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Think Globally, Act Locally

The theme for this year's Round Table Conference is exemplified in the World Braille Usage revision project. To see how this is so, let's first look at the audience for this publication, some history of World Braille Usage, the process of data gathering and how far through are we, and when do we expect the next edition to be released.

The Audience for the Current Edition of World Braille Usage

World Braille Usage lists the braille codes used to represent the world's various languages. Transcribers turn to it whenever they encounter printed materials in languages other than their own for guidance about the braille codes to be used.

For example, in New Zealand, a few years ago, a university student decided to learn Arabic. One of the Royal New Zealand Foundation of the Blind's volunteer transcribers spoke and read Arabic. We knew that print Arabic was written and read from right to left. But what about Arabic in braille? World Braille Usage provided the answers.

Some History of World Braille Usage

First published by UNESCO in 1953, World Braille Usage was revised in 1990 by the National Library Service (NLS) for the Blind and Physically Handicapped of the Library of Congress in Washington D.C.

That second edition of 124 print pages scoped braille codes used for some 97 languages. In 1984 questionnaires were sent out to some 590 organisations. A quick count shows some 85 countries are listed in the 1990 Table of Contents. Clearly the second edition has been useful because NLS reports some three thousand print copies have been distributed.

So why do we need a new edition? The fall of the Berlin Wall has created a raft of new countries and there are hundreds of languages spoken and read in the world of 2010.

Moreover, blind consumers are seeking to learn multiple languages, especially those living in Europe, and some are becoming their own transcribers. To satisfy this extended usage, there is a need for World Braille Usage to be made available in braille as well as print. In brailling World Braille Usage, there is also a need for raised representations of the symbols that appear in print.

At the Paris Conference in January 2009, held to celebrate the bicentenary of the birth of Louis Braille, a resolution was passed calling on the World Blind Union to facilitate a new edition, so a need had been clearly expressed.

In the Introduction to the 1984 questionnaire, the intention was stated to publish the second edition in the United Nations six official languages - Arabic, Chinese, English, French, Russian and Spanish? The second edition was published only in English.

In 2010 we have the internet and email, non-existent in 1984 when the questionnaires were sent out. Today we have the opportunity to hold the "master" of World Braille Usage online, providing outputs in hard copy print, or paper braille, or for display on electronic braille devices. Moreover, with the DAISY standard now addressing braille, we have the opportunity to attempt to put into practice the concept of the single source file master which should drive all the various outputs.

And one more technical point: the 1953 and 1990 editions relied on the 1936 edition of the braille International Phonetic Alphabet. In 2008 the updated International Phonetic Alphabet for braille was launched, actually at the General Assembly of the International Council on English Braille. So we will be able to take advantage of that up-to-date standard for phonetic representations in braille.

The Involvement of the Library of Congress and the International Council on English Braille

For some years, NLS has had a plan to create a new edition of World Braille Usage. In 2009, spurred on by the Paris resolution, the Executive of the International Council on English Braille resolved to work with NLS to help achieve the goal of a new edition. NLS has agreed to fund its production and has assigned some staff time to the work.

Who Are We Surveying?

In November 1984, questionnaires about braille codes were sent to some 590 organisations and there were responses from 85 countries around the world. The goal was to be inclusive of everyone and anyone who might have some knowledge of braille in their country.

In 2010, the goal is to establish at the outset which organisation in each country is the "braille authority" for that country or for each language spoken in that country. In 2006 the United Nations had 192 members.
The World Blind Union has about 177 country members.

A call for participating braille authorities will be sent in June 2010. NLS has set up a web page to capture responses to the call for participation which should take less than five minutes to complete. The web address is

www.nlstalkingbooks.org/wbu

We will invite organisations to register their interest in providing data for the revised edition of World Braille Usage, establishing their credentials to give us their data. As part of setting up the web page, the technically tricky issue of unicode has already been resolved so we will be able to capture data in a wide variety of the world's languages and scripts.

ICEB and NLS will use their strong links with the World Braille Council, the World Blind Union and the many organisations of and for the blind around the world to ensure a comprehensive, credible list of participants is included in the hard work to follow, the actual survey itself.

Exclusions and Inclusions

It is likely that the same policies of inclusions and exclusions will prevail for the next edition as for the current edition.

For example, codes for mathematics and science and braille shorthand systems are out of scope. So also will be omitted details about formats of braille. World Braille Usage is about literary braille codes.

Each language entry will refer to the relevant code book or code books. The online version will include links to web-based code books such as the Unified English Braille Rulebook which will be launched in June 2010 and will be located on the ICEB website.

Writing the Survey Questions

The survey for the second edition, including Instructions for completing it and directions about where to send it, is just 697 words, eight questions with sub-questions.

We have not as yet written the survey. When we do so, we will need to take into account any changes in terminology that may have occurred over the past 26 years. Every effort will be made to adopt a language style that is as comprehensible as possible. We need the survey to be completed after all and on time.

The 1984 questionnaire asked for the survey to be returned within two months. We will consider whether a higher return rate might be achieved if a shorter timeline is given. A follow-up process will be in place for surveys that are not returned. If necessary, surveys in languages other than English will be provided.

Data Entry of the Survey Responses and Publication

At this stage it is difficult to estimate just how long it will take to code the data collected from the responses. One estimate is that it will take some five hundred hours.

Fortunately today's indexing tools will make it possible to easily produce drafts for proofreading. Then the desktop publishing experts at NLS will take over the print edition.

The goal is to complete World Braille Usage in time for the next General Assembly of the International Council on English Braille, scheduled for April or May in 2012 in South Africa.

The Local Global Theme

So you can see that there is a global reach for this project with a local involvement in each country to complete the survey questions. This very paper was compiled in Auckland and Washington D.C.
Because of the genuine benefits from World Braille Usage to the current audience of transcribers and the new audience of blind users, we are confident that there will be a good response to the survey. We look forward to the launch in South Africa in about two years' time.
� http://www.un.org/en/members/ accessed 16 May 2010.


� http://www.www.worldblindunion.org accessed 16 May 2010.





