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ABSTRACT

KEY OBJECTIVES OF PAPER

1  To record general background related to braille literacy in South Africa.
2  To describe a number of challenges faced over decades of teaching as a volunteer.

3  To suggest solutions to some of the challenges, which could be relevant in other developing countries or services as well.

OUTLINE OF PAPER

1  The paper will refer to the low literacy rate in the country and the even poorer rate among blind people.  Information will be provided on resources or lack thereof, including codes and guidelines for the 11 official languages; manuals and other teaching material; teacher training.

2  Information will be provided on materials and methods used to teach with poor resources, including teaching adults who do not speak the same language as the teacher.

3  Specific suggestions will be put forward concerning ways of fast tracking the production of teaching manuals and reading materials for beginners and attention will also be given to braille writing and writing equipment.

SOME CHALLENGES IN TEACHING BRAILLE TO ADULT
BEGINNERS IN MULTI-LINGUAL SOUTH AFRICA

INTRODUCTION
In introducing this topic, I also need to introduce myself so that what I have to say, may be understood in context. Like so many of my counterparts in the field of teaching braille to adults in South Africa, I am neither an academically qualified teacher, nor do I consider myself to be a braille expert. I am a braille user and lover of braille who has found herself stepping into the breach to teach and take decisions on braille because there was no one else to call on at the time. It is regrettable that recipients of my teaching and of my practical and intellectual contributions to decision making should have been dependent on a lay person. Nevertheless, that is how things are in South Africa and, possibly in many other countries too, where disability in general and braille in particular are not very high on the national or even the educational agenda. It is therefore with the greatest admiration that I pay tribute to  the braille volunteers and also the professionals, who have given so much of their time and effort voluntarily, to create the braille infrastructure that we do have. My emphasis on the lacks and the negative should therefore not be seen as a criticism of those who have worked harder than should reasonably have been expected of them, to provide what they have done, but a commentary on the facts and circumstances as they are.
PAINTING THE BACKGROUND
We are told that literacy and numeracy levels of the general public in South Africa are among the lowest in Africa and, consequently, in the world. This is despite the fact that we have more wealth and a stronger economy than any other African country. There are many reasons for this, not the least of which was the poor quality of education supplied to the majority of South Africans for several generations. Paradoxically, education for blind South Africans, who were educated in special schools, was possibly of a higher standard than that provided for their sighted peers. At present, especially in the Eastern Cape Province where I come from, education is in crisis and it is not uncommon for school leavers, blind learners included, to be functionally illiterate even when they aspire to university entrance.  Incidentally, this appears to be the case in some other countries as well where the causes would be somewhat different. One of these could be far too much reliance on speech technology before the individual has learnt to read in the more conventional manner.
By far the majority of blind people (as high as 75%), who have been my braille students over 3 to 4 decades, are persons who lost their sight later in life, have very low academic competencies or who finished, or more likely dropped out of school, many years before. Because of their disability or because of the general attitude to reading, most of them tended to have lost whatever literacy skills they once possessed, by the time they presented themselves for braille tuition. Semi-literate sighted persons have the advantage of constantly being bombarded with written words such as advertisements and other information on television, in shops and on billboards, of seeing words on food packaging when they do their supermarket shopping and needing to read street names when driving or moving about on foot. All this information is lost to the blind shopper or pedestrian or even the blind person enjoying television by sound or a companion’s description. 
It is certainly not all doom and gloom when it comes to braille development and production in South Africa. The codes for our 11 official languages are well developed and, thanks to such stalwarts as Antonnette Botha and the late Doep du Plessis, guidelines for the use of the codes are up to date. Currently a full scale investigation into braille production and related matters, funded by the Department of Arts and Culture, is underway and no doubt valuable findings and recommendations will emanate from it. But in the meantime, it is fair to say that the main production houses are on a par with their counterparts abroad and are using the most sophisticated equipment and software available. Over many years, and especially since the Unified Braille Code was adopted, braille workshops and short courses in literary and technical braille have been offered by the nongovernmental sector to upgrade the knowledge and skills of those already engaged in braille production and instruction. 

So, where is the most serious lack? 
There are no basic training courses for teachers of braille in South Africa and, consequently, no formal qualifications. 
The only rehabilitation staff who are trained in braille are orientation and mobility instructors, but the braille included in their training course is grade 1 English and is meant to equip them to mark maps, for example, and to impart some very basic skills to students who wish to label household items. 
We have never had manuals for teaching indigenous languages to adults. And the numbers of newly blind adults outweigh the numbers of blind children by far. 
At present we are still using pre-UBC manuals for English and Afrikaans. An important new teaching manual – Hands On by Reinette Popplestone – in English UBC is not yet generally available. 
I am sure I don’t have to point out to  this audience that teaching the code falls far short of teaching a student to read, especially by touch. 
South Africa’s national braille examinations test the candidates’ competency in writing and not in reading.

