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In January of 1991, Dr. Tim Cranmer and Dr. Abraham Nemeth sent a memo to The Braille Authority of North America board of directors in which they outlined some reasons why a uniform braille code for English should be created. Their concern at that time was that the use of braille was losing prominence in the lives of blind people because of the emergence of technology, the difficulty of learning several codes and the lack of comparability between the braille and print text. Another factor, they pointed out, was that a great deal of learning needed to take place by transcribers of braille, particularly if they are transcribing technical codes, as often three or more codes may be used in one text. It is probably timely, therefore, to review subsequent developments, and to re-examine the reasons that prompted the development of Unified English Braille (UEB).

The International Council on English Braille (ICEB) was formed in 1991, and became the organization to oversee the development of Unified English Braille in 1993 (Bogart, Cranmer & Sullivan, 2000). Member countries of ICEB are: Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Nigeria, South Africa, the United Kingdom and the United States. Work on the development of UEB has continued up to the present time, according to the following principles restated below:

·
Music braille would not be part of UEB;

·
The literary code would form the basis of UEB, and would be minimally changed so that people could continue to read books produced in other English braille codes;

·
Mathematical, computer and scientific notation would be included in the UEB;

·
Differences in current literary codes would be resolved. This would mean that decisions would occur around such issues as sequencing, (e.g., writing the words “and” and “the” unspaced), syllable bridging, and which shortform words to allow;  

·
Symbols would have the same, unambiguous meaning regardless of their context.  This would eliminate such situations as the dollar sign having several different representations as it does now as dots 256 in literary Braille, dots 4, 234 in Nemeth Braille, and dots 1246 in computer Braille (Sullivan 1997). This goal is particularly important because it simplifies automated conversion of print text to braille and vice versa; and

·
Unified English Braille would be equally usable by all braille readers, regardless of their reading level.  As in print, new symbols would be introduced as needed.

As you may surmise, the challenge of unifying English braille has been daunting. It has taken considerable creativity, and compromise to develop UEB keeping the above principles in mind. At present, a formal rulebook is being written. Lessons for learning UEB can be obtained free of charge from the Australian Braille Authority website http://www.e-bility.com/roundtable/aba/publications.php in PDF and MS Word formats.  UEB was adopted by the ICEB in 2004 as a code for international use. Each member country is encouraged to make its own decision about adoption of UEB. In short, UEB will be substantially completed in its development by the end of March 2009, although, as now, changes may be suggested as time passes and people use UEB for leisure reading, or study of mathematics, science or computing. 

So now there is a code that all English-speaking countries could use, but if braille is being replaced by technology and no longer needed, has all of this effort been for naught? I believe that the answer to that question is a resounding no. Has technology supplanted braille, or print for that matter? While there is no doubt that the use of technology has increased considerably in the last decade, paper books are still being produced, and we use technology to do that. Handwritten or braille notes are still very evident in the lives of people who continue to rely on written information. But pocket sized braille displays and PDAs with braille displays are becoming more popular as they are more environmentally friendly than paper-produced braille and less bulky to carry and use. Tactile discrimination skills are important for reading maps, discovering spatial concepts, and facilitating the study of mathematics. While these tasks can be done without a unified code, having a computer-friendly code that follows print symbols that can be easily translated or back-translated with little intervention may be advantageous. However, what some people might see as a disadvantage is that in the UEB code, more space is used.  This is only an issue if you are producing paper braille, but may not be as important if electronic braille is the medium. If technology facilitates the production and use of braille, the logical conclusion would be that any code that is used should be developed with refreshable braille and computer automation in mind.  

While many braille users are comfortable with braille codes that have been in use for several years, future generations of braille readers all over the world might have more braille under their fingers if one unified code were the standard rather than several codes for different purposes. This might be especially true for braille readers in developing countries where English is used. Many of these countries now receive books from Australia, the UK, North America, or elsewhere, and braille readers have to be aware of several different codes and variations to read the materials they receive.  

From a social justice perspective, the development of braille literacy skills is as important for people who are blind as is the development of print literacy skills for people with vision. The proliferation of many braille codes is not a bad thing, as they are used for the purposes for which they were created; but imagine a world where a transcriber had to learn only one code that encompassed literary and technical material. UEB has been in use in Australia for three years now, and transcribers report that they can complete their work with less intervention. This is primarily because computer translation works better due to the unambiguous nature of the code.

The third and final reason for a uniform code is as controversial as the others I have mentioned. Braille purists don’t think braille should follow print. Thus, typeform indicators and two cell symbols are not popular. The impact, if any, of these changes to the readability of braille is not yet known, it is true, but no code is perfect.  

I cannot help but wonder if Louis Braille were alive today, how he would view the idea of a unified braille code. His vision, creativity and determination have provided a literacy system that works, though he didn’t live to see the far-reaching consequences of the development of braille. Unifying braille codes is the next step in the evolution of braille.  Whether this process succeeds in bringing braille literacy to more people who need it or not, this shows that braille is alive and dynamic. While the many stakeholders in the braille world may not agree about the benefits of unifying braille codes, or the manner in which this is accomplished, everyone wants to make more braille available to more people who need it. If Unified English Braille proves to be easy to learn, easy to produce, compatible with technology and closer in comparability to print, it will be acknowledged, by some, as a positive development in the history of braille. 
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