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I consider myself to be extremely fortunate in many respects, living as I do in a well developed country with its share of problems, enjoying life to the full. My good fortune extends to the manner in which I read. My newspapers arrived early this morning on my phone and also by email. I have already had the opportunity to read some key articles using refreshable braille and speech. My portable refreshable braille display links relatively seamlessly to my iPhone 4S, computer and note taker. I have the advantage, sometimes the curse, of being connected in every sense. So why do I feel so uncomfortable? Why do I want to change the way I use braille to read?

What is a refreshable braille display?

For at least the past 30 years, braille displays of various shapes and sizes have been manufactured using the same technology. Pins are arranged in a 6- or 8-dot cell and are electronically raised and lowered to form braille characters. Displays are usually single line and range from 12 to 84 cells.

Most refreshable braille displays contain software which will translate braille into a number of codes. As I write, I can show my text in uncontracted or contracted braille with relative ease (although I urge manufacturers to accelerate the development of Unified English Braille translation). 

Displays are integrated into note-taking devices to form portable, braille-based computers. Displays are connected to a range of devices so that people can read all kinds of information with their fingers. 

There have been some recent innovations. Touch-cursors are included in many displays so that the computer cursor can be moved to a given point. Some displays are actually touch-sensitive so that they “know” where the reader is and can correspondingly move the cursor. However, the basic way in which a braille cell is created is the same for all displays and controlled by a number of patents.

So what’s the problem?

With prices for the most basic device starting at $1500, refreshable braille displays are only available to a privileged few who might have access to government funding. Many readers of The Educator may have chosen not to read this article, fearing that, once again, it covers a topic relevant only to the elite who can afford expensive devices. This situation must be changed through the development of new technology and business models which reduce prices by an order of magnitude.

As brilliant as it is, the refreshable braille display is really the technology of 30 years ago. 

I find it difficult to believe that it cannot be bettered in terms of affordability and functionality. There is an unhealthy degree of stagnation in innovation in this area. 

Technological advance is a globally accepted norm from which refreshable braille display should not be immune. We need displays that can show solid raised lines to enable the presentation of tactile graphics, thin form factor displays, displays which better simulate the experience of reading a braille book or magazine.  But, most importantly, braille displays have to cost less, much less.

Refreshable braille has the potential to open up access to reading for more people who want to read with their fingers. Recently published research in the UK shows that a paltry 7% of books are available in alternate format, but of the top 1000 books published in the UK in 2010, 54% are available as accessible electronic books. It is probable that this pattern is not replicated in many countries as the growth in e-books experienced in the UK and USA has not yet been globally replicated, but this will surely come. How fantastic it would be if many more people could use refreshable braille as I do to access that 54% of books, not to mention newspapers and magazines.

The future

We can be sure that the exponential growth of e-books will continue, and that mainstream technology, including mobile phones, will get cheaper. Technology and information will be available throughout the world. People will create and consume information at an unimaginable rate. Social and professional networks will continue to develop as a means of informing people of their rights and responsibilities, as well as simply having fun.

Those who read with their fingers must not be left behind. Refreshable braille will be of supreme importance if children are to engage with the scope and scale of information they need to enable them to obtain a sound education. It will enable them to interact in a world which increasingly exists around social networks. It will place information at their finger-tips as they move through life, enabling their independence.

In my brave new world, there will indeed be no need for braille transcription. Ideally, all braille will be automatically produced achieving accurate and readable results. Computers will continue to do a great job with the accurate translation of braille, but its readability is dramatically enhanced by sensitive formatting only currently possible through human intervention. The manner of the transcription challenge may change but I do not believe it will diminish over time, not least because there is so much information I want to read but which is not currently accessible.

I hope someday soon I will be visiting a school in India and will no longer hear that refreshable braille displays are just too expensive to be included in education. I hope I will see children accessing the phenomenally expanding world of information through their fingers as I do, creating that connection with literature through braille which is so poignant and so hard to describe. 
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