[image: image1.png]* * vision
o0 australia

blindness and low vision services



Access to Braille

Public Policy
December 2014
Policy Summary
Access to braille skills development, braille reading and writing tools and braille materials is a fundamental right of all children and adults who are blind, deafblind, or whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively. It is integral to maximising opportunities for their participation in all aspects of life. Given the critical importance of braille, government, education institutions, and information content producers must adopt policies and programs that will maximise access to braille skills development, braille reading and writing tools, and braille materials.

What is braille
Braille is the tactile system of reading and writing used worldwide by people who are blind or deafblind; it is also used by many people whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively. Braille can be learnt and used by people of all ages, including people who become blind or people whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively later in life.

Braille is based on a six-dot “cell” arranged in a configuration of two columns and three rows. 64 combinations can be formed using the six braille dots, and these combinations are used to represent letters, numbers, punctuation and symbols. 

Braille was invented by Louis Braille while he was a school student in Paris in the 1820’s. Since then, braille codes have been developed for many languages and covering a range of subject areas such as mathematics, music, computing, science, chess and knitting patterns. Various products incorporating braille have been developed, including clocks, watches, timers, games, kitchen scales and maps.

Braille is the primary tool for literacy, numeracy and information access available to people who are blind, deafblind, or people whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively. No other medium is able to convey the core elements of literacy such as spelling, punctuation, grammar and syntax necessary for writing and for full comprehension when reading. It provides the most direct and immediate access to information, and is analogous to print in allowing a reader to engage with text at a personal level rather than using an intermediary such as human-narrated audio or synthetic speech. Braille users find that it is an essential tool in the workplace and other areas of professional life, for example, when giving presentations, reading agendas of meetings, and taking notes.
For people who are deafblind, braille is the most effective, and in many cases the only, access to literacy, information and knowledge about the world.
Recent technological advances have made it easier than ever to learn and use braille. Technology is now readily available that allows people who are deafblind to communicate in realtime with others by using braille in conjunction with a visual display such as a smartphone.
Braille can be written and produced using manual or electronic methods. In many countries, including Australia, braille is commonly produced using computer-based software and embossing equipment. Developments in technology have also made it possible for individual braille users to read and write braille using electronic “refreshable” braille displays and notetaking devices, and to access computers, smartphones and the internet using braille.
Technological advances in have also made it easier to produce audio books and to access computers using high-quality synthetic speech. While audio can be a useful tool for accessing information, it is not a replacement for braille since it does not provide direct access to the core elements of literacy and numeracy. Braille and audio are complementary, not competing, ways of accessing information. Braille will remain essential for people who are blind, deafblind or people whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively, for as long as print is essential to sighted people, and cannot be easily replaced by other technologies.
Policy Context

This policy is founded on principles that are set out in the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (“the Convention”). The Convention is the most complete expression of the human rights enjoyed by people with disability. Australia has signed and ratified the Convention, and hence is bound by the obligations that it establishes.

The Convention makes five specific references to braille:

1) In the definition of "communications";

2) In Article 9, in relation to the provision of braille signage;

3) In Article 21, relating to the learning of braille;

4) In Article 24, relating to the importance of braille in the acquisition of life and social development skills and full participation in education;

5) Again in Article 24, relating to the need for employment of teachers of braille (including those with disabilities) who are qualified in braille.

These references, taken together, are a clear recognition that braille literacy is an essential part of upholding and promoting the rights of people who are blind, deafblind, or  people whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively.
Literacy is a key factor in determining success in life, including employment. Research has found that blind adults who learnt braille were twice as likely to be employed, were more financially self-sufficient, achieved higher education levels, and spent more time reading.
 Other research has shown that when taught braille at an early age, the literacy levels of blind high school students is comparable with those of their sighted peers, whereas those who received infrequent or no instruction in braille achieved lower literacy levels than their sighted peers.
 Yet, despite the findings of this and other research, there is some evidence that braille literacy has declined significantly in the past few decades, and is now at a critically low level worldwide.
 
