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Introduction

The adoption in 2005 of UEB by Australia and New Zealand has provided opportunities for greater collaboration in the design of braille courses and the administration of braille certification and accreditation. Prior to its adoption, Australian and New Zealand varied in their braille code usage, with each country using a combination of national, British, and American braille codes. The separate braille proficiency certificates in use prior to the adoption of UEB have now been replaced by a single certificate, the Trans-Tasman Certificate of Proficiency in Unified English Braille (UEB), which is jointly administered by the Australian Braille Authority (ABA) and the Braille Authority of New Zealand Aotearoa Trust (BANZAT). 
This conference paper discusses the Trans-Tasman UEB proficiency examination since its inception in 2008. Such issues as timing of the exam, content selection, consistency of marking procedures, and the need to test braille knowledge in a contemporary technological environment, are considered. The paper concludes with some reflections on the wider implications of the development of the Trans-Tasman UEB Proficiency Certificate for international co-operation in the area of braille. 
Examination development and structure
Extensive consultation between ABA and BANZAT took place in the lead up to the first Trans-Tasman UEB examination in September 2008. This included face-to-face meetings, teleconferences and emails to discuss the certification requirements and expectations of braille consumers, transcribers, teachers and employers in both countries. Consensus was reached on the important issues of candidate selection criteria; exam length, layout and format; marking criteria and error definitions and values; technology options for exam completion; and exam cost, administration and publication. It was agreed that the immediate need was to provide an exam with a  similar scope to the existing braille proficiency certificates. However it was also suggested that future examinations could be developed to test knowledge of braille proficiency in mathematics, tables or the use of translation software.
The UEB examination structure established by ABA and BANZAT consists of three components that test candidates’ knowledge and skills in print to braille transcription, braille to print transcription, and braille proofreading. The overall exam length is approximately 2000 words, and the package of examination materials includes instructions, marking criteria, and a candidate declaration form. 
Candidates are advised to work through the exercises in their respective manuals, the UEB Primer: Australian Edition or the Unified English Braille Manual, New Zealand Edition . They are also encouraged to test their level of braille proficiency prior to enrolment in the exam with a sample examination paper available at the back of the New Zealand manual or as a download on the Round Table website, www.e-bility.com/roundtable/aba/publications.php.
The ABA and BANZAT examination boards established an exam pass mark of 70%. Marking criteria include the deduction of two marks for each braille code error, including misused or omitted braille contractions, incorrect use of capitalisation or typeforms, misused composition signs, omitted or repeated text, and incorrect punctuation. One mark is deducted for each formatting error, for example incorrectly formatted headings, paragraphs, and pagination, and noticeable erasures. If a candidate has made the same error all the way through their paper, eg. uncontracted the (part) in Spartan, then this error deduction is only counted once. 

Flexibility in the marking criteria used by the examination boards is necessary to accommodate the slight variations in UEB formatting in the two countries. New Zealand for example, uses the BANA “Braille formats principles of print to braille transcription” (1997), whereas Australia uses the ABA formatting guidelines. Moreover, variations exist in the use of contractions in email addresses and in the formatting of capitalised, italicised, bold and centred headings.
A two-week examination period is set in September/October of each year to enable Australian and New Zealand candidates to complete the examination during a school holiday period. Candidates must select their preferred week to complete the exam and submit their responses. Prior to 2008 New Zealand offered the examination to candidates twice a year, in March and September as it was felt that having two options would encourage folk who did not pass it the first time the opportunity to study and re-sit during the next intake. However it was agreed that an annual approach was more practical. Several weeks prior to the dates the exam will be sat potential candidates are alerted using a combination of email lists and web outlets in both countries.

Candidates are invited to nominate their preference for braille or print format for examination materials and indicate the technology they will use to complete the exam. Examination materials provided for touch readers include Grade 1 mark-up braille formats of the braille-to-print- and braille proofreading sections. For those electing to use a computer with braille transcription software, it is a requirement that six-key entry is used and proofreading lines are deactivated. Candidates are requested to sign and submit a “Candidate’s Declaration” confirming that examination procedures have been followed and the requirements for computer usage adhered to. 
The following section presents the demographic attributes of candidates and their examination results for 2008-2011. 
Demographic attributes of candidates, 2008-2011
A total of 104 people have completed the UEB proficiency examination since 2008. This number comprises 66 New Zealanders, 37 Australians, and one Malaysian. The Malaysian candidate’s exam was marked by the ABA examinations board and her results are included with the Australian candidates. Figure 1 presents the state and territory location of the Australian candidates.  
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Figure 1. Location of Australian candidates, 2008-2011

As evidenced in Figure 1, the Australian candidate group consisted of 12 from New South Wales (33%), eight from Queensland (22%), seven from South Australia (19%), five from Victoria (13%), and five from the Australian Capital Territory (ACT). The Australian candidates were drawn from a range of organisations, including the braille writing associations of Queensland and South Australia, the public and catholic education systems of NSW and ACT, the South Australia School for Vision Impaired (SASVI), Macquarie University M-CAS, the Royal Society for the Blind of South Australia (RSB SA), Vision Australia (VA), and the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children (RIDBC). The New Zealand candidates were drawn from the Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind members and staff, the Blind and Low Vision Education Network New Zealand BLENNZ, Parents of the Vision Impaired PVI, Ngati Kapoo Aotearoa Inc., and sighted friends of Braille users who want to correspond in Braille.  In New Zealand candidates were fairly evenly spread across North Island and South Island.
Examination format 
Figure 2 presents a summary of the chosen examination formats of all candidates in 2008-2011. The figure reveals that the majority of candidates were print users, representing 88% of New Zealand candidates and 73% of Australian candidates. Braille format was requested by 27% of Australian and 12% of New Zealand candidates. 
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	Figure 2. Choice of examination format, 2008-2011


