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The 2013 edition of World Braille Usage captures a fresh perspective on the global evolution of braille. One hundred and forty-two countries and 133 languages are represented in this new edition that also contains, for the first time, links to electronic media. This article traces the development of World Braille Usage and discusses the impact this book has had on the universal spread of braille literacy since first being published by UNESCO and the World Braille Council sixty years ago.

What is World Braille Usage?

It is doubtful that French school boy, Louis Braille, could have imagined how the code that bears his name would one day become a global communication tool. After all, it took fifty-five years for braille just to reach Portugal from France. Yet today, in almost every nation on earth, people living with blindness use braille to get access to information and literature in almost any language. 

This is due to two factors: the formation of a phonetic alphabet that simplifies the transcription of new languages into braille, and the global collaboration of braille users that resulted in the first edition of World Braille Usage. In this article we will discuss both of these developments. 

Beginnings of Phonetic Braille

Most people easily understand how braille can be transcribed into languages that use Roman letters, like French or English. However, many are mystified by the idea that a language such as Japanese can be transcribed into braille. Yet, as early as the 1920s, diverse phonetic systems to translate new languages into braille were emerging in India. 

In 1923, Parmanand Mewaram Advani, principal of the School for the Blind in Karachi, presented a paper to the Central Advisory Board of Education in Bombay (Mumbai). In “A Uniform Braille Code for Indian Languages” (Advani, 1922), he recommended that a standardised braille code be developed, with the same signs representing the same phonetic sounds in the many different languages in India. 

In 1950, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) invited Mr. Advani to present his paper at a conference in Paris. UNESCO, created at the end of World War II to promote a culture of peace and moral solidarity of mankind, saw how phoneticisation of braille could increase literacy and independence. 

Thirty-seven years after his proposal, Advani’s vision for a unified phonetic braille system had gained adherents all over the world. Many agreed when he stated that, “a unified phonetic braille code would bring the world of the blind closer in this Jet Age if these 63 signs have the same phonetic connotation in all languages of the world” (Advani). 

One year later, UNESCO began a collaboration with the newly formed World Braille Council and its first president, New Zealander Sir Clutha Mackenzie. Together, the organisations worked to develop a unified system and standardised practices to transcribe many of the world's languages into braille. 

The result of this undertaking was the first edition of World Braille Usage (Mackenzie, 1953). Although virtually unknown outside of the blindness community, this publication is a unique type of founding document. It is credited with outlining the principles and practices for bringing uniformity to an international, phonetic system for translating new languages into braille. In fact, before the first edition of World Braille Usage was published in 1953, it is fair to argue that the true genius of braille was far from being fully realised. 

Braille Becomes a Worldwide System 

If the first edition of World Braille Usage was created for the Jet Age, the second was created for the Information Age. The U.S. National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped (NLS), with encouragement from UNESCO, embraced the challenge of developing a second edition of World Braille Usage, published in 1990.

The contributors created the content for the second edition without use of the internet. Surveys on braille usage were circulated by mail, almost unimaginable today. One must remain grateful to the staff of the NLS and the hundreds of braille-involved people around the world, all of whom so generously participated in this international effort. 

Fondly referred to as “the purple book” due to its vibrant purple cover, the 1990 edition came on the scene at an opportune time for several reasons. Considerably larger than the first edition, it was a remarkable achievement. The second edition provided in-depth information on the use of braille in 85 different countries and included copies of braille alphabets and punctuation codes for 97 languages. It listed the titles of braille codebooks that had emerged around the world since the first edition in 1953. The emergence of codes for mathematics, science, music, and computer notation confirmed that braille was evolving with the times.

Because the United Nations General Assembly declared 1990 International Literacy Year, it was an auspicious year to publish the second edition of World Braille Usage. The book and the work for braille literacy was deeply entwined within the larger, global struggle to achieve universal literacy. International Literacy Year was, however, not so much a cause for celebration as it was an urgent call for help. 

The financial and social costs of inadequate literacy skills were being examined and quantified in new ways. Poverty, unemployment, poor physical health, poor emotional health, lack of independence, and a lack of capacity to communicate and access knowledge were now, irrefutably, associated with low levels of literacy (Hartley, 1990). 

These findings set off a flurry of activity around the world, and literacy suddenly was a hot topic. 

In response, governments of many nations made funds available for literacy-related activities, the benefits of which are still being realised today. The UNESCO World Conference, Education for All, and subsequent focus on the issue, is but one example. It is no coincidence that during this period, the term “braille literacy” emerged, inexorably linking it to the broader and on-going global literacy crisis in both developing and developed countries (UNESCO, 1990). 

