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Braille is a relative newcomer as a literacy tool for blind people. Prior to the invention of Louis Braille’s tactile system, there had been numerous systems developed to enable blind persons to read (Lorimer, 2000). There are documented examples of alphabets for the blind being produced with wood, tin, wax, and even string. The alphabet created with string is one of the earliest examples of a system that allowed a blind person to write (Clark, 1950).  It was thought to have originated in South America and was actually used by blind persons in several countries.  But apart from that, even these early tactile systems based on nontraditional materials, were reading systems only.

In the early nineteenth century, there were numerous efforts to develop tactile alphabets that were embossed on paper by one means or another.  Gall in Scotland, Fry in England, and Howe in the United States all used variations of the Roman alphabet to create a tactile reading system (Clark, 1950). These were clumsy systems, difficult to produce and difficult to discern. But, most importantly, there was still no way for any of these tactile reading systems to be written by an individual.

While a student, Louis Braille was shown a system of “night writing” developed for the military by Charles Barbier. It was based on phonetic principles and consisted of twelve dots arranged in two vertical columns. It could be written by means of a slate and stylus devised by Barbier. The code had no punctuation and no numbers. Louis Braille and his classmates found that a major problem with Barbier’s system was that the characters were too large to fit comfortably under a fingertip. Louis Braille set about to improve on Barbier’s code and, in 1829, published a short essay describing his system.

One of the most notable features of Louis Braille’s code is its utility. He had 15 possible choices for the arrangement of the upper four dots.  He eliminated those that might be confusing to the sense of touch. He removed all but one of the patterns with a single dot, removed all patterns with dots only on the right side of the cell and removed patterns that had no dots in the top line.

With the introduction of braille, blind people, for the first time, had a code that allowed accurate spelling, could be extended to subjects such as mathematics and music, and, most importantly, could be quickly and easily written by hand.  

Writing by hand represents not only the opportunity to express oneself, as immeasurably valuable as that is, but even more, it is the opportunity to express oneself in a manner that allows for review. The physical act of “taking pen in hand” and committing one’s thoughts to paper has been extolled by philosophers through the ages. So, too, the same case exists for the stylus or mechanical braille writing device.

There are three major types of devices used for writing braille by hand: slate and stylus, braille writer, and braille notetaker.

The Slate and Stylus

Louis Braille devised his own slate for writing his code. His slate consisted of two parts; the top part was an one line metal guide with the familiar cell openings, and the bottom part was a thick piece of wood with three horizontal grooves instead of the now familiar pits. His slate did not have a hinge. Each end of the top portion was bent down at 90 degrees to hold it in place over the bottom part. 

Braille slates were the primary writing tool for blind people throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Slates and styluses continue to be widely used for writing braille by blind persons in developing countries. In North America, their popularity has waned somewhat in recent years due to the advent of more sophisticated braille writing devices.  However, for many, slates do still have their appeal. They are inexpensive, portable, quiet to use and require little, if any, repair. There are many braille writing tasks for which a braille slate is particularly well suited - i.e., making labels, jotting quick notes, making shopping lists, brailling playing cards, taking down phone numbers, and other similar tasks.

Writing on a braille slate is done by placing paper between the top and bottom parts of the slate and inserting the point of the stylus through the openings in the top part, pressing the paper into the depressions below. They can be made of metal or plastic, with or without a board made of metal, wood, or plastic. Common styles include four  and six line pocket size slates, larger slates that are moved down a wooden or plastic clipboard, and specialty slates for embossing labeling tape, index cards, and the like.

Styluses also come in many shapes and sizes to accommodate the many sizes of hands. The stylus consists of a small handle made of wood or plastic with a sharp metal point.  

Many slates are interpoint, allowing the user to braille on both sides of the paper. There are also slates for producing tactile codes other than braille and extensions of the braille code comprised of eight dots.

In the United States, only two sizes of braille are commonly in use, standard and jumbo.  However, the size of the braille cell in slates from other countries varies considerably. The Japanese slates typically produce braille that is somewhat smaller than the American standard, while many of the German slates produce braille that is slightly larger than the U.S. standard.

Over the years, a number of devices have been developed to overcome the perceived limitations of the slate and stylus. These innovations have included the creation of a mechanism to allow the user to read what is being written without removing the paper from the slate. Examples include the Brown Slate (the back of the slate has an inner section that can be opened while the outer frame holds the paper in place) and the E-Z Read slates (with the pins in the top so the back can be opened leaving the pins to hold the paper).

To allow the user to write from left to right, several upward-writing slates have been developed over the years. Instead of pits or furrows in the back of the slate, these slates have upward pointing dots on the back and are designed to write braille from left to right with a hollow pointed stylus to form characters facing upward. 

