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Introduction

Music education for blind students varies across the country due to the fact that children are educated in integrated settings, and the music knowledge of specialist teachers is dependent on the individual teacher. Although the teaching of braille music to blind children differs from state to state, there are a number of resources and programs available to students and teachers that introduce braille music in a logical way.

We would like to showcase two Braille music courses available through Vision Australia as options for teachers to work with braille using students:

· The Survivor’s Guide to Braille Music written by Helen Merrin and produced by Vision Australia; and

· Read Sing and Play written by Ian Cooper.

We will also discuss the National Braille Music Camp and how it benefits students by providing individual music support and by giving students the opportunity to meet peers from all over Australia.

The Survivor’s Guide to Braille Music

The Survivor’s Guide to Braille Music is a correspondence course with both braille and print volumes suitable for both adults and children above twelve who are blind or have low vision, or indeed a sighted teacher without any knowledge of braille working with a blind music student. The course presupposes a sound knowledge of Grade II Braille and basic musicianship, for example the names of note values: crotchets, quavers, minims and semibreves. The nice thing about this publication is that a sighted instrumental teacher who knows nothing about braille or braille music can work with a blind student. The teacher would work from a print copy, the braille using student from the braille and the examples and instructions are shown in both volumes. The Survivor’s Guide contains an explanation of Braille and information important for a sighted teacher to read before commencing teaching a blind student. The braille package also includes a separate smaller volume of Exercises and Examples so that students do not have to carry a thick volume of instructional material to every music lesson.
Survivor is also suitable for adults who may have learnt music as a child but haven’t picked it up in a long time. It consists of fifteen lessons incorporating reading, playing and writing tasks and the student can check their rendering of a piece by listening to the audio CD included which contains recorded examples from the book. Students are encouraged to work through the tasks to practice between each lesson.
At the end of the course, students will have skills in reading and writing vocal, piano and music for strings or instruments written as a single line melody. Students will also have skills to equip them for the study of musicianship and music theory exams.

Structure

The first four lessons introduce signs for notes and their values, bar line, double bar signs and signs of expression. Lessons five to eight add octave signs, time signature and key signature markings, and repeat signs. Lessons nine to thirteen deal with piano music, bar numbers and words within a music context as well as dynamics and signs of expression. The last two lessons cover formatting of words and music, rehearsal letters, articulation signs such as the trill and mordent, and string music. At the end of the book there are appendices which focus on formatting of music and conclude with a dictionary of common signs.
Read, Sing and Play
Read Sing and Play also contains both print and braille volumes of instructional material, exercises and examples. Whereas the Survivor’s Guide to Braille Music presupposes some music knowledge, Read Sing and play starts “From the Beginning”. The introduction is written in short sentences with a very casual conversational style. The final chapter contains lists of words and signs including Italian terms and degrees of the scale which provide great study material for the music student and perhaps for the revision of music teachers too! There is a table of key signatures as well as signs for orchestral instruments when written in vertical score. Read, Sing and Play is partly a teaching manual as it includes tips for the most efficient way to read piano or vocal music when in a learning or in a rehearsal situation.
This book is full of examples and to quote the author: “There isn’t much talk in this book. Your teacher will explain what the signs mean. Teachers are good at that sort of thing.”
Structure
Read, Sing and Play consists of nine chapters. Chapter one: From the Beginning begins with the double bar sign, c semibreve, c crotchet, the fourth octave sign and the time signature of 4/4 time. Within the first few lines there are exercises to practice using these signs. Quavers and minims are introduced, but only those found in the melodies presented, so the student does not learn all the note values at once. Chapters are titled with the material covered:

II: New Keys and Other Things; III: Words and Music; IV: A Mixed Bag; V: Piano Music; VI: Signs for Sound and Silence.
By the end of this book students have been exposed to vocal and piano music of a more intermediate level than that of Survivor, and it is up to the student or teacher to incorporate these exercises in to practice tasks.
Which publication do I choose?
Both The Survivor’s Guide to Braille Music and Read, Sing and Play are excellent books to have on the shelf for any music teacher of blind students. The Survivors’ Guide however is a complete course which a student could take away and complete independently. It also includes the thinner book of exercises and examples for use during lessons, and don’t forget the audio CD to check your work. Read, Sing and Play is more effective when input from a teacher is given to explain some music concepts in more depth. If you are a piano teacher however with music knowledge, Read, Sing and Play is a quick way to master the braille music code and put it in to practice.

Read, Sing and Play focuses heavily on piano music with some basic words and music included, whereas the piano music in Survivor is of an easier standard and correct formatting with bar numbers and fingering is not demonstrated until mid-way through the course. We have found that Read, Sing and Play is also a great assessment tool to find out very quickly what level a student is up to. Both courses have been updated to comply with the Unified English Braille Code.
If would you would like to obtain one or both publications either for your own use or to assist a braille using student, please contact Vision Australia.
The national Braille Music Camp
Set in the southern Highlands of New South Wales, Frensham Girls’ School is the perfect location to host around sixty blind and vision impaired students from late primary to secondary school age who travel from around Australia and sometimes further afield to attend the National Braille Music Camp. The cold climate in contrast with beautiful music facilities, homely boarding houses as well as full catering means that students can focus on their music in comfort.

In 1986 a group of braille-reading musicians got together and organised the first much smaller camp held over a weekend at Frensham. The idea was to expose blind students to as much braille music as possible over that time so they could go back to their schools and practice what they had learnt, thus becoming more independent and self-sufficient musicians. We have some very treasured sighted staff who assist where appropriate and enable the camp to run much more smoothly. Braille Music Camp is promoted by word of mouth and we try to reach as many Braille using students as possible who would benefit from the braille music code at school or when learning an instrument. Now that students are integrated into mainstream schools and spread across a much wider area, it is more of a challenge to seek them out and present them with his wonderful opportunity.

At the camp, the students are exposed to all facets of music. A choir is formed of all students and staff and we sing from braille and rehearse with blind conductors. Many students have not previously experienced singing in a choir and it is quite something to learn from the same score as everyone else as well as being taught by a blind conductor who has faced the same hurdles as the students. In the past, repertoire has often included a Bach Choral, an arrangement or two by English composer John Rutter and a more up-beat number to finish with. Most of the campers have very good ears, 90 percent with perfect pitch (the ability to remember and distinguish pitch without the aid of an instrument). This means that the pitch of the choir is extremely good and the piece stays together without following the beat of a conductor because they listen to one another and are tuned in to what goes on around them. John Shute, a retired music teacher and organist, transcribes our music in to braille and he has been a tremendous help over the years.

The camp orchestra and jazz band are the only groups where the musicians do not use braille music. Rather, they are taught their parts by ear. There is a Chamber Choir consisting of students below the age of sixteen with unbroken voices and another group for older campers who perform a motet or other unaccompanied work.

On the Friday night of camp we put on a concert for the locals of Mittagong and some family and friends to showcase what we have achieved during the week. Recordings are made, and we now have archives of concerts from the last twenty years.

Over the years the music camp has been a terrific way to network with other blind musicians around Australia and the friendships and connections made are beneficial both personally and musically. If you know someone who may benefit from the camp, don’t hesitate to contact me and I will put them in touch with the camp coordinator, Roma Dix.