As regards writing, whether using a slate and stylus or a mechanical braille writer, I have not come across a manual to teach or self-teach adult beginners. 
The result is that the literacy rate among newly blind adults remains low and they are not enabled to benefit from the  existing literature or to warrant the production of more literature and more material suited to their specific language and intellectual needs. We find ourselves caught in a true chicken-and-egg situation.

TEACHING ADULT BEGINNERS

Apart from the not infrequent situation where a braille user finds himself in the position of imparting what he knows to a newly blind person on an ad hoc basis because there is no one else to call on, there are three options for a minority of would-be learners. (the majority, unfortunately, remain unserved.) Approximately 10% of the 105 member organizations of the SA National Council for the Blind offer tuition in braille for adult beginners. The majority of their braille teachers or instructors are blind people who learnt braille when they themselves were at school or sighted rehabilitation teachers who have been trained in-house or have taught themselves from whatever pre-UBC material they have come across. While many school teachers pick up braille skills in the same manner, they usually have the advantage of not working in sole positions or in solitude as the rehabilitation staff tend to do. A very few of the centres for Adult Basic Education offer braille. The third option is braille tuition as part of the mass literacy campaign for the general public known as Kha Ri Gude. In this initiative which is a project of the Department of Basic Education, the objective is to teach absolutely basic literacy skills and the braille is therefore grade 1 only. On the completion of such a course, the student will find himself on the very lowest rung of the literacy ladder, requiring further tuition to become an actual braille reader.

I shall be referring to the braille taught by SANCB member organizations, in particular the one in the Eastern Cape Province in which I am involved. In informal conversations with many of my counterparts, it would appear that we share similar challenges. On the whole, the work is done by unpaid volunteers or by quite poorly paid instructors. You will note the use of the job title “instructor”. It has always struck me that what is of paramount importance to a blind person, is often down graded, in terms of language at least, to instruction and not teaching.
Regardless of the first language or mother tongue of the student, tuition is given in English more often than not. This can lead to some difficult communication situations at times. Over the years I have learnt to use the odd Xhosa word because the majority of my students are Xhosa-speaking and, because I often teach small groups of 4 or 5, fellow students are very generous and helpful translators. One of the most basic things to teach is that one reads braille with the pads and not the tips of one’s fingers. Then one also has to be quite sure that the student understands words and concepts such as “top”, ”bottom”, “middle”, “left”, “right”, “up” and “down” relating to the positions of the dots in the braille cell and to the embossed page. This becomes extremely important because we don’t teach the conventional numbering of dots until we reach dot 5 contractions. The reason for this is that over the years we have found that some students can rattle off the combinations of dots in any symbol by numbers at breath-taking speed, but have not internalized the actual shape or feel of that symbol. We consequently encourage the student to learn to recognize and remember the shape of each symbol. Some time is spent on explaining the actual devising of braille by Louis Braille so that the student understands that the symbols did not just come about by random selection. Slight coincidental similarities to print letters such as f, h, j and l are pointed out merely to aid memorizing the shapes. He will therefore not describe an l as dots 1-2-3, but rather as the 3 dots on the left-hand side of the cell or the top, middle and bottom dots on the left. Similarly, a colon will not be described as dots 2-5, but as a middle c. For the same reason and also because it makes checking what is happening by a blind teacher much easier, we use the method of forming symbols by placing little balls or other counters into 6-compartment egg boxes as is done when teaching small children. We favour real egg boxes with the sides cut down and simple, inexpensive counters or marbles because they are easily lost on the public transport that most of our students have to use. Thus, replacing the material does not become an issue. Placing the counters into the relevant positions encourages dexterity and emphasizes the concept of constructing a braille symbol from its individual dots in the same way that one constructs an ordinary letter by making the necessary lines and curves with a pen. This is important when it comes to writing so that the student understands that it is not the same as striking a key on a keyboard. Incidentally, we always teach reading before writing, because most people find writing easier to do and can otherwise become disinterested in learning to read.
Once the student has become comfortable with making the first few letters in the egg box and then on the conventional peg board, we commence with the reading of braille letters and words on paper. As I have indicated before, we are still using the pre-UBC “Six Dots” by C.E. Aucamp, which has been used by countless braille learners in this country for about 40 years. We always supply each learner with a new copy of the book because it is hard enough for the majority of touch readers to learn to distinguish dots without having to do so when they have been flattened by previous users.
Experience has shown that the efficacy and the enjoyment of reading braille can be greatly enhanced by attention to good posture, correct positioning and movement of hands, exercises to loosen the small joints and strengthen the small muscles to make the hands more supple and some basic skin care to smoothe roughness which impedes movement and touch, appropriate height and placement of desk/table and chair, effective placement of the book and the writing equipment, practising in short spells of no more than 10 to 15 minutes to start with and regular relaxation exercises, for the hands and wrists, and the shoulder girdle in particular.  The blind teacher has no option but to use his/her own hands to check on whether the student is carrying out these basic movements correctly. It is terribly important, especially when dealing with a newly blind person who has had little contact with other blind people, to explain to him that the teacher is about to touch his hands, arms or shoulders. Incidentally, even though I was taught by a fully sighted teacher, she must have been less competent or less observant than should have been expected of her. I still read with my right index finger only, using the left hand to find the beginning of the next line. Much later in life, when I served on an interviewing panel to select the Head of Department responsible for braille in a particular special school, I was astonished to have my middle fingers gripped firmly and placed heavily on a braille word by one of the candidates when the chairman of the panel asked her to demonstrate how she would teach a blind child to read. As a matter of interest, the same teacher didn’t know the correct way of inserting a sheet of braille paper into a Perkins Brailler either.
The most commonly used writing equipment in South Africa is without doubt the Perkins Brailler. It is, however, expensive and far out of the reach of the majority of adult braille learners. I therefore tend to teach writing with a slate and stylus, providing each candidate with a slate or a pocket frame and encouraging them to write notes for themselves such as appointments, shopping lists and telephone numbers. I don’t scare them beforehand by explaining that the symbols are written in reverse to the way they are read. Most students, who do manage to acquire the skill, don’t seem to have any hang-ups about this fact.  One of my most treasured keepsakes is a scrap of paper containing the following note from a young student, written on a pocket frame without capital signs or punctuation the day after I gave it to her: “you owe me 93 cents i sent a sms to god to ask him to bless you”!
It would be true to say that most of our students reach the point of being able to read and write grade 1 braille efficiently enough for their own use. To those who progress to grade 2, I point out the changes in UBC as we go along, encourage them to read the magazines, distributed by Braille Services, and also obtain the UBC lists, distributed free of charge by Braille Services, on their behalf. Even when they have finished our course, I remain a phone call away to help them over any stumbling blocks. Those who are interested in leisure reading, are introduced to the services of the SA Library for the Blind from where they can obtain literature on request through the postal service. To date, the Library has not been able to provide very much in grade 1 or in languages other than English and Afrikaans.  In February this year approximately 1% of the books available for adult readers were in grade 1 braille and about 5% of the total stock were in African languages.
To digress for a moment, it is interesting to discover why people wish to learn braille. For many, it is because they know or have been told that that is what blind people do, but others will  have given more thought to the matter. Apart from the obvious reason, which is that most people wish to be literate to make the odd note or reminder and to read their private correspondence, leisure and informational material, some of the reasons given to me by a recent group were:

