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What is a Braille Authority and why is it important?

All over the world, advocates are considering ways to promote literacy through braille for people who are blind in their countries. There is much to consider in this undertaking: choices of codes, promotion (advocacy and marketing), teaching, production, distribution, and more.

One approach is to set up a Braille Authority to act as a national focus for braille. The International Council on English Braille (ICEB) has prepared this paper to assist workers who want to develop Braille Authorities in their own countries.

ICEB has seven member countries: Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Nigeria, South Africa, the United Kingdom and the United States of America. Each ICEB member has a Braille Authority that makes decisions about braille. Each authority is differently governed and structured, reflecting the culture of each country. There is no single “right way” to set up a Braille Authority; you should set up a structure to meet your country's needs.

The Braille Authorities and the ICEB itself all share one unifying feature: they  bring together readers, teachers, and producers of braille, with a common desire to promote literacy through braille for all people who are blind.

There are many complex decisions to be addressed in this work. A Braille Authority is the forum for deciding the following questions: 

-
what braille codes will be used in the country;

-
what codes should be used for multiple languages in a country;

-
whether the codes should be contracted or uncontracted;

-
which braille formats, as distinct from codes, should be used;

-
what standards for tactile graphics, signage, and other forms of tactile communication are appropriate;

-
how to provide a unified national focus for literacy through braille.

Braille Authorities do not have actual “authority” over braille in their countries. There is no legislation in any ICEB country that gives legal enforcement to the decisions made by their Braille Authorities. They succeed in their work because they include and involve all stakeholders in braille in their decisions.

First steps

The first task in establishing a national Braille Authority is to make guiding decisions that help focus your work and organize yourselves.

First, we suggest that you decide on the key audience that you will serve. Within the blindness community, there are three audiences: children, adults with lifelong blindness, and newly blinded adults. You may decide to serve one, two, or all three audiences.

Second, you should consider the purposes, goals and objectives of the Braille Authority.

Third, you should consider what type of membership structure would best fulfill those purposes. Who are the stakeholders in braille in your country?

Finally, work out what type of governance, what formal structure, would best suit your audience, purposes and membership?

Fourteen questions to consider

We have looked at all the constitutions, rules, and bylaws of the seven members of ICEB. We have identified several themes and drawn up 14 questions for you to consider:

Audience

1.  
If you want to focus on one or more audiences, will you give one of them priority: children, adults with lifelong blindness, or newly blinded adults?

Purposes

2. 
What purposes or goals or objectives should the authority have? What would best meet your needs?

Examples might include:

-
set standards for braille, that is, the codes to be used and taught in your country;

-
set standards for tactile graphics, signage, and other forms of tactile communication;

-
develop guidelines for the formatting of braille books and documents;

-
accredit transcribers with a braille proficiency certificate following the successful passing of an examination;

-
inform readers, teachers and producers about changes to braille codes;

-
advise producer organisations and individuals about the production of braille;

-
monitor standards of braille production within your country and provide feedback to braille producers;

-
advise on the storage and distribution of braille materials;

-
monitor and promote better access to qualified teaching in braille for children and adults;

-
promote (advocate for, market) literacy through braille, particularly in educational pursuits;

-
monitor the availability of books in braille, particularly textbooks;

-
promote equal access with sighted citizens to community information;

-
undertake research into the uses of braille and its codes in your country;

-
monitor developments in braille internationally and interact with similar bodies elsewhere.

3. 
Should the authority consider more than one language for your country, or should you have one authority for each language?


Braille codes used for each language in your country should work well together and be understood by everyone who needs to produce, teach or read them. Examples are Braille SA, the South African Braille Authority, which sets code standards for English, Afrikaans, and nine indigenous African languages.


The National Braille Council of Nigeria sets standards for three languages in addition to English.

4. 
Should you write vision, mission and values statements?


Vision and mission statements are required by potential funders and explain the reason for the Braille Authority to exist. They should be just a few words in length. A values (beliefs) statement is a brief set of guiding principles about how you treat each other and all the stakeholders involved in the work of the authority.

Membership

5. 
Having agreed on the audience for and purposes of the Braille Authority, who would best understand your audience and purposes? Should the membership be individuals involved in braille work? Organisations working in braille production? Professional teaching associations? Consumer groups of braille readers? Or a mixture of individuals and organisations?

6. 
If the membership is of organisations, which ones should be represented on the authority? Types of organisations might include:

-
special education units in ministries, government agencies, institutions, parastatals (companies or agencies owned or controlled wholly or partly by the government), etc.;

-
school examination authorities;

-
special schools for the blind;

-
regular schools that have a policy of enrolling students who are blind;

-
groups representing parents of children who are blind or have low vision;

-
braille producers;

-
blindness agencies or organisations;

-
libraries that circulate braille books;

-
consumer groups involving adult readers of braille;

-
honorary members, such as individuals who are very experienced in the braille field but no longer work in a relevant body.

7. 
What qualifications, skills or experience are important for individuals who serve on the authority? Examples might include:

-
ability to read braille by touch or by sight;

-
knowledge of codes, for example, languages, music braille, maths notation, Standard English Braille, English Braille American Edition, Unified English Braille;

-
skill in the production of braille, including knowledge of codes;

-
skill in the production of tactile graphics;

-
experience in teaching braille to children or adults;

-
experience in working with people who are deafblind.

8. 
Should a percentage (perhaps the majority) of individual members be touch-readers of braille who are blind?

Governance

9. 
Should the authority concern itself with braille only, or should it be a part of a larger group that supervises all accessible formats for the country?

10. 
What should the name of the authority be? Should the name reflect multiple languages in your country?

11. 
How many members should the authority have? Should it have an executive group to carry out routine work between meetings of the authority? How many office holders should it have?

12. 
How often should the authority meet? Usually an annual meeting is required to receive an annual report from the chairman, a financial report from the treasurer and to elect office holders for the following year.

13. 
To keep up to date with braille developments in other countries, which other Braille Authorities should your organisation join?

14. 
Which legal structure for the Braille Authority would best suit your country? Should the authority be an independent organisation? Or should it be linked to your government, perhaps your department of education or ministry of culture? Your country may have a model constitution or rules or bylaws that you can use as a basis for the rules of your authority.

We suggest you write a simple constitution which you formally register with your government and a set of more detailed bylaws or guidelines about how to run the authority.
Conclusion

Remember that there is no single way to set up a Braille Authority; a successful structure meets the needs that exist in your country. The more inclusive and open and transparent Braille Authorities are, the more they succeed in promoting the use of braille, promoting literacy and numeracy, and in introducing change to keep braille relevant in today's complex environment.
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