Teachers’ and blind students’ attitudes towards Braille - A comparative study
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Introduction

Braille literacy skills have been referred as the indispensable area for the education of the blind which provides all the prerequisites for achieving in many areas of life, from school to employment (Koenig & Holbrook, 2000).

Despite the fact that Braille plays a crucial role in the social life and academic progress of blind people, there is a growing awareness about the decline in Braille reading and moreover in Braille writing (Walker et al., 1991). Recent surveys also stressed the fact that fewer students read and write Braille in the general population (Gray & Wilkins, 2005; McCall, 1997).

Similarly a number of researchers has also pointed out that the excessive usage of assistive technology may serve people with severe visual impairments tremendously but on the other hand the cultivation of literacy skills may be delayed significantly (Argyropoulos et al., 2005; Spungin, 1996; Sullivan, 1996). 

Hitherto, research seemed to converge that the issue of Braille usage or Braille illiteracy is more complex and should be investigated into the larger context of all the concerns in the field of blindness (Allman, 1998; Amato, 2002; Arter & Layton, 2000; Fellenius, 1999; Knowlton & Berger, 1999).

The purpose of this paper is to present the results of a preliminary study which was conducted in two special schools in Greece and in Cyprus respectively. This study focuses on the way in which blind students and teachers from special schools in both countries cope with issues such as read and write Braille, usage of assistive technology and perspectives with respect to Braille Code. 

Context of the study - Participants
Two schools participated in this study. One was a special school for students with visual impairments in Greece (Athens), the Centre for Education and Rehabilitation of the Blind (KEAT) and the other one was the St Barnabas School for the blind in Cyprus. In total, twenty one students (11 Greeks and 10 Cypriots) and eighteen teachers (10 Greeks and eight Cypriots) took part in this study. The age range for the Greek students was from 9 years to 19 years and for the Cypriot students was from 8 years to 22 years. The age range for the Greek teachers was from 25 years to 45 years and for the Cypriot teachers was from 31 to 45 years. 

All students were braillists and according to their files had no other additional disabilities. More analytically there were 9 blind Greek students (82%) and 2 with severe visual impairments (18%) and regarding the Cypriot students there were 8 blind (80%) and 2 with severe visual impairments (20%). Also all teachers were teaching in the special schools in various subject matters. 

Method

Data collection was obtained through semi-structured interviews with students and teachers from both schools (Greece and Cyprus). All participants were informed about the right to remain anonymous and gave their consent about the study. Each interview lasted approximately for an hour. 

The interview guide for the students consisted of three set of questions which were referred to their personal details, their preferences in writing and reading and to their attitude towards Braille. The interview guide for the teachers also consisted of three set of questions which were pertinent to their personal details, to their methods in teaching their blind students and to their attitude towards Braille.

Preliminary outcomes

The results follow the above interview guide regarding firstly the students’ and secondly the teachers’ accounts from the two special schools.

A. Data drawn from the Greek and Cypriot students

A1: Pre-recorded material (tapes) and speech output usage

Figures 1 and 2 provide information about the students’ preferences for aural reading.

Figure 1 (see below) indicates that the Greek students preferred to use more pre-recorded material (tapes) than their Cypriot peers (60% of the Cypriot students rarely used tapes). Nevertheless, the difference between the two groups of the students with respect to the usage of tapes is subtle to draw firm inferences.

Figure 1: Results regarding the usage of tapes by the students
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On the contrary Figure 2 (see below) provides more discernible data. Cypriot students seemed that were using more technological devices (e. g. screen readers and Braille displays) for their schoolwork than the Greek ones (45.45% of the Greek students rarely used technological devices).

Figure 2: Results regarding the usage of technological devices by the students
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A2: Braille Usage (reading & writing)

Figures 3 and 4 provide information about the time that Greek and Cypriot students spent to develop their literacy skills (i.e. Braille writing and reading).

Figure 3 (see below) indicates that the Greek students seemed to dedicate more hours per day in reading Braille compared with their Cypriot peers (45.45% of the Greek students toward 30% of the Cypriot ones).

Figure 3: Results regarding the average time that students spent in reading Braille.
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Figure 4 (see below) provides information about the average time that students spent in writing Braille. More specifically Greek students spent double the value of the average time per day in writing Braille compared with that of their Cypriot peers (63.64% of the Greek students were spending many hours per day writing braille whereas, the average percentage of the Cypriot students in the same activity was 30%). Additionally, a significant percentage of the Cypriot students rarely dedicated time for practicing in braille.

Figure 4: Results regarding the average time that students spent in writing Braille.
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A3. Attitudes towards Braille

A3.1 Greek students

All the Greek students mentioned that Braille constitutes a unique and precious way for their communication. They also mentioned the importance that the usage of assistive technology holds in their daily work and wished to know more about it. Some extracts are provided below reflecting the students’ concepts and attitudes toward Braille. 

“Braille helps us to communicate with the outside world reading newspapers, magazines and stuff”, “Braille is something very important to me but I still have long way to go”, “I like Braille because it helps me a lot with my studies but it takes me more time than listening a tape with the same content”, “Braille makes me feel educated, literate”.