To be able to teach others;

To read the Bible;

To go back to school;

To make shopping lists.

At the beginning of each course, I record, without comment, the objective of each student and then review it with him/her as we go along. It is usually necessary to modify the loftier intentions, but I am happy to say that the third and fourth candidates, mentioned above, did attain their individual goals and all is well with them at present. Along the same lines, I recently happened to hear from a former student of about 25 years ago that she is still using the skill attained then of marking her files and filing cabinet drawers with braille dymotape labels written with a stylus on a single-line frame. Perhaps one should add that this person is a highly skilled graduate with all the most sophisticated technology at her disposal and that she successfully pursued her teaching career in mainstream schools after losing her vision.
From the preceding paragraphs, my audience may have glimpsed a picture of a somewhat uncoordinated and fragmented infrastructure to braille literacy in South Africa. Much of what is available is of high quality, but there are too many weak links in the chain or network to make it strong and effective enough. Attention will be given to two of these: teaching and learning manuals for adult beginners and an affordable solution to writing braille.
DESIGNING AND PRODUCING MANUALS
Placing an effective manual in the hands of a blind student and his/her teacher is the culmination of many years of very hard work by highly skilled people. In South Africa, more often than not, this has been achieved by a labour of love spanning many, many years. However laudable this is, it is not going to produce what is needed – manuals in the Unified Braille Code for ten more languages, English having been completed. It goes without saying that it is completely unacceptable that blind adults must wait for many, many more years before they can hope to learn braille in their first or home languages and that those who have worked so hard to perfect the codes, may have worked in vain. 
In conversation with three authors of braille manuals, it became clear that the greater part of the time spent on devising the manual was taken up in finding or thinking up the words, sentences and short passages needed to illustrate the use of the code and to allow for practice by the student. 