As a consequence of being blind, deafblind, or having vision which is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively, people usually need to develop alternative skills to sighted people for the acquisition of literacy, numeracy, and general information. Such skills include the interpretation of tactile graphics and maps, using structural elements in text to locate key information quickly, and understanding three-dimensional objects on paper when solving mathematical problems. The development and maintenance of these skills is essential regardless of the age of onset of blindness or vision impairment. But it is particularly important for children born blind, deafblind or whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectivelyto develop braille skills, as competency in literacy and numeracy is fundamental to a child’s education.

Some older adults who become blind or acquire vision which is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively, mistakenly believe that braille is impossible for them to learn and of little practical value. In fact, many adults find that learning basic braille skills is very helpful in many aspects of everyday life: creating grocery lists, labelling clothing, identifying medications, using household appliances, and many other tasks can be achieved through the use of braille.
The Policy

1) Access to braille skills development, braille reading and writing tools and braille materials is a fundamental right of all children and adults who are blind, deafblind, or whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively. The use of braille is integral to maximising opportunities for their participation in all aspects of life, including childhood development, education, employment, leisure and recreation, house work and information management.
2) People who are blind, deafblind, or whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively, must therefore be provided with:
a) sufficient opportunities to develop braille competency,
b) convenient and affordable access to equipment that is used for reading, writing and the personal production of braille, including current technology such as electronic braille notetakers, and 
c) equitable access to information in braille that is available to the general community in print formats.
Skills Development
3) People who are blind, deafblind or whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively must be provided with the opportunities, resources and instruction they need in order to develop and maintain alternative skills for the acquisition of literacy and numeracy, and for accessing information in braille. 
Teaching techniques and knowledge of braille in schools
4) Children who are blind, deafblind or whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively must be taught braille at the same time, with the same level of thoroughness, and by people with equivalent expertise, as their sighted peers are taught print. 
Access to braille-related equipment

5) The ability to read and write braille on paper remains fundamental to the development of basic literacy and numeracy for children and adults who are blind, deafblind, or whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively. They must therefore have convenient and affordable access to braille reading and writing tools including braille paper and basic writing equipment.
6) In order to participate fully in all aspects of life, braille users must have convenient and affordable access to electronic braille equipment.  Several types of braille equipment have been developed to provide access to digital technologies, such as computers. These include refreshable braille displays and braille notetaking devices.
Information access in braille
7) Braille users have a right to receive key government and community information in braille on request, including:
a) Government documents available to the public, such as discussion papers and reports;
b) Information brochures and fact sheets about government services and programs;
c) Personal correspondence from government departments and agencies;
d) Information about pharmaceutical products, usage instructions, and personal prescription dosages;
e) Utility bills;
f) Key financial information, such as bank statements;
g) Contracts, mortgage documents, insurance policies, and wills;
h) Information that is printed on supermarket products, such as ingredients lists, allergy information, and preparation instructions.
8) Braille users have a right to read the material of their choice in braille, including books, magazines, appliance instruction manuals etc.

9) Braille users have a right to receive braille material at the same time and at the same cost as printed versions of the same document.

10) Braille users have a right to receive braille material that is accurate and compliant with standards and guidelines covering areas such as braille codes and formatting practices that have been endorsed for use in Australia by the Australian Braille Authority.
What government must do
1) Given the specialist nature of braille, the need for competent teachers of braille and the significant cost of braille-related equipment, governments are best placed to adopt policies and implement programs to maximise access to braille.

2) Because braille is a foundational tool for literacy, numeracy, and information access, governments must include provisions relating to braille in legislation that deals with topics such as education, training, reading and writing, and the provision of information.

3) All levels of government must adopt policies to guarantee that all government-generated information produced in print is also available in braille on request at the same time as the printed version becomes available.

