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The importance of braille for children who are blind or have low vision as their primary means of print access is slowly becoming more recognised and accepted.  Understandably it is the children still developing literacy and braille we advocate for and, although not always, provide for.  However, what about those who lose their vision as young adults or later in life? They may not need to develop literacy skills but don’t they still have the need to or want to use them?
This paper is concerned with the adults.  I have been a Braille Trainer with Vision Australia teaching adults for over 18 years and what I intend to discuss are my experiences.  Vision Australia provides braille training to adults, this paper will outline the braille programs, the courses offered and the rationale behind what it delivers.  It will also identify some of the issues or challenges adults may experience when accessing them.
Vision Australia offers braille training services to adults.  Apart from a pre-school program introducing braille to families of children who will become braille readers, the service does not provide training to children.  It is the responsibility of the school and the education department to provide training to children.
Braille used in Australia, that is Unified English Braille, consists of two levels, Grade I, or uncontracted braille, and grade II, contracted braille.  
Grade I Braille includes the signs for the letters of the alphabet, numbers and punctuation.  It is sufficient for those who are wanting braille to assist with their independence.  Grade I enables people to read and write short texts, jot down information for later retrieval just as a sighted person would with a pen.
Grade II Braille includes all grade I signs in addition to 180 contractions and abbreviations.  With one or two signs representing a common word or letter group, text in grade II is shorter than the same text in grade I.  Shorter texts are read and written faster so if a person needs braille for larger volumes they will require grade II.
It is the reading and writing goals of the individual that will determine their need for each level.  In our experience at Vision Australia many adults come to braille training with goals relating to their independence only.  All that these people require is grade I.  Some examples of grade I goals are: 
· To remember messages I take down while on the phone.
· For someone without a smart device, to remember items I need at the shop.  
· To be able to use lifts.
· To identify the correct public toilets.
· To be able to identify my aromatherapy oils.  
· To know which alpaca I am talking to.
· To have my recipe in the kitchen.  
· To play UNO with my family.  
· To help me remember the new positions or exercises I am learning in pilates.  
· For someone without or who does not like technology, to keep a diary.
The grade I braille course at Vision Australia is a complete and stand alone course.  It covers practical applications so that students gain the knowledge and skills required to achieve their goals.  Students need no further braille training if they don’t have any other goals.  However for goals that require more extensive reading and writing clients will need to continue on to grade II braille.  Examples of these goals are:
· To read a book again - Clients choose braille to read a book for a number of reasons; when audio books are not an option, if there is hearing loss or in noisy places, if people find the narrator gets in the way of interpretation, inability to relate directly with the text or  unable to read in “peace and quiet.
· To get a job - some clients are learning braille to increase their employability or increase their success once employed.
· To give presentations - some clients want to use cue cards or notes.
· To be able to take meeting minutes.  
· To go to university - some clients learn braille in preparation for further study, to assist with note taking /reading.  
· To correspond with friends - who are braille users.  
· To use the computer and internet - some clients do not want to, or cannot, use audio output.
· To use electronic braille devices.  

After completion of grade II clients may receive basic training in the use of their device; at Vision Australia this is provided by an Assistive Technology Trainer.
The grade II course has been developed for Adults who for the most part are readers and have at least basic literacy skills.  This allows the use of all vocabulary, contracted only to the level that students have covered.  The adults enjoy the more interesting readings and have little difficulty with learning/reading/writing ‘mother’ as two other dot patterns before dot 5 M.
Both grade I and grade II braille are available through face to face learning or by correspondence.  For those undertaking correspondence, the programs include weekly or fortnightly sessions over the phone or Skype.  It is hoped that this minimises isolation and eventual drop outs.  The courses are available to anyone over 16 years and living in Australia.
Vision Australia also provides a course for sighted people, however this paper concerns touch readers only so will not be explained further.  Suffice to say it is suitable for families, parents, and friends of touch readers.
So far I have focussed on the braille courses available through Vision Australia, and dare I say what mighty fine courses they are, but are all adults able to access them?
Previously Vision Australia provided all braille training without cost to the client, this being funded by donors.  With the introduction of the National Disability Insurance Scheme, NDIS, the situation has changed.  Adults under the age of 65 now require NDIS funding to cover the cost.