In South Africa we have taught braille by teaching groups of letters of the alphabet, from A to Z, followed by groups of contractions in the conventional braille order. The underlying principle is that words that can be contracted, will not be used until the relevant contraction has been learnt. This results in the student learning each word in its final form only, uncontracted or contracted, whichever the case may be, starting with words that cannot be contracted. In grade 1 text therefore, Rose (not Rosemary) or John (not Jonathan) may walk, talk, run, jump, skip, swim, dive, float, sleep, wake up, fall, get up, eat (but not drink), write (but not read), use a broom to sweep (which could not have been done in pre-UBC braille), sit up or climb up (but not down)  because the allowed words are never contracted. The disallowed words will be available once the point has been reached at which the student has learnt the relevant contraction. Needless to say, only a few actions can be described in the past tense until the ed contraction has been mastered. Whether it is better to go through the alphabet and the list of contractions in this way or to take letter and word frequencies into consideration has, to my knowledge, not been tested in South African manuals although it has been done elsewhere in English. Aside from this, the relative complexity of braille symbols may well play a role when considering any different method. My very limited experience does indicate that a different order of learning symbols, taking letter and word frequencies into account,  could be helpful in the Xhosa language.
This has caused me to wonder about ways in which the creative work, involved in designing and producing braille teaching and learning manuals, could be fast tracked. A possible solution is the use of computer programs. If a program were written to “release” groups of words as they become available according to the order in which contractions are customarily presented, many people, not only braille experts, could work on producing the sentences and longer passages of text required for teaching and practising reading skills. A brief example may illustrate the point more clearly to people who do know braille. The following words would be introduced in this order:

Bad; badge; bond; broad; body; but; band; batch; bout; beat; beaten; above; because; young; these; balance; business. 
The information required to write such a program is available on the Internet already or it could be extracted and uploaded from the relevant dictionaries. It should be obvious that both linguists and braille experts, competent in the particular language, will have to be part of the team sifting and editing the material in its final draft form.
It is not my intention to clutter this paper any further with a detailed conseptualisation of such an approach, but I’d be very happy to interact with anyone interested in taking the idea further.

As regards writing braille, a simple instruction manual on how to use and how to care for the Perkins Brailler, provided in our 11 languages, is long overdue. One only has to note the numerous relatively new braillers that land on the scrap heap at schools these days to appreciate the need for this information and for a properly coordinated maintenance service throughout the country.
But, back to the majority of adult beginners in braille who will never be able to afford a Perkins Brailler. When one considers that the majority of this group of people subsist on a disability grant which amounts to R1200 (approximately 150 US dollars) a month, it would take four months income to buy a Perkins Brailler at R5000 per unit. The only reasonable alternative is a slate and stylus at a fraction of the price of a Perkins Brailler. Here again, simple instructional material in our 11 languages, is far, far overdue. For those who cannot face the notion of “reverse” writing, the King range of upward writers, available from the RNIB, should be investigated and tested. The description of the braille King roller upward writer seems to me to hold much promise in ease of writing, portability and affordability at less than 10% of the price of a Perkins Brailler.
The instructional material I have mentioned need not be translated by a braille user. There are countless professional translators in South Africa and all that will be needed is the editing of braille-specific references in the various languages

CONCLUSION
Dreaming about better days for braille is far too idealistic and non-productive. We need to take strong, coordinated and purpose-driven action. At present braille usage is not only diminishing. It is dying and we are helping to kill it, not deliberately, but by omission.  There is far too much tip-toeing around issues and personalities by most of us not wishing to tread on any toes.
Firstly, we need to obtain the buy-in of everyone in our field who is in a decision-making and/or executive position. Let’s take UBC as an easy example. The Code has been used successfully in magazine production in South Africa for far more than a decade, but its usage and advantages remain relatively unknown among the principals of special schools and the executive officers of specialist service organizations. This is because they don’t read braille magazines, nor do they participate in the activities of Braille SA or discussions on the Email lists. Those among them, who are braille users themselves, may be counted on the fingers of one hand. We also need the buy-in of government departments and government officials and pressure from the blindness sector to ensure that they are held accountable for implementing their own very worthwhile policies.
Secondly, we need to devise an implementable strategic plan, based on the objectives of the constitution of the soon-to-be established South African Braille Authority and we need strong drivers and advocates to ensure that planning is implemented. Advocates for braille  and activists like the late Victor Adonis and Harry Mohale just don’t seem to have anyone following in their footsteps anymore. It is unlikely that anyone who heard him would forget Harry’s unique style and the manner in which he would highlight the dearth of, for example, Christian literature in Sotho braille.

From an economic point of view, it makes no sense to pour millions into producing more and more braille if blind people, who need it, are not empowered to use it. Nor does it make sense to encourage passionate hard workers to continue their work in vain. This means that the weak links in the chain need to be strengthened to the point where they equal the strong links. All the individual efforts need to be added to the collective effort to build and maintain the braille infrastructure of South Africa.