4) All levels of government must ensure that braille materials produced under government contracts or with government funding conform to standards and guidelines endorsed by the Australian Braille Authority.

5) In recognition of the importance of national standards and guidelines relating to braille, the Australian Government must support the operation and work of the Australian Braille Authority as the recognised standards setting body for braille in Australia.

6) The Australian Government, in conjunction with state and territory governments, have a responsibility to provide leadership in the implementation and promotion of the Disability Standards for Education 2005, produced under paragraph 31(1)(b) of the Disability Discrimination Act 1992. These Standards require that educational facilities ensure that curricular materials are available in accessible formats that are appropriate to the needs of individual students. For students who use braille as their primary literacy medium, the provision of curricular material in braille is an essential part of meeting their needs as students.
7) The Australian Government must work with state and territory governments to develop a nationally consistent approach to the assessing whether a child with vision impairment will acquire literacy through learning braille.
8) All levels of government must ensure that their legislation, policies and programs are consistent with the obligations established by the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.
9) The Australian Government must ensure that all materials relating to the National Disability Insurance Scheme (NDIS), including entry criteria, application forms, and personal correspondence with the National Disability Insurance Agency are provided in braille on request.

What Vision Australia will do to implement and promote this policy 

Braille is integral to maximising opportunities for people who are blind, deafblind, or people whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively, to participate in all aspects of life. Vision Australia will, therefore:
1) ensure that all braille material we produce complies with relevant national standards and guidelines endorsed by the Australian Braille Authority;
2) ensure that the induction procedures for staff and volunteers include information about the importance and uses of braille, including the essential role that braille plays for people who are deafblind;
3) ensure that information provided to Vision Australia staff in hardcopy print is simultaneously made available in braille;
4) ensure that information about Vision Australia’s services is available in braille;
5) ensure that personal correspondence with clients  is provided in braille on request;
6) ensure that braille wayfinding signage is installed at all Vision Australia sites to a level that, at a minimum, complies with the Access to Premises (Buildings) Standards developed under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992;
7) provide advice to government, industry and the community on the appropriate provision of braille material, the use and practical application of braille signage, and the appropriate provision of both manual and electronic braille devices;
8) develop resources and strategies to actively encourage and assist children and adults who are blind, deafblind, or have a severe vision impairment, including those from culturally and linguistically diverse communities, to learn braille to the level of their choice;
9) provide assessment, and access to braille skills development, using a range of technologies, both manual and electronic;
10) maintain and expand the collection of braille materials available through the Vision Australia library;
11)  establish a mechanism for regular and ongoing dialogue among staff and with clients about the importance and relevance of braille; issues affecting the teaching, learning and use of braille; and the role of current and emerging technologies in the promotion and application of braille;
12) develop resources and strategies to actively encourage and assist the families and associates of braille users to learn braille;
13) assist people who are blind, deafblind, or whose vision is insufficient to allow them to use print effectively, to access appropriate existing grants and funding programs, including the NDIS, in order to gain access to the braille-related equipment and materials they need to fully participate in all aspects of life;
14) provide basic braille writing equipment, such as Perkins Braillers, and products, such as watches, timers and games that incorporate braille or tactile labelling at subsidised and affordable prices through its Equipment Solutions Centre;
15) promote awareness of this policy within federal, state, territory and local governments and all major political parties to initiate policy reform and increase braille literacy and access to materials; and
16) make this policy available on the Vision Australia website, and promote it through client networks and social media so that it can be used by clients and other stakeholders.

Policy ends.
Further information

If you would like this policy in an alternative format or wish to discuss it with Vision Australia’s Government Relations and Policy team, please contact us:

Vision Australia

Government Relations and Policy Team
Tel:

1300 84 74 66 (within Australia)

(+61 2) 9334 3333 (outside Australia)

Email:

government.relations@visionaustralia.org
Website:
www.visionaustralia.org
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