TACTILE BOOKS IN THE FEELIX LIBRARY
One of the vital steps in becoming literate is being able to tell a story. That is to link a series of ides to make a narrative. So children need to understand a start and a finish and cause and effect. At first it is their listening skills that will start to provide them with this information as they overhear conversations and communicate with others.
The world of books moves a child out of their everyday world into an imaginative realm. For a child with a vision impairment this is not an easy step. Stories are sometimes about experiences they have never had, so they need extra support in helping to bring the imaginative world of the story to them. The tactile hands-on materials are part of this support, and the tactile handbooks are also.

A young child investigating a tactile handbook is doing the same as a young child who flicks through the pictures in a book. Neither will be literate yet, but they are finding out what the story is about. Often they will then tell a story as they feel the cues on each page. They are being encouraged to link the symbol on page 1 with the symbol on page 2 and so on till they get to the last page where they have to round off their story. Usually someone has already read them the picture storybook or they have listened to the recording so they have a base from which to start.
 In books for the very young we try to keep the tactile books very simple and limit them to 4 pages. In “Doing the Washing” the 1st page is the washing machine with the door that opens ( a square of rubber with a circular flap at the side that fits into the middle of the rubber square.). The 2nd page is the plastic switch that clicks up and down. The 3rd page is a flight of braille stairs going down. The last page is a piece of cord with 2 clothes pegs attached to it. 
When producing more complex stories and converting these stories to tactile books we look for the most basic elements of the story that can be represented tactually. We then produce these in 8 pages or less.

There are many recurring elements in children’s stories. We always try to keep consistent symbols for these popular elements, cat, dog, water, boat, tree, duck, bird, blanket and so on. So each time a child comes across these things, they will interpret them quickly. It is empowering for the children to be able to do this and the repetition of these symbols in the tactile books aids this.

Where ever possible we take care to produce tactual symbols that relate to the real, and feel interesting under the fingertips. Also great care is taken to produce safe images that can’t be plucked off the page, but still carry meaning. 
GUIDANCE WITH THE FIRST LOOK.

When a child first looks at a tactual book they will need a bit of guidance. There are simple words written in the book-these are really cues for the parent or story reader, they are not written in braille because they are only little clues for interpretation. The handbooks are for imaginative story telling from very simple tactual clues taken from the original story. There are no exact words because they come from the child and might be different every time they retell the story to themselves or friends.
Sometimes as children get older they may learn parts of a story by heart.  They may use the handbook to tell the same story because the tactile information is more interesting for them. Also it is likely that the objects in the kit get used in conjunction with the tactile book. When Mr Gumpy’s boat tips and everyone falls out, the child can play that game of tipping out with boat in the kit. Such experiences are extending the child’s world and developing imaginative play. With exploration of the tactile books and bits and pieces in the case the story becomes more enjoyable and meaningful.

Accessing new words is an important part of story telling. Picture storybooks are often chosen for their lilting language or interesting words. A child who is vision impaired often “picks up” on fun words, like “squarked”  or  “swishy-swashy” and use them over and over. They will use these sorts of words when they browse through the handbook-it gives them a chance to experiment with such language that they recall.

Being able to read a story independently is a very fulfilling experience for a young child. The tactile handbooks are designed to allow this to happen and then facilitate the move to the book with the braille in it. If the young child is ready he or she may run their fingers over the braille and begin to read themselves a story. Because they have had experience with the tactile book, and the story read to them, they will have the basic idea of a story line. Then they embark on the very early stages of reading a story, their own story, one of the earliest steps in reading.
