bilateral congenital cataract.  He had undergone surgery for both eyes before the age of seven.  Subsequently, he became totally blind in his right eye (no light perception) and had a visual acuity of 2/60 in his left eye.  No information was given regarding his near vision.

He attended a special school for students with visual impairment during his primary school years.  There, he was taught to read and write using Braille.  He also attended a special school at secondary level, where he continued using Braille and sat for the Lower Secondary School Assessment or Penilaian Menengah Rendah (PMR) examination as a ‘blind’ candidate (calon buta), reading and writing in Braille.

After his PMR, Fauz requested for a transfer from the special school to an Integrated Program for students with visual impairment.  This meant that he would be attending classes in a normal school, assisted by a resource teacher (the writer).  When Fuaz joined us in Form 4 (the fourth year in Malaysian secondary schools), I noticed that he could read print texts visually although he was quite comfortable reading Braille tactually as well.  On occasion, he would briefly check Braille texts visually to verify an unclear portion.  I found out that he had learnt to read and write normal print, although he was still dependent on Braille for all his schoolwork. 

Oftentimes, his schoolwork was interrupted when the Braille machine malfunctioned.  The lack of textbooks in Braille added to his difficulty.  Should he continue with Braille, which he had been so accustomed to all these years, or should he switch to print, with his limited vision?  He found himself in a dilemma.

After discussing with Fuaz, the pros and cons of using print/Braille, he decided to take the risk of switching to print and doing without the Braille machine.  He was apprehensive at first because of the overwhelming amount of reading and writing involved in Form 4.  

To facilitate the change, he was provided with low vision devices.  He was allowed to choose a suitable magnifier for his personal use, from the range of magnifiers we had acquired in our resource room.  Fauz chose a 12x stand-magnifier for near reading.  It did not matter that his reading distance was sometimes as near as 5cm.  He was given an 8x20 monocular to enable him to read writing on the whiteboard while attending class.  

His handwriting was rather unsteady too.  Although he had learnt to form the numerals and letters of the alphabet, he had not used this skill for school-related tasks.  Initially, continuous feedback and occasional training was given to help him improve his handwriting.  Some letters and digits were not well-formed.  This was because he could not see the tip of his pen clearly.  He experimented with thicker-nib pens, until he found a suitable one.  Meanwhile, Fuaz’s class teachers were informed of the switch he was making so that they would understand if he needed more time for an assignment, or if his handwriting was not as legible.

It was not easy.  There were times when he asked to revert back to Braille.  With lots of encouragement, practice and feedback about his handwriting, he was able to sit for his first examination (the Form Four mid-year examination) without using Braille.  He was given large-print copies of the examination papers and allotted extra time, which included time to rest his hands and eyes, if he needed to do so.  Some of his subject teachers kindly decided not to impose any time limit.

For greater independence, Fuaz was also taught touch-typing, to enable him to type without ‘bending over’ to look at the keyboard.  This skill would enable him to use the computer more efficiently in future.  Typing lessons were conducted using large-print texts.  A manual typewriter was used because it was easier to control the keys.  However, Fuaz had difficulty reading the typed page because of the small print-size.  When he had mastered the keys on the typewriter, he was introduced to the computer.  He typed the same lessons, using font size 20.  This skill was necessary should his teachers require his handwriting to be more legible.  Obviously it had also stood him in good stead at tertiary level.

In November 1998, at the end of Form 5 (equivalent to Year 11), Fuaz sat for his Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia (SPM) examination or Malaysian School Certificate examination as a ‘low vision’ candidate (calon rabun), using large-print question papers and writing all his answers in normal handwriting.  He performed quite well and was accepted into the matriculation course in a local university.

The switch to print has allowed him the confidence and independence to pursue further studies with less handicaps and encumbrances.  By switching to print, he could fully explore his abilities rather than focus on his disabilities.

Several factors helped with this switch.  An obvious one was the setting.  In an Integrated Program, Fuaz attended normal class where all his sighted peers were, of course, using print.  Another very crucial determinant of this successful switch must have been Fuaz’s positive attitude.  He was diligent, teachable and co-operative right through. 

It was also interesting to note that Fuaz changed to an 8x magnifier in Form 5, when his 12x magnifier was misplaced.  Obviously, his visual efficiency had improved significantly with use, without his realizing it.

Fuaz’s experience has shown that with suitable low vision devices, appropriate training, feedback and encouragement from the teacher, it is possible for a student with low vision to change from dependence on Braille to print.  For Fuaz, this change took place with significant improvement in visual functioning too. 

Updates: 8 years on…
Over the years, I was very curious to know the answers to two questions:

(i)
Was this Braille-to-print switch sustained over time?

(ii)
Did Fuaz’s visual functioning continue to improve?

This curiosity led me to a long-distance telephone conversation with Fuaz in July 2005 (which was about 6 years after he left school and 8 years after his decision to switch to print).  I asked if he still used Braille.  “No, not at all!  I’m a 100% print-user now”, was his rather shocked but very affirmative reply.  

What about his visual functioning?  It was heartening to hear him report that his reading and writing speed had improved, although he still required an 8x magnifier for most of his reading.  Fuaz agreed heartily that it was ‘very good’ to have switched to print, simply because it made him more independent.  He did not need voluntary readers to read books for him, nor transcribers to translate Braille.

Did this mean he was functioning like his sighted peers?  Not quite. For instance, he was still unable to read most articles from the Internet. Fuaz had recently bought his own computer.  The good news was, he could install software with speech-output and on-screen magnifiers to assist him.  

Lessons from Fuaz

By highlighting Fuaz’s experience, I would like to underscore some important points.  

Firstly, Fuaz’s experience indicates that it is possible for a student who has started on Braille to switch to print as the primary medium for reading and writing.  However, we have to be mindful that there will be some students with very low vision who may still need and benefit from using Braille. 

Secondly, this switch can be successfully accomplished even at a relatively ‘late’ age, when the student is almost completing his secondary school.  Obviously most students with low vision who are already reading Braille visually have the potential to read print.  Teachers should recognize this and encourage them to make the change.  Yes, even in the later part of their school years.  

Thirdly, low vision devices, both optical and non-optical, could and should be utilized more fully in schools in Malaysia.  During my visits to schools, I have noticed that some schools are rather ill-equipped with low vision devices.  Teachers can be more resourceful and assertive in requesting for funds to invest in a range of low vision devices for their students to experiment with. 

Fourthly, a switch to print can be sustained over time with further improvements in visual tasks like reading and writing.  Far from causing vision to deteriorate, the demands on vision can serve to enhance its efficiency.

Finally, being more independent and less ‘different’ from one’s peers, a switch to print can go a long way in boosting the self-esteem and confidence of an individual with visual impairment. 

Concluding Remarks

It is hoped that Fuaz’s experience would serve as an encouragement to teachers and students contemplating a similar switch from Braille to print.  

More than this, I hope to have brought attention to the bigger issue in Special Education, of reducing handicaps and social costs, when we develop long-term independence in individuals with disabilities.  Let us not be imprisoned by obsolete practices nor be distracted by the smaller issues of completing homework assignments and passing examinations, and become blind to their eventual social and economic well being.
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