The National Disability Insurance Scheme was introduced in Australia commencing roll out in July 2016.  It website states that, “The NDIS will provide all Australians under the age of 65 with a permanent and significant disability with the reasonable and necessary supports they need to enjoy an ordinary life”.  People eligible for NDIS must have clear goals - for example “to read a book”, they might have in mind how they want to read the book, “I want to use braille because I don’t like being read to”.  An assessor From the National Disability Insurance Agency, (NDIA), determines whether the request is “reasonable and necessary” and if so, approves the appropriate funding.
On their website the NDIS goes on to explain “A goal may include independence, community involvement, education, employment and health and wellbeing”.  That sounds wonderful but in practice and in regard to braille services has not always worked out.  As a braille trainer I have come across situations which demonstrate this, some of these are explained below.
1. The NDIA has not approved funds for braille training.  
At times braille training has been assessed to be not “Reasonable and necessary”, as illustrated in Sarah’s (not real name) experience.  Sarah is a 20 year old who has had a vision impairment since birth and had had a little contact with braille during high school.  She came to braille at Vision Australia after school wanting to complete braille training so that she could use it to “read books and everything”.  Because she was not confident with braille and was not using it for anything we decided to start at the beginning, grade I.  This was to revise content, build up her skills and expose her to the practical ways she could use it.  She completed this prior to NDIS roll-out in her area.  When she was ready to commence grade II her goals were ”To write to my blind friend, to help me get a job and read books”.  She submitted these to the NDIA but Braille was rejected.  The reason they gave was, “Participant can use the computer and /or smart phone”.  The client’s mother fought for more than a year, but the NDIA did not reverse their decision nor grant funding in client’s plan the following year.  

2.  The funds provided for braille training are in the incorrect budget.
The NDIA provide  funding across three Support Budgets, each service is assigned to one of these.  The funds in one budget cannot be used for services from another budget.  A situation that occurs far too often, funds for braille training have been allocated to the wrong budget therefore cannot be used for it.  This creates at best a lot of effort and time trying to have it corrected and at worst client gives up, as illustrated in Mark’s experience.  Mark is a man in his 30’s who recently lost his vision.  He lives with his girlfriend on whom he had grown to depend  for a lot of daily activities.  In his planning meeting he advised the Local Area Coordinator, (LAC), that he wanted to be more independent and thought braille could help.  Expecting the funds had been approved, after all his LAC had told him they were, he approached braille Services.  It was there he learned that no these funds could not be used for braille, but yes funds had been approved and assigned to the incorrect Budget.  And so began the circus trying to resolve this.  I assured client that he didn't have funds in the correct budget, the girlfriend assured me that he did.  Girlfriend contacted LAC and NDIA again, both assured her that client definitely had the funds.  Another phone call between girlfriend and myself with further explanation of budgets and review process.  I am worried that this client will give up, (after all that chasing up, a review feels just too hard).

3.  Funds for Braille writing tools.
The achievement of clients’ goals with Braille for the most part involve writing braille as well as reading it.  The Perkins Brailler, a standard braille writer, is commonly used by people to produce hard copy braille.  Not approving a Perkins Brailler is the same as taking away the pen from a sighted person.  Just as a pen is different from a computer each being used for different purposes, the Perkins Brailler is different from the electronic brailler, each is used to achieve different goals.  Not understanding NDIA assessors have assumed it’s one or the other, as illustrated in Ahmed’s experience.  Ahmed is an intelligent young man hoping to go to university.  Currently learning braille he has the loan of a Perkins Brailler which has to be returned when he completes grade II.  His goals involve having immediacy when required to take down messages, or notes when on the phone so he requested a Perkins.  This was declined with NDIA saying “Participant will move on to an electronic brailler”. For those wanting electronic devices, such as a Braille display or a Braille Note Taker, it can be just as difficult to gain approval.   
One of the problems with the NDIS is its inconsistency not just for Braille but I am sure, across the board.  One assessor depending on their knowledge and experience may approve a service required for a goal, while another does not approve that same service to a person with the same goal.  This is exasperated for braille services with the negative and at times conflicting perceptions of braille out in the community, and sad to say among people working in the disability sector.  Some common but inaccurate beliefs are that it is obsolete, it is not used anymore, or technology has replaced it.  These fallacies and fears such as it’s different or it’s too hard, may cause assessors to assume clients do not need or want  braille.
Although adults are not developing literacy for which Braille is undeniably necessary there are many instances in which technology cannot be used.  An obvious example is when technology isn’t there.  But what about choice?  Today many people who are blind or vision impaired are both technology and braille users, at different times or for different purposes it is more convenient or easier to use one or the other.