One of the most efficient of these was developed to assist students in solving math problems. Called the Hoff Aid, it was developed by Paul Hoff, a mathematics teacher at the Minnesota School for the Blind. It was designed to facilitate moving easily around a page.  It was a one line upward writing slate that had a single movable braille cell (Tobe, 2000b). It was patented in 1946 and manufactured by the American Printing House for the Blind for some years.

Efforts to develop a slate to permit the user to write from left to write continue.  The Royal National Institute for the Blind in London is currently developing a new upward-writing slate based on completely new principles.  

Since Louis Braille’s day, more than four hundred unique styles of slates have been created throughout the world. Most have had very limited distribution but there are more than fifty models still widely distributed today.  

A recent innovation in braille writing is the Jot a Dot from Quantum Technology in Australia. It is a hybrid device - a cross between a slate and a braille writer.  It is quite small and weighs less than a pound so it can be easily carried. It has six keys for braille entry. The characters can be read as they are written by turning the Jot a Dot over.  It has both line and cell indicators to give feedback on which cell and line is being written.  

Braille Writers

Frank Hall, the Superintendent of the Illinois School for the Blind in Jacksonville, Illinois invented the first successful machine for writing braille in 1892 (Marie and Eugene Callahan Museum of the American Printing House for the Blind, 2004).  The original Hall Braille Writer worked very much like a typewriter. The braille writers that followed the original Hall were generally variations on his machine. More than two dozen braille writing machines have been or are in use throughout the world.  

A major design change took place with the introduction of the Perkins Brailler. It was designed by David Abraham of the Howe Press and first became available in 1951. The Perkins Brailler is extremely rugged and is entirely enclosed in aluminum plates with only very slight projections. It has a fixed carriage with a movable embossing head. It was designed to require very little force on the keys so that children could easily use it. It has a paper locking device so that paper does not fall out of the brailler when a page has been completed. Since its introduction, over 300,000 units have been sold throughout the world.

In the autumn of 2008, a next generation Perkins Brailler was announced. More than fifty years since the design of the original unit, the new Perkins Brailler is lighter in weight, smaller in size, and requires less effort to use. It also has some new features that will be welcome to users including an erase key, a flat reading platform at the back, and margin release controls in the front.

Like typewriters, braille writers come in manual and electric versions. With a manual braille writer, dots are embossed on the paper mechanically as a direct result of the user’s pressure on the keys, while with an electric model the keys require only light pressure to send an electrical signal that causes the machine to emboss a dot. Some people prefer the lighter touch allowed by an electric braille writer, while others prefer the solid feeling of a mechanical key and find that it is too easy to press the wrong key on an electric device.

Specialty models of braille writers are available that include large cell braille writers, designed to produce jumbo braille for individuals who have trouble distinguishing the dots of ordinary braille; one handed braille writers, with keys arranged to make one handed operation possible; and models with longer keys for use by individuals with limited dexterity.  It is also possible to buy extension keys to convert a standard model.

Some electric braille writers have editing functions and the capacity to store electronic versions of documents that have been written on them. An example of such a device is the Mountbatten Brailler from Quantum Technology in Australia. The Mountbatten Brailler also functions as a braille notetaker and braille printer. This device has proved particularly valuable in school settings with its numerous braille and audio features and activities geared to children. By connecting a standard computer keyboard, text can be entered and output in contracted braille and by connecting a printer; contracted braille can be translated and output in print.

Braille Notetakers

In recent years, advances in technology have, for some, brought about a dramatic change in the way people can read and write braille. Devices for writing braille by hand have evolved into electronic braille notetakers. These are sophisticated, complex, expensive pieces of equipment that, for the most part, are intended for personal use. 

Braille notetakers are portable battery powered devices. Most have six or eight keys for braille entry but not all have a braille display for output. One of the first devices for reading electronic braille was the VersaBraille. The original version had a 20-cell refreshable braille display and used cassette tapes as a storage and distribution medium; it was later upgraded to use floppy disks (Allan, 2000).

Through the years, notetakers have evolved from devices with simple editing capabilities to full fledged personal data assistants such. These devices include a calendar, an address book, a database manager, a web browser, and numerous other features. They can manage both uncontracted and contracted braille with forward and backward braille translation. A major advantage of these braille notetakers is their ability to produce finished dot-perfect braille due to the editing features these devices possess.

The Future of Braille and its Writing

Many people today believe that one day braille will be obsolete - that braille will be replaced by audio or may be even some other modern technology that we haven’t heard of yet. It is difficult to imagine that day, but unless the new method allows an individual to write as well as read, it will set blind people back several centuries.

Braille is not only a reading system but also an inexpensive, rapid and efficient writing system.  At the present time, an ability to read and write braille is certainly the only pathway to true literacy for blind individuals. And we all must continue to ensure that our writing tools are the ones that can best meet our braille-writing needs.
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