Although the 1990 edition of World Braille Usage makes few references to information technology, it played a role in helping to usher in a new era of braille producers, software developers, and manufactures of braille devices. Braille translation systems were being explored by IBM as early as the 1960s, and at MIT during the 1970s (Holladay, 2013). In 1975, an early pioneer of braille technology, Duxbury Systems, released the first Duxbury Translator. When the second edition of World Braille Usage arrived on the scene in 1990, it was a welcome addition to the emerging, technology-driven, evolution of braille. 

Published in a year when there was unprecedented attention focused on the deplorable, social cost of inadequate literacy skills; the second edition of World Braille Usage was tangible evidence that braille was a global communication tool. Braille was the key to providing access to the empowerment of literacy to a global community of citizens who were blind and visually impaired citizens. 

True to the mission of UNESCO, the second edition embodied the concept of peaceful cooperation and the solidarity of mankind. True to the motto of the NLS, “That All May Read,” the second edition showed that braille usage was continuing to increase, transcending diverse cultures and accommodating to complex languages. 

The legacy of the first edition of World Braille Usage was to unite nations in the development of unified systems and practices to translate braille into new languages. The second edition continued that legacy and validated its success. Braille usage had gone global. Indeed, as Dr. Judith Dixon pointed out in her article written for the second edition, “braille is truly a worldwide system” (Dixon, 1990). 

World Braille Usage, Third Edition – A Living Document

Literacy is exclusively a human experience, the foundation of language and culture. The cooperation and synergy of hundreds of people who use, teach, or produce braille made this and previous editions of World Braille Usage possible. Today, World Braille Usage contains copies of the braille codes that empower access to literacy in 133 different languages. More importantly, new technologies offer an unprecedented potential for World Braille Usage to truly be a living, online document, able to be amended and added to periodically, and accessible in a variety of formats anywhere in the world. 

Finding the financial resources necessary to make literacy available to any marginalised population is, however, problematic. This global reference text on braille has, on an average, been updated only once every thirty years. Plans to publish a third edition were long in the making, driven by immense geo-political changes, innovative technologies, the impending adoption of Unified English Braille by the United States, and other critical factors that had emerged in the twenty-three years since the 1990 edition was published (Schnackenberg & Dixon, 2010). 

In the fall of 2011, Perkins, the National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped (NLS), and the International Council on English Braille (ICEB), created a partnership. The agencies agreed to share the cost of publishing a new edition. In addition, Perkins devoted part of a grant, donated by William Schawbel of the Schawbel Corporation. The grant, dedicated to the support braille literacy projects, funded a braille literacy manager and author to coordinate the project.

Development of the Third Edition 

The methodology used to create the third edition paralleled the process used by the NLS twenty-three years earlier. While the 1990 edition took years to complete, email and related digital technologies allowed third edition to be complete and published in just eighteen months. 

The project partners developed a survey tool for collecting data; a short questionnaire and cover letter. To a large extent it incorporated the same questions included in the 1990 survey, with one notable exception. From the beginning, a goal of the project was to specifically request braille codes for indigenous and/or mother-tongue languages. 

The questionnaire is summarised below:

· Name of the country; 

· Name of the individual or agency filling out the survey; 

· List all of the language(s) (national and indigenous) transcribed into braille, in order from most frequently used to least frequently used; 

· Identify if braille is contracted (grade 2) or un-contracted (grade 1) for each of the languages listed; 

· Name of the organisation, or agency responsible for standardising the braille codes; 

· If braille codes are standardised by an authority or agency outside of your country, provide the name of the responsible authority or agency; 

· List the name, and date of revision, for all the braille codebooks in use for: literary, mathematics, science, computer, music, and all other codes, for each of languages transcribed into braille; 

· Request for a copy of the braille alphabet and punctuation codes for each of the languages transcribed into braille.

The sampling frame for the project were representatives from over 500 braille or blind-related organisations, located in 197 countries around the world. We found them through a wide range of sources, including membership lists from the World Blind Union (WBU), the International Council on the Education of the Visually Impaired (ICEVI), and numerous individuals at schools and libraries for the blind, universities, and elsewhere. In all, over 3,000 emails served to collect the data used in this edition of World Braille Usage. 

The global level of support provided by the organisations participating in this project was an inspiration. Both the WBU and ICEVI were extremely helpful in getting the word out to their members. One of the most outstanding examples of support came from the Latin American Blind Union (ULAC). In an amazing act of kindness and demonstration of organisational strength, ULAC assumed responsibility for completing and returning the questionnaires for 20 of their member countries in Latin America. 

Staff members at Duxbury Systems were very supportive in assisting the editor, sharing resources, and offering consultative advice on a broad spectrum of issues. Like the first two edition, this new edition of World Braille Usage will ideally broaden not only the amount of information available on the global use of braille, but also its accessibility to braille transcribers, educators, producers, software developers, and manufactures of braille devices in many nations around the world.