A3.2 Cypriot students

Cypriot students also stressed the importance of Braille in their everyday life. Most of them emphasized that Braille gives them the opportunity to have a direct contact with the content of the texts they study and as a result they acquire a better degree of understanding. The Cypriot students - like their Greek peers – also characterised Braille as a means to succeed communication. Nevertheless there were students who considered Braille as not indispensable since speech output could cover most of their needs (e. g. pre-recorded material, internet). Few extracts are provided below:

“Braille gives us the opportunity to have a direct access to the text”, “it’s a way of communication”, “it’s not so important since there are systems of speech output, tapes and stuff”, “without Braille I feel illiterate”.
B. Data drawn from the Greek and the Cypriot teachers

B1. Teachers’ knowledge about the Braille Code

Figure 5 (see below) indicates that the majority of the Greek and the Cypriot teachers had a good knowledge regarding the Braille Code (60% for the Greek teachers and 62.5% for the Cypriots). However there was a number of the Cypriot teachers (25%) who had fragmented or no knowledge of the Braille Code. 

Figure 5: Teachers’ Braille qualifications
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On the other hand only 9% of the Greek teachers had done studies pertinent to the education of children with visual impairment while 63% of the Cypriot teachers had accomplished undergraduate or postgraduate studies relevant to the education of the blind. However a high percentage of the Greek teachers (55%) had undertaken a great number of seminars relevant to special education and more specifically to the nature of visual impairment, to methods of teaching and assisting students with visual impairment or blindness (Figure 6). 

Figure 6: Teachers’ studies regarding the education of the blind 
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B2. Assistive technology and teachers

Figure 7 provides information about the usage of technological devices in both special schools. According to the obtained data the majority of the Cypriot teachers (75%) made an excessive use of assistive technology compared with their Greek colleagues (only the 20% of them were using technology very often). Also it is interesting to mention that there was a percentage of teachers in both schools who did not use at all technology (40% of the Greek teachers & 12.5% of the Cypriot ones).

Figure 7: Results regarding the usage of technology by the teachers
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B3. Teachers’ viewpoints points with respect to Braille usage.

B3.1 Greek teachers

Greek teachers pointed out that many students were facing problems with Braille in terms of having a satisfied speed in reading and writing. Other teachers mentioned that the level of the students’ acquisition of the Braille Code is often very low which entailed the constitution of heterogeneous groups with need of extra practice and support. Two teachers exposed their anxieties about the lack of Braille books especially in maths highlighting the difficulties they were facing when they taught the lesson. Seven teachers preferred to use tapes in their sessions because they held the opinion that their students comprehend better when they study aurally. Others insisted on Braille because they had the strong impression that their students conceptualize better when they study their lessons through touch (Braille) cultivating also in this way their haptic skills.

B3.2 Cypriot teachers

Cypriot teachers mentioned that they do not face any specific problems with Braille Code apart from the fact that they did not have Braille textbooks in maths. Also some of them referred to the noise that Braillers made and sometimes the concentration of the rest of the students was disrupted. Others referred to the greater time that Braille takes when students had to read or to write. Six Cypriot teachers underscored the importance of Braille in their students’ development regarding their literacy skills as well as the crucial role that Braille plays in their communication and socialization. Some teachers also mentioned that aural reading provides more vivid images to their students than Braille does and for this reason they have adopted it to their methods of teaching. They also highlighted that the methods the students choose for their study depend heavily on their idiosyncrasy. Finally all teachers believed that the ideal situation is to use a combination of all means to teach. 

Discussion

With such little data, it is impossible to draw firm conclusions. Nevertheless, the obtained data showed there was a relatively high percentage of the Greek students (45.5%) who rarely used technological devices for their schoolwork (Figure 2) whereas a high percentage of them preferred to read and write in Braille (45.45% and 63.64% respectively – Figures 3 & 4).

The Cypriot students in turn seemed to have a preference in the usage of technological devices (Figure 2) whereas the average of them fluctuated among low values with respect in reading and writing Braille (Figures 3 & 4). The previous findings are in accordance with teachers’ preferences in the use of technological devices. Cypriot teachers seemed to be more familiar with new technology and as a result their students may be encouraged to use technological devices. Greek teachers although they held the opinion that assistive technology is vital tool in the education and communication for their students, it seems that a relatively high percentage of them (42%) still use audio tapes for their lessons. Therefore, it may be assumed that there was a positive correlation between the usage of technological advances and students’ development in Braille literacy skills. 

Nevertheless, there is neither an integrated curriculum in Greece or in Cyprus to provide a specific context and content for the usage of technological advances nor an in-service training on a regular basis regarding assistive technology. 

Teachers commented on the diversity of blind students’ characteristics and needs. According to them this heterogeneity entailed a number of difficulties in adapting the appropriate method for every single student. What was interesting though was the fact that no teacher mentioned the need for their professional training in new technologies or in Braille despite the fact that most of the Greek teachers had not received a degree in terms of the education of the blind and some of the Cypriot teachers had little or no knowledge of the Braille Code.

Conclusions

As mentioned this study characterized as preliminary and as such it describes a set of data without ending to firm conclusions. Technological advances should be conducive to blind students’ development. Assistive technology should be considered as an educational tool and not as an educational end.

However, little qualitative research has been done to document the parameters of the impact that the computers and the speech output software have on blind students’ writing skills or in general literacy (Argyropoulos et al., 2005).

In addition there is need for professional training to support teachers in the use of Braille and in new technologies. There is need to comprehend more the role that Braille plays in blind students’ everyday life and link it not only to schooling but to culture, societal norms and employment (Spungin, 1996). 
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