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· Braille is our "Key to Literacy".

· Braille has many practical applications.  

· Some blind people never learn braille because they, or others deem it not to be a literacy option.  

· Our environment is full of tactile clues but we need to learn to use them.

· We congratulate those manufacturers whose products are tactually identifiable and encourage others to make the change.  
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Imagine life without pens or pencils, no photographs and being without the ability to jot a reminder!  Well, for  many of us there is no need for such imagining—its reality! we—are the blind people of the world.

Some of us, the lucky ones, use braille!  but for many blind people, braille is not an option.... Many blind people are not fortunate enough to have access to braille,  be it books, or equipment.  Perhaps these people have not even had the chance to learn to use braille, because, for some, it has been decided, (often by others), that braille as a literacy tool will not be an option.  

This paper briefly discusses many practical uses for braille in daily life as well as many of the tactile clues which we use each day to make life easier.  In addition to braille, I talk of shape, texture and even sound.  While many people may call use of these clues "Prebraille Skills", I prefer to speak of them as "environmental" clues.      

* * * * *

Braille has always been an integral part of my life! right from preschool, braille has been my "key to literacy".  Braille has helped to shape who I am!

With braille I relax and read books or sporting fixtures, reference my dictionary and deliver conference presentations.  Braille enables me to make my choice from a restaurant menu, or browse, choose and prepare meals from amongst my own extensive recipe collection.  With braille I'm more easily able to follow a knitting pattern, or other instructional materials.  These days, by Using i-access® and electronic braille I can even read the daily newspapers.  

Using braille, I check my calendar and keep my diary and address book. I write reminder notes and I braille on greeting cards to send to my braille reading friends.  I use my braille watch to tell the time and I use braille signage (when available) to find a location unaided.

With braille I label CDs, sewing cottons, herb and spice  jars, foods in the freezer, medicines and cleaning products.  Sometimes I add a use-by date, or other important information.  I have also labelled buttons on my washing machine, and the "soft-touch" keypad of other appliances.  With the addition of braille, I identify printed correspondence and competently manage an office filing system.  As a Braille Consultant and Transcriber, braille earns me my living! 

I use braille playing cards, Scrabble, Monopoly, Boggle and other brailled games; and with braille I complete crossword and Sudoku puzzles.  

Importantly! with braille, I can communicate with my deafblind friends.

Braille is my pencil—an extension of my mind!  Braille is convenient, portable and private. Braille is easy for me to use and with it, my comprehension skills are high.  Using braille I can express my thoughts in writing and as a result, I have learned to spell and punctuate what I write.  

I write braille on many different materials, for many different purposes  and in many different ways—with slate and stylus, braille machine, or on a computer.  Likewise, I attach braille labels to many product surfaces—glass bottles and jars, their metal lids, plastic containers, cans of food, tubes of medication, aerosol cans, cardboard packets, printed correspondence, the tags of garden plants, plastic bags and lots lots more. 

While sometimes labels are brailled directly on to the product,  most often they are on materials which are then affixed to the product concerned–an adhesive label, magnetic Dymo Tape, Iron-on cloth label, or a tie-on label, to name a few.  
We must however, never lose sight of the fact that adding all these braille labels is time consuming and to do so means I must rely on the help of others—it is not a task I can do entirely alone.   

Braille certainly helps me to be accurate and independent.... Denying a blind person the opportunity to learn to use braille can be likened to denying a person with sight the opportunity to learn to read.   
There are of course many reasons why some blind people do not, or cannot,  learn to read and write using braille.  Perhaps it is due to poor cognitive skills, or a poor sense of touch.  But perhaps also it is because someone else has made the decision on their behalf, that braille will not be a literacy option.  
Yes, believe it or not, there are people within our communities who still believe that blind children and adults do not need to be taught braille.  The reasons given for not teaching it are almost as numerous as the people who do not learn it.  One need not go far to hear claims that:

· braille is an outdated method of reading and writing still used by a few blind people; 

· recordings and computers with speech have replaced braille; 

· recorded information is better to use—quicker and cheaper to produce and of use to more people;  

· braille is expensive to produce and to purchase, difficult to carry around  and bulky to store;

· braille is hard for blind children and adults to learn;  it requires excellent memory skills and it must be taught by a teacher with specialist knowledge;  

· using braille, blind children cannot communicate with their sighted peers, teachers and parents, or vice versa; 

· braille is only useful to people with no vision; 

· why use braille when only a small amount of today's published information is available in braille—surely computers will suffice. 

 and so the list of excuses goes.  
For those of us who use braille, or for those who have a strong belief in its importance to a blind person, such excuses have been heard time and time again and they carry little weight.  
Braille is of course only one of the tactile methods used by blind people to gain information.  Braille alone no matter how much of it we could get, would not meet all our information needs.    

So what else is out there in my environment that is not braille, but which is tactile and assists my independence?  What is helping to "bridge the information gap" for me? 

Here, I am not talking about the intentional addition of labels and marks such as a daub of glue on the dial of an appliance, a piece of sticky tape under the corner of a placemat to show me right way up,  or a rough scratch with a sharp knife on a smooth surface to differentiate between products in similar packaging such as shampoo and conditioner.  Nor do I mean the addition of a safety pin to keep a pair of socks together in the wash, a label cut off a product to differentiate between similar products, or the addition of a rubber band to mark an older product.  These are all important methods of identification, but ones which I must apply myself.    

