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Braille is the pathway to literacy for people who are blind and visually impaired. At Perkins, we believe firmly that braille–nearly 190 years since Louis Braille devised it—is still the best reading and writing system for people with significantly impaired vision. Braille not only gives a person the ability to read and write, it offers intellectual independence and enables them to learn and work alongside their sighted peers. 

Perkins Products, a division of Perkins, has been engaged in a transformative three-year research and product engineering initiative to develop a new braille learning and teaching technology called the SMART Brailler®. The SMART Brailler concept was conceived and led by David Morgan, the Vice President and General Manager of Perkins Products. The goal was to add features to the classic Perkins Brailler® – the most widely used braille teaching tool in the world – which would make the learning of braille much easier. To the standard, mechanical Perkins Brailler, Perkins’ product development team added audio output, so that the user can hear exactly what is being brailled – read back in letters, words, lines, or the entire text.

Another innovative feature is a visual display positioned on the front of the brailler. The display allows a user with partial vision or a sighted parent, teacher, friend, or sibling to see what is being brailled – in print and in electronic simulated braille (Sim Braille). Thus, the process of learning braille is opened to all and sped along by instantaneous, multi-sensory feedback.

In addition to the audio and visual feedback, the features of the SMART Brailler include:

▪ 
The ability to edit, save and transfer electronic documents via USB;

▪ 
PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT="The capability to download braille learning exercises;

▪ 
PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT="Headphone jack and volume control;

▪ 
PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT="Acapela Text to Speech from Acapela Group;

▪ 
PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT="Classic mechanical brailler mode – once the learner is fluent in braille, the audio and visual can be turned off;

▪ 
PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT="Multiple language platforms are being developed – currently we are working on French, Spanish, Arabic and other languages;

▪ 
PRIVATE "TYPE=PICT;ALT="Rechargeable and removable battery.

The SMART Brailler has been greeted with enthusiastic response at conferences, trade shows and by users around the world. Perkins Products is currently working with braille experts in various countries to localise the SMART Brailler for additional languages beyond English.

The research on the SMART Brailler began with an overview of the various target markets that seemed likely to benefit from it.It is clear that many members of the potential market demographics perceive braille as difficult to learn. These markets include:

▪ 
Teachers of the Visually Impaired, all of whom need to learn braille in order to teach it; who also become experts to whom parents and school administrators turn for recommendations on assistive technology.

▪ 
Parents who wish to learn braille in order to assist their children with homework and stay current on what their children are learning, just as sighted parents do.

▪ 
Adults with adventitious blindness, who desire or need to remain employed. any adults avoid learning braille and rely solely on audio tools such as screen readers. This is partially due to their perception that braille is too difficult to learn, and also because they are likely to be skillful users of computers and other mainstream technologies.

▪ 
Children who are learning braille – the SMART Brailler will allow them to practice on their own, when a teacher is not available or between lessons.

Perkins Products contracted with a product development firm – Product Development Technology(PDT) - based in Chicago, Illinois, U.S.A., to conduct market research with 129 users on the use of braille and the perception of the SMART Brailler concept. This research included 100 plus hours of interviews and hands-on trials with these users across the United States. The users included children and teenagers who are visually impaired, parents, TVI’s, visually impaired adults and elders, braille power users and individuals who are deafblind. Research findings drove the product design and feature set.

Essentially, the findings validated the following concepts:

▪ 
Children who are learning braille are motivated and excited by the audio and visual feedback. Thus the SMART Brailler supports the learning process, particularly when a TVI is not available. The file saving (to USB drive) feature was added as a result of feedback from these interviews.

▪ 
Parents of the visually impaired are also very interested in the SMART Brailler because they often prefer to learn braille visually rather than by touch.

▪ 
Teachers of the Visually Impaired indicated that this device would be very useful because with braille “you either use it or you lose it.” Particularly in developing countries, where TVI’s may not be taught braille due to the expense, this could be an efficient, effective self-teaching tool.

▪ 
Adults who have lost their vision later in life are sometimes intimidated by the task of learning braille. Many rehabilitation programs offer a quick introduction to braille but do not provide essential long-term learning and practice. This device provides the opportunity to both learn braille more quickly and to practice at will. The tutorials which can be built into the SMART Brailler are a significant enhancement for adult learning.

▪ 
“Power users” or very experienced braille users do not view this as a device that is suitable for their needs, but they are enthusiastic about using it to teach braille to others. In addition, when learners become skillful users, they can employ the SMART Brailler as a simple mechanical brailler when the audio and visual feedback is switched off.

▪ 
Individuals who are deafblind had differing opinions. Those who have no sight or hearing say that the SMART Brailler would not be any more useful than a classic brailler. However, those who have some sight or hearing were of the opinion that the device would make it much easier to learn braille.

Teachers of the visually impaired are very excited about the opportunity to learn braille more quickly and efficiently. Cathy Pasinski, an instructor at Hadley School for the Blind (Illinois), sees huge value for students and teachers. “I used it for several weeks and I see real value in using it to teach both teachers of the visually impaired and the students themselves. Having the immediate feedback is tremendous and makes it so much easier,” Cathy says.

More information can be found at www.smartbrailler.org
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