Technology usage

The use of computers with braille transcription software is an increasing feature of the Trans-Tasman UEB examination. The Australian candidate group for example , included 27 people who opted to use computers (71%), included five of the nine touch readers (see Figure 3).  A similar proportion of New Zealand candidates opted to use computers.
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Figure 3. Technology usage by Australian candidates, 2008-2011

The shift to computer-based technology reflects the increasing use of electronic braille technology in braille production in recent years. The election of computers by the touch readers is indicative of their involvement in braille transcription in either paid or voluntary positions. It is likely that the shift to electronic braille technology will increase in subsequent UEB examinations. 
Candidate results

The overall examination pass rate for 2008-2011 was 80%, with variation in candidate performance over the four examination periods. Figure 4 presents aggregated marks for the 2008-2011 candidates. 
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	Figure 4. Percentage of candidates who passed the UEB proficiency examination, and aggregated scores, 2008-2011


As indicated in Figure 4, there is substantial consistency in the Australian and New Zealand candidate results. Approximately 25%-30% of all candidates achieved marks higher than 90% and were awarded distinctions and high distinctions. The high standard of candidate performance perhaps reflects rejuvenation in braille knowledge and skills among educators, transcribers and consumers as a consequence of UEB adoption. This rejuvenation has been fuelled by the provision of a range if UEB training courses, workshops and manuals by government and non-government organisations with a vested interest in braille literacy in both countries. 
Analysis of Results

Both countries have done some analysis of the type of errors observed.

In Australia the exam results for 2008 and 2011 were analysed to identify the impact of the transition to UEB on the types of errors made by candidates. It was predicted that UEB-related errors would be high in 2008, as this was the first UEB exam since adoption in 2005. It was also anticipated there would be substantially fewer UEB-related errors in the 2011 exam as knowledge of the code increased. Figure 5 provides a comparison of UEB-related errors, general braille code errors, and braille formatting errors for the two 2008 and 2011 examinations.
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	Figure 5. Comparison of candidate errors of the 2008 and 2011 UEB examinations 


As indicated in Figure 5, UEB-related errors accounted for 12-13% of all candidate errors in both the 2008 and 2011 examinations. The majority of UEB-related errors were typeform errors associated with passage, boldface, and underline typeform indicators. The braille formatting errors were associated with the hierarchy of headings, overruns and indenting, and inappropriate placement of blank lines. The consistently low rate of UEB-related errors across the 2008 and 2011 examinations was contrary to the authors’ expectations. It was anticipated that UEB-related errors would be high in 2008, when the code was still relatively new in Australia. The 12-13% error rate in 2008 and 2011appears to reflect the reduction in the complexity of the braille code and associated rules of usage, in combination with the rejuvenation in braille skills as a result of braille training and production of support materials.
In New Zealand a table was compiled with examples of common errors as shown in Figure 6 below. 
Figure 6. Common errors made by New Zealand candidates in the 2008 to 2011 UEB examinations
	Type of error
	Example

	Misused or Omitted Contraction
	P(er)haps instead of  P(er)h

adv(ance)(ed) instead of adv(ance)d

(be)tter instead of better

lower wordsign contracted by dash

	Dot Errors or Reversed Characters


	proue instead of prove

wendow instead of window

forse instead of horse

will instead of with

	Text omitted, repeated or altered
	distressed instead of distress

missing words on a line 

	Format


	blank line before subheading after print page indicator;

blank line omitted before a new verse;

overrun in cell 1 instead of cell 3

	Misused or Omitted composition sign
	through instead of those 

ance instead of ence 

	Misused or Omitted punctuation


	long dash instead of ordinary dash

comma omitted

capital sign omitted

	Spacing


	schooland instead of school and

2 spaces between words

space missing before ellipsis

	Misused capitalisation
	capital u capital k instead of double caps uk

capital termination sign dots 6, 6 instead of dots 6, 3


Again only a small proportion of these are UEB-related, the spread of errors being  very similar to that seen when marking the previous certificate.  It had been expected to see more formatting errors because current passages include layout such as a recipe or a poem whereas the previous New Zealand certificate only included paragraphs. However the proportion of formatting errors did not change which was encouraging. The main surprise in New Zealand was the number of braille readers who made the decision to take the examination. Only a few of these were involved in braille production or teaching, the others were just keen to affirm their own skills and embrace the new challenge. 
Conclusion
The implementation of the Trans-Tasman UEB proficiency certificate has greatly enhanced collaboration between the braille authorities of Australia and New Zealand. This is evidenced by the joint presentation at this conference. Candidates’ results to date have highlighted the importance of UEB training programs and support materials in up-skilling braille consumers, educators, transcribers and proofreaders. The successful partnering of ABA and BANZAT paves the way for future partnerships with other countries implementing UEB. These include Canada, United Kingdom, South Africa, Nigeria and Pacific Island countries.
1