Instead, I am talking about those everyday products which include tactile features as part of their design.  Features which are unobtrusive and seemingly insignificant, but for those of us who need to use our fingers to "see" what we are doing, or other tactile skills to assist independence, such shapes, marks, embossing, surface changes, sounds  and the like are truly very important.

Tactile Ground Surface Indicator tiles are used to lead us safely along a path of travel.  Alternatively, a different shape within the tile's moulding warns us of hazards ahead.  Audible traffic signals also often vibrate thus aiding our confidence when deciding to cross a busy and noisy intersection.   

Changes in underfoot surfaces can be enormously important to the blind traveller if done in a thoughtful and planned way.  Travel surfaces of smooth or textured concrete, bitumen, grass, gravel, a metal grate, a wooden bridge, a gentle slope, can all provide vital orientation clues. 

Then, there is the inside environment—the floor coverings being used.  Carpet—high or low pile, vinyl, quarry tiles, rubber or timber, all such surface changes/indicators (call them what you like), may provide a blind traveller with meaningful information.  

For a long time now we have seen a raised dot on the digit five, of the telephone keypad;  and, although many mobile phones do not have this raised dot, they do differentiate this key in a tactile way.  Likewise, most calculators mark the digit five tactually;  as do most remote control units which have a keypad.  In fact, many remote controls display a wide variety of key shapes to aid with tactual identification of specific keys.  Most computer keyboards have a dot on the letter-keys f and j and all use different size and shaped keys for particular functions.   

When John and I chose to purchase our microwave oven, we looked around to find out what was available.  Eventually we found one which suited our need.  A Panasonic model which has raised buttons rather than a flat-touch control pad—somewhat more expensive than comparable models, but one which "right out of the box" needed no additional marking.  

Then there are several products which carry a tactile arrow which must be lined up to a specific point, some washing machines, clothes dryers, ovens and other kitchen electrical appliances for instance.  

There is the tactile arrow on a milk, or fruit-juice carton indicating where it should be opened, and the raised triangle on the base of household plastic containers to indicate that they are suitable for recycling.    

Sometimes, it is just the ability to feel the change of surface which results from a line of print for example, which is sufficient to give us the clue we are looking for;  while at other times it is the shape of the container or the label on it which will help.  I think for example of a can of asparagus spears—where the can is unusually tall and thin, or the label on a can of champignons which often is differently smooth compared to other labels.

And what about the milled edges of coins, the various shapes of keys, raised writing on some plastic containers, raised numbers or writing on some motel doors, office doors, doors within public buildings, or tactile panels within a lift console.  In most cases, these tactile clues are part of everyday design, they are not "add-ons" for the blind.

The raised V on the Ventalyn container distinguishing it from the Becotide, a similarly packaged product (but with a very different purpose) has probably already saved lives.  Raised letters of the word "poison" on the Methylated Spirits bottle, serve as a warning to us all.

Another helpful tactile marking is the shape of the buttons on information  boxes at our Victorian railway stations.  A red button with smooth surface is used to call for emergency help and a green button textured surface to access the recorded timetable.  

Shape is used in numerous ways to convey a variety of information.  
While many tactile features are extremely helpful and very much appreciated by the end user, it is still often necessary to take the time to teach blind people how to use these markings, encouraging them to begin making use of the many tactile clues which surround them.  It is the ability and knowledge to use these tactile markings which some people would call "prebraille skills".  

In the last 30 years, we have also seen great leaps forward with the use of synthesised speech.  So many gadgets around the home and office are now capable of speaking and without too much difficulty or expense, we can even have spoken output from our computers.  But despite this great leap forward, nothing beats the ability to read for oneself. 

Some ATM machines now have braille on their keys as part of their design  and lift panels often include braille markings—both can also often be speech enabled.  Our tactile note guide with both braille and raised line markings is of enormous benefit to nonprint readers.  Some medication, cosmetic  and domestic cleaning products now carry a braille word or words of descriptive labelling on their packaging.  Such design additions to product packaging really do make our lives easier.        

Looking back over the last 30 years, we have come a long long way in "bridging the information gap", but please!  don't let it stop here!  Still, despite all these audible and tactile clues, despite the many improvements in product design, its my ability to read and write braille that I value the most.  No matter how hard I try, I just cant get enough of it.  

Braille means that I don't have to remember the meaning of a dot, a scratch, a lump, a dent.  Braille means that I need not remember the purpose of that cut-off corner, that rubber band, that missing label, or that piece of sticky tape.  
More braille would mean that like many of you, I could read what I want, when I want, how I want and where I want.  Braille as part of universal design would really help to put me on a "level playing field".  It would mean that I could read for myself, know how to spell words such as product and place names.  I could read instructions and content information immediately just as the manufacturer intended.  

I strongly commend those manufacturers who take account of our needs when designing and packaging their products.  If only more would do likewise, they too would be helping us "bridge the information gap". 

Where might we be in another thirty years?  Will the designers of the built environment take our needs into account as a matter of course?  Will access to Information then, be just a part of life, or will we still be fighting for equal access to information.

Braille may be fascinating to others, but to many of us, it is a vital part of who we are!  I cannot imagine my life without braille.  As a totally blind person I "see" life through my fingers and my hands.  I "touch" to understand, I "touch" to learn, so why shouldn't I "touch" to read!

