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It is fitting that we are gathered here in Leipzig to talk about braille. Not only is this the home of one of the largest braille libraries in the world but this is also a city where the publishing of books is a core industry that goes back for centuries.

But why did we all come here? More than four hundred people have chosen to travel, some traveling great distances.  Are we all here just because we love braille? Or maybe is it because we think there are things about braille that we don’t know and we want to learn? Maybe we want a chance to influence the future of braille? Well, if that’s your reason for being here you might just get your wish.

During the next few days we will hear about innovations in braille, new braille codes, new braille devices, new ways that braille can be used, and new concepts in braille that are just being contemplated. I am sure that all of you who have come to this conference will learn something that you didn’t know before; learn something that you can go home with and use; learn something significant about braille.

My experience illustrates the story of braille since the mid-twentieth century. I was born in 1952 in Florida, a state in the southeastern part of the United States. This was the same year that the 150th anniversary of Louis Braille’s birth was celebrated and his body was moved to the Pantheon in Paris. By this point in time, braille as a reading medium for persons who were blind was not questioned. Some think of it as braille’s “golden age.” I’m not sure how golden it was but braille was certainly the way that children who are blind in the United States were taught to read.

When I was five years old, I attended the school for the blind in St. Augustine, Florida. We were taught braille using pegboards, and muffin tins, and eventually with dots on paper. We learned to write braille on a Perkins brailler. At Christmastime of my first year, right before going home for the holiday, I was given a braille slate and shown how to use it. For me, this was a perfect time to receive a slate and I suspect that it was this event that began my lifelong love affair with the braille slate. I went home to my sighted parents and my sighted brothers and was able to show them something that I had learned that they could understand. “Look at me! I can read, I can write, and I can read what I have written.”

In January 1960 I started attending public school in Massachusetts, a state in the northeastern part of the United States. There, I had a braille version of every book that my classmates had in print. These were books made of paper with words, and sentences of words, and pages of words, and chapters of words. The print books might have had a few photographs, but mostly these could safely be ignored with little problem and my braille books were essentially the same ones that the other kids were reading.

I had a teacher who understood a great deal about what children with blindness needed to know. She taught us braille. When we had an assignment in class, we wrote it in braille and the braille teacher handwrote it in print for the classroom teacher—mistakes and all. 

We did have a braille library. We had three shelves of books that we could pick from. By the fourth grade, I had read all of them.

When I was beginning the eighth grade, I returned to Florida and attended public school. This time I had no braille teacher. The classroom teachers didn’t know any more about teaching a child who was blind than I as a twelve-year-old could tell them. But I did have a group of dedicated transcribers who created my textbooks. Many times one of my parents would pick up a volume in the evening from a transcriber and I had a test on the material the next morning. But for the most part, I did have braille books.

At this time Florida did not have a braille library. Our library service came from the neighboring state of Georgia. The nice librarians would send books they thought I might like, but in those days we didn’t have catalogs or toll-free telephone numbers to call the library and talk about books with the librarians.

When I was fourteen we visited Atlanta, where the library was located, and I persuaded my family to visit the braille library. I was so excited because I was going to see many, many books in one place. However, the library’s policy prohibited visitors in the collection area. Well, my father didn’t think this was reasonable. He started by calling the library’s administrator and ended up talking to the Governor’s office. I never got to see any books, and I remember it as one of the most embarrassing, humiliating days of my childhood.

I continued to use braille through my post-secondary education but more and more audiobooks began to creep into my life.  My dedicated group of transcribers stayed with me through my undergraduate years and they agreed to braille math, science, and foreign language books. For everything else, I had to use books on tape.

My relationship with libraries remained a bit tenuous. I borrowed a few braille books when there was a school holiday but I didn’t actually try to visit one.

I received a PhD in clinical psychology in 1979 and taught undergraduates for a couple of years at a community college in New York City. In 1981 I learned of a job at the National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped at the Library of Congress, representing consumers in the national library program. Well, I certainly thought consumers needed representation and I cared a great deal about reading and access and braille so this seemed like the perfect job for me. I guess it was, because last June I celebrated thirty years of working for the Library of Congress.

