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Executive Summary:
For blind individuals, Braille represents competency, independence, and equality.  It must be presented not as a code to be deciphered, not as something that sets people apart, but as a method of reading and writing equal in value to print for the sighted.

_______________________________________________

Introduction

Braille represents information and education, the currency of the future.  All of us recognize that being able to manage and manipulate information is vital to success economically as well as to our dignity and perceived self-worth.  It is therefore important that whatever educational system we have, we ensure that there is choice in learning and in access to information now and in the future.

The importance of well-developed literacy skills for all individuals is reflected in the value placed on reading and writing in schools and throughout this society.  Instruction in literacy skills can justifiably be considered the cornerstone of education.  Achievement in all other subjects–such as mathematics, science, and social studies – is linked to reading and writing skills and the ability to gather, use, and convey information.  Without question, literate individuals can excel in school and enter adulthood with a competitive advantage in employment and in life that is less possible for individuals with low or no literacy skills.

For individuals who are blind or visually impaired, the value of literacy skills is equally important.  The way in which students with visual impairments develop literacy skills may differ, but the goal is the same: to use reading, writing, and other literacy tools to gather and understand important information and to convey important information to themselves or to others.

Braille
Braille is a system of communication for those who are blind or who have severe vision difficulties.  It is a system of raised dots which represent letters and numbers.  Braille takes its name from its creator, Louis Braille.  Louis, born in France in 1809, lost his sight at age three, the result of an accident.  At the age of fifteen, he had completed an alphabet consisting of raised dots in groups of six.

Louis adapted and perfected his system of raised dots.  He wrote a book at age twenty, explaining his reading and writing methods which have become known worldwide as Braille.

A slate and stylus are frequently used today by blind people for writing.  A slate is made of two metal or plastic pieces hinged together.  A piece of heavy paper is placed between the two hinged pieces.  The top of the slate has window-like openings, each the same size as a Braille cell.

A stylus is a pointed tool used to punch raised dots onto paper.  The stylus is moved from cell to cell, raised letters to spell out written words.  A Braille “eraser” has a blunt tip to press a dot flat.

A slate and stylus are used by blind people as sighted people use a pad and pencil.  A Brailler also exists.  It is like a typewriter that punches out Braille cells.  Computer systems which have regular keyboards can translate to special printers to produce raised Braille cells.

The Braille alphabet is formed within a Braille cell.  A Braille cell is a group of six dots.  Braille letters are made by raising one or more dots in the cell.

The six dot positions within the cell are numbered and referred to as dot 1, dot 2, dot 3, dot 4, dot 5, and dot 6.

[PLACE THE BRAILLE ALPHABET HERE]
When you first touch something written Braille, it will probably feel like a jumble of dots.  However, like any other code, Braille is based on a logical system.  Once you understand it, you’ll be able to read and write Braille easily.  That’s because Braille is not a language, it’s just another way to read and write English–or any other language, such as Japanese.

Conclusion
Braille always has been and always will be more than a tool or means of literacy for those blind individuals who use it.  Braille for some represents competency, independence, and equality.  We need to be careful to present Braille not as a code to be deciphered, not as something that sets people apart, but as a method of reading and writing that is equal in value to print for the sighted.

Literacy – the ability to read and write–is vital to a successful education, career, and quality of life in today’s world.  Whether in the form of curling up with a good book, jotting down a phone number, making a shopping list, or writing a report, being literate means participating effectively at home and in society.  Learning to read and write in Braille can make a dramatic difference in the life of a visually impaired child or adult.
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