The project was not without challenges. Receiving responses to the questionnaire from representatives in the 197 countries recognised by the United Nations was certainly one of them. For example, 24 percent of the countries listed in the 1990 text did not respond to the questionnaire. As a result, their braille codes appear as reprints from the previous edition. The necessity of having to transmit questionnaires, and subsequent follow up questions, in a wide variety of languages was also a challenge. Fortunately, Google Translate proved to be almost magical in this regard, making communication possible and frequently humorous. 

It is also interesting to note that the most vexing question on the questionnaire was the one asking for the titles of the braille codebooks used for literary, mathematics, science, computer, and/or music notation. It was not uncommon for representatives in a country to send a copy of the braille alphabet and punctuation code for a language; but to remain unable to provide the name of a braille codebook associated with its use. 

Another interesting observation was the noticeable lack of mathematics and science notation in many of the developing countries. However, it is encouraging that the Braille Music Code, which was internationally standardised in 1990, has gained acceptance in numerous countries around the world. 

The presence of a braille authority or agency responsible for monitoring the standardisation of braille within a country made a significant difference to the quality of information received in response to the World Braille Usage questionnaires. Although there is no definitive, operational definition of what constitutes a braille authority, it is estimated that 28 percent of the 142 countries listed in the new edition have established a designated authority or agency, to oversee the uniformity of national braille standards used within their country.

The quest to collect indigenous and mother tongue languages transcribed into braille proved to be both heartening and disappointing. South Africa is one of the success stories. In addition to English and Afrikaans, the new edition now includes braille alphabets for eight of the most commonly used tribal languages. In addition, several countries in Latin America submitted braille codes for indigenous languages for the first time. 

In the United States, although a number of individuals confirmed the existence of a braille alphabet for Navajo, a copy of it was never discovered during the data collection process. At one point it seemed that not a single braille code for an American, indigenous language would appear in the new text. Fortunately, both the Hawaiian braille code and the Alaskan Iñupiaq braille code arrived during the last few days of the project, and they can be found in the new edition.

In a broader context, any reflections on the development of this edition World Braille Usage must include some observations regarding its historical context. Few in the blindness community could ignore the impact of the seminal report published by the National Federation of the Blind, The Braille Literacy Crisis in America: Facing the Truth, Reversing the Trend, Empowering the Blind. This publication states that 90 percent of students in the United States who are blind are not taught braille (Jernigan Institute, 2009). 

More recently, a respected leader of the blind community, Kevin Carey, commented that braille is, “on the verge of a global catastrophe as great as that which the music industry faced in the late 1990s, as great as that which now faces books, magazines, and newspapers” (Carey, 2012). These perspectives must come as sobering reminders that many challenges remain ahead and the braille literacy crisis recognised in 1990 still remains unresolved.

Of all the issues impacting the future of braille, it is the opinion of the author that a profound lack of research is one of the most pressing. In 2006, Kay Ferrell, a well-known authority on braille and braille research, conducted a meta-analysis with the National Center of Low Incidence. She analysed forty years of research involving children with visual disabilities, using research standards set out by the U.S. government’s What Works Clearing House. The study found only 136 articles involving children with no vision (those most likely to use braille). Of those 136 articles, only 16 research studies met the criteria of scientifically based research (Ferrell, 2006). Thus, there remains a critical need for a greater investment in scientific research into the state of braille today, both in the United States and globally. 

Speculation on the future of braille primarily focuses on the future of literacy for the global population of 39 million people who are blind, and a portion of the 246 million people who have low vision (World Health Organization, 2012). Braille is a global communication tool, a medium for learning, teaching, reading, writing, recording, and retrieving information--the nexus to literacy for a marginalised population. The new edition represents a 68 percent increase in content over the previous edition. It is tangible evidence of the robust nature of braille and, perhaps more telling, the strong, determined will of the people who use braille.

The third edition of World Braille Usage arguably contains the most contemporary and comprehensive collection of the braille codes available in the world today. The cover of the new edition features a colourful globe of the world covered with national flags from nations around the world. All of the flags are made to look like interlocking pieces of a puzzle, symbolic of the legacy of nations united by braille. 

Unlike previous editions, there is an unprecedented opportunity for this edition to truly be an accessible, living, online document. The partners hope that it will eventually represent every nation on earth and every language transcribed into braille. 

Dr. Aubrey Webson, Director of Perkins International, dedicated the third edition of World Braille Usage to “the millions of braille users, teachers, producers, and organisations, past and present, who tirelessly advance equal and global access to literacy and greater independence for persons who are blind, through the use of braille” (p.x). 

Note : Presently a pdf file version of World Braille Usage, Third Edition, can be found on the Perkins website: www.perkins.org/worldbraille. Perkins is working to identify funding to produce an electronic braille (brf file) for this publication that will further enhance its usability within the braille-reading community.  It is hoped that this version will be available by the end of 2013.
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