One of the features of the NDIS is that it gives people with a disability more choice and control.  The choice of service provider may be working but what about the choice in how people reach their goals? What about the people who choose to use braille?
Many have suggested that reading and writing are a right not a privilege.  Mistakes are inevitable but if adults are going to keep their right after vision loss there must be changes to the NDIS and its implementation.  How can we help create these changes – with more education and promotion.  We must educate the NDIA, the assessors, LACs, case coordinators and service providers.  Education about braille, its practical uses and how it can improve life's opportunities as well as the correct NDIS processes relating to it.  Vision Australia has provided some education but more is needed.
Regarding promotion - promote braille everywhere in the community so that it’s 'out there'.  If we could increase public knowledge about braille and its applications, if we could change peoples’ perceptions resulting in a more positive outlook on braille, if we could normalise braille - then the result may be more funds allocated to braille training following processes that ensure people can access them.  I am not totally naive and know that this is a very difficult task, but is it impossible? 
Experiences like the ones described above leave clients disappointed and frustrated; they leave me wondering how much the NDIS values braille.  But this is not the whole picture… 
As mentioned above the NDIS provides funds across three Support Budgets.  1.  Core Budget , includes funds for services or products that enable clients to live an ordinary life.  2. Capacity Building Budget, includes funds for supports that aim to build clients’ skills.  3. Capital Budget, includes funds for longer-term investments. A service, the Support item or line item, if approved has its funds allocated to a category in a budget.  
Braille training has not been identified and is not a support item.  This could be the result of, and contribute to, the misconception that braille is not needed.  Its omission is incomprehensible in a scheme that claims to assist people with a disability.  The lack of support item may be the cause of many errors in allocating funds to a category and budget.  Without substantiation how can one allocate funds for that service?  Difficult.  
Currently funds for braille training belong in the category, ‘Increased social and Community  Participation’, which is in the ‘Capacity Building’ budget.  This is different from many other blindness services, with their funds in the category, ‘Transdisciplinary’, in the ‘Core’ budget.  This may cause assessors to assume braille is the same.  Despite the confusion this creates for NDIA assessors, clients need to have a clear plan with accessible funds.  
And finally the price of Braille Training.  The NDIS provides $57.32 per hour, an amount significantly lower than many other blindness services which can be up to $179.  This discrepancy does not reflect the importance of braille.  Neither does it recognise the countless applications of braille which can assist people who are blind or have low vision achieve their immediate and life-long goals.  One of the factors contributing to the low price is the absence of a braille support item.  Another factor is that those who provide the training at present do not need any qualifications.  I wonder if an appropriate or existing course could be formally set up to provide a recognised qualification – a course exists already , The Trans-Tasman Certificate.  Qualified braille trainers increase the value of training delivered to clients; it may also assist the NDIA  to recognise the importance of   braille and braille training to people who require it.  
Vision Australia is aware of the unfairness regarding braille and the challenges that arise for clients.  It has been advocating for change over a number of years.  The most recent work was a submission to the NDIA describing the unfairness of the absence of a Support Item and outlining the need for one.  A Support item would identify braille as a legitimate service and acknowledge that it can be used to achieve numerous goals.  It is hoped a braille Support Item will reduce the errors in budget allocation, mentioned above.  According to Scott Jacobs and Caitlin McMorrow (Vision Australia’s NDIS Program Manager and National Operations Lead both from Advocacy & Engagement) a support item for braille is just the first step – it will provide leverage in further discussions concerning its price. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]This paper has given an overview of the braille training provided by Vision Australia.  It identified some of the issues and challenges for adults eligible for NDIS when trying to access them.  However the main aims of this paper are to initiate a discussion, to motivate you and prompt a response.  In meetings with Scott Jacobs and Caitlin McMorrow it was suggested that support from the print Disability sector could help.  If the Round Table would endorse Vision Australia’s submission to the NDIA it would give more weight to the contents within.  I am aware that the Australian Braille Authority have already been approached regarding this and might offer their thoughts.  There is some urgency and I do apologise but it is hoped submissions will be received in time for consideration at the annual price review, which occurs in early May.  
Change must be sought for people who lose their vision in adulthood and are eligible for the NDIS.  As part of their adjustment to life in the world of blindness or vision impairment they must have the opportunity to experience the power of braille.  
	