Braille has continued to be an important part of my life. Working in a library, I have many opportunities to be a supporter of braille—for braille in libraries, for opportunities to learn braille, and for innovations in the way braille is produced, taught, stored, and distributed.

There have been many changes in braille during this time. In the early 1990s an effort to unify braille was begun in the United States. In 1993 this effort was internationalized. In 2005, Unified English Braille, or UEB as the revised code came to be called, was adopted in South Africa and Australia. Today it is used by six out of the seven member countries of the International Council on English Braille.

So much has changed in our lives. More children with blindness attend public schools where there is no teacher who knows braille. In education today some students have the luxury of reading books that have been prepared by transcribers with expert knowledge of braille. Some students have books that have been prepared by teachers’ aids with little knowledge of braille, and others have only electronic translations. Books are not the same, education is not the same, libraries are not the same. And the use of braille in school, whether it’s a school for the blind or a public school, is not the same. This year in Washington, D.C., every child who is blind is receiving an iPad and if they are a braille reader, a BrailleNote. And they are getting all their textbooks from a source that scans them and runs them through an electronic process. The books are never touched by human hands.

Our challenge today is to integrate the automatic generation of braille with the braille codes and with the devices we use. In 1981, the same year that I started working at the Library of Congress, I got my first braille display. It was a VersaBraille with 20 braille cells and 1k of memory and we all thought it was the most magic machine we had ever seen. Since then I have used numerous refreshable-braille devices. Most of them have been from the German manufacturer, Baum Retec. The displays are terrific—I find them to be very valuable tools. But is reading a hard-copy braille page the same as reading a page with an electronic braille display? After all these years, I am still not sure.

And what of libraries? More and more braille is being distributed electronically. These electronic volumes can be transmitted instantly and can be stored on tiny devices. They are reducing production costs and solving very serious storage problems being faced by braille libraries. This is fine for those of us in developed countries with easy access to the Internet and braille displays. But many people who are blind in the United States do not have a braille display, and in the global blind population, only a fraction of people have a braille display. Without lower cost and rugged refreshable-braille devices, how will braille from libraries in electronic form benefit the larger blind population?

All of us braille readers say that we couldn’t have done it without braille and this is so very, very true. But the number of braille users is dropping. For many years, fewer children were taught braille in school and now there are continuous struggles to insist that we need braille, braille is valuable; it is part of our soul.

The need for change in braille is with us today more than ever before. Braille production costs are rising at an alarming rate. The cost of putting braille books on shelves in libraries is skyrocketing. Print is changing rapidly. Textbooks for children are visually complex—there are new characters, icons, layouts, and fonts—all used to convey meaning. The boundaries between “technical” materials and everyday materials have blurred considerably.

I think that one solution is for us to focus on what braille is really best for. Braille is good for browsing, as in skimming through a conference program. Braille gives us privacy when reading our bank statements and personal documents. Braille is good for labeling medicinal and other kinds of packaging. These uses must be preserved and encouraged.

Are the tools we have today really meeting our needs? Our little electronic notetakers are very valuable, but not everyone in the world can have these. I believe that, even with all the braille technology that we have, there are still basic tools of braille that we do not have. Despite very creative efforts to make functional braille slates, I believe we still need a braille-writing device that is convenient and would allow its user to write braille that can be read immediately. We need a device that would let us easily apply braille to objects to make the process of labeling much easier. I have thought of this as sort of a glue gun that would deposit dots in the pattern of a braille cell. (I have suggested this idea to several developers but I think the idea of putting glue guns in the hands of people who are blind is a bit frightening to them!).

Education is more and more based on technology. Maybe one day this will mean that every blind child in the world will learn braille. Braille libraries are becoming electronic. Maybe one day, every book will be available to every blind person in the world. Change is healthy. It is change that will make these things possible. We have come together at this conference to learn about the possibilities and to celebrate the changes that will revitalize braille and keep it alive for many centuries to come.
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