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Early attempts to teach the blind to read were presented in varying tactile forms which demonstrated the ingenious wealth of creativity of many educated and concerned people of the day.  These ranged from different shapes of dots and strings to modified capital letters which were embossed and enlarged enough to be identified and interpreted by the fingers.

Of all these different types of raised forms of reading for the blind, the two which have stood the test of time are the moon and the Braille.  But moon, which bears resemblance to a raised form of large print letters is not used in schools, perhaps mainly because it is not written and also it is bulkier than Braille.  All reading matter in moon is press printed.

Thus it can be said that formal education for the blind began with the invention of Braille as a medium of reading and writing.  Braille was invented by Louis Braille facilitated by Charles Barbier, a French Army Officer whose Dots Code system Louise transformed into Braille in about 1824.  The original Code was a secrete means of communication in the French Army during the night.  It was described by its inventor, Charles Barbier as “ecriture nocturne’ and it was introduced to Louise Braille to try and see whether it would be useful to the blind.  Louise held it in very high esteem because it was something very close to his dream of inventing a new form of touch reading by dots instead of the then raised capital letters.

However brilliant though Louise’s transformation of Barbiers’s code system was, it was met with opposition by members of staff of the Institution for the Blind where he taught.  They argued that any system that had no resemblance of the sighted alphabets would widen the gap between the blind and the sighted.

This opposition notwithstanding, by 1872 Braille had been accepted internationally as the medium of learning and communication for blind people.  This indeed revolutionalised education for the blind in Europe and America and later across the world.

This interest in Braille was sustained until the 1960’s and 1970’s when science and technology developed significantly and so brought into wake for the blind several means of acquiring information such as ‘tape recorders, letter magnifiers, computer voice-translators’ etc. and owing to the relative ease of using thses assistive devices it is gradually rendering the use of Braille obsolete.  Reasons adduced by many blind persons for not using Braille include the following: Braille is complex and technical and therefore difficult to learn and use: The dots easily get depressed making reading difficult especially if the fingertips are not so sensitive: Braille materials are bulky and heavy to carry about.  All these come together to make Braille uninteresting to the elderly and the late blind.

In Europe and North America statistics show a steady decline of Braille users due to the reasons stated above.  But advocates of Braille argue that, being able to read gives the reader a firm grasp of a concept or an idea better, as well as the structure of the language used.  Again it is agued that Braille can be a key to the quality of life for the blind because, for instance in the USA, research has shown that nine out of ten blind adults who have jobs read and write Braille making Braille literacy a vital ingredient in the life of the blind.  In consequence what Braille advocates suggest upon extensive observation is that, in order to rekindle interest in the use of Braille it would be more conducive if Braille were taught from infancy to the blind the same time as the sighted child is taught to read.  In this way the blind child will achieve similar literacy rate as the sighted child.  This will make the use of Braille more interesting and an effective tool for life.

To the blind in the third world, particularly in Africa, Braille will continue to be the means and medium of learning and communicating because assistive devices are prohibitive in price to the ordinary blind person or his parents/guardians.  Perhaps to make the use of Braille more simple and less cumbersome, availability of upward writers like Perkins Brailler at an affordable price will go a long way to help the blind in the low economic region.

At this point I am inclined to agree with Braille advocates who believe that in order to have more people accessing Braille for quality education and quality of life, we should have people who believe in blind people and who believe in Braille and who can fund the production of Braille.  This character trait is symptomatic of Dr. Thomas Armitage, a physician and a late blind person who spent the rest of his life time and money in promoting and improving the lot of the blind.  In fact, it was Dr. Armitage who popularised Braille in the United Kingdom together with two others Francis Campbell and James Gale, all late blind people who sacrificed their life time and money for the welfare of the blind.  It was upon their initiative that the Royal Institute for the Blind in London became established.

From the foregoing I do not in any way, seek to denigrate or render unimportant the technological feat so far achieved to improve immensely the quality of life for the blind.  Nonetheless though technology has made the acquisition and gathering of information a lot more seductive and interesting, these assistive devices have their own limits.  For example, vocabularisation of voice translators sometimes function inaudibly thus reducing their effectiveness.  Additionally a blind child’s conceptualisation of what a page is and labelling of items will be extremely difficult if Braille is dispensed with completely.  Again technological equipment for the teaching and learning by the blind will be most ineffective and inefficient in the third world especially in Africa where electricity supply is either absent or unreliable.

In view of these limitations it can be strongly argued that Braille is still critical for blind people to become literate rather than verbal literates in their everyday life.  Braille should however be made more attractive by looking for a new and creative method of teaching it thereby lessening the difficulties associated with the learning and the use of it.  If this is done many more blind people will have access to Braille which will in turn make them more literate and practical scholars.  
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