AUSTRALIAN BLINDNESS FORUM
POLICY ON

BRAILLE LITERACY, NUMERACY 
AND INFORMATION ACCESS

PURPOSE
The purpose of this policy statement is to:
a) Set out the public view of the Australian Blindness Forum (ABF) on braille as a primary tool for literacy, numeracy, and information access for people who are blind, deafblind or severely vision impaired.
b) State clearly what ABF member organisations will do to maximise access to braille skill development, braille reading and writing tools, and braille material.
STATEMENT
1) Access to braille skills development, braille reading and writing tools, and braille materials is the right of all children and adults who are blind, deafblind or severely vision impaired and is integral to maximising opportunities for their participation in all aspects of life, including childhood development, education, employment, leisure and recreation, homemaking, personal care, and information management.

2) People who are blind, deafblind or severely vision impaired must have:

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, and 

c) Equitable access to information in braille that is available to the general community in print formats.

Skills Development
3) As a consequence of being blind, deafblind or having severe vision impairment, some people require alternate or additional skills to those used by people with sight for the development of literacy and numeracy, and for accessing information.
4) Development and maintenance of these skills is essential regardless of the age of onset of sight loss, but it is particularly important for children born blind or with severe vision impairment, given that the development of competency in literacy and numeracy is fundamental to a child’s education.
5) Children who are blind, deafblind or have severe vision impairment have a right to be taught braille by accredited instructors who have achieved accepted levels of competency in teaching techniques and knowledge of braille.

Access to Braille-related Equipment
6) The facility to read and write braille on paper is, and will remain, fundamental to the development of basic literacy and numeracy for people who are blind, deafblind or severely vision impaired, just as print-on-paper remains the basis for literacy in the general community. People who are blind, deafblind or have severe vision impairment must therefore have convenient and affordable access to braille reading and writing tools including braille paper and basic writing equipment.
7) Braille equipment is available to provide access to digital technologies such as computers, and in order to participate fully in all aspects of life, people who are braille users must have convenient and affordable access to electronic braille equipment such as refreshable braille displays and braille note-taking devices.

Information Access in Braille
8) People who use braille as a primary medium of literacy, numeracy and information access have a right to receive key government and community information in braille on request, including:

a) Government discussion papers and reports;
b) Information brochures and fact sheets about government services and programs;
c) Personal correspondence from government departments and agencies;
d) Utility bills;
e) Key financial information such as bank statements;
f) Contracts, mortgage documents, insurance policies, and the like.
9) People who use braille have a right to read the material of their choice in braille, including books, magazines, appliance instruction manuals etc.
10) People who use braille have a right to receive braille material at the same time as printed versions of documents become available.
11) People who use braille have a right to receive braille material that is accurate and conforms to standards and guidelines endorsed for use in Australia by the Australian Braille Authority. Such standards and guidelines cover areas including braille codes and formatting practices.

THE ROLE OF GOVERNMENT 
12) Given the specialist nature of braille, the need for competent braille teachers, and the cost of braille-related equipment, governments are best placed to adopt policies and implement programs to maximise access to braille.

13) Because braille is such 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.

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

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

16) In recognition of the importance of national standards and guidelines relating to braille, the Australian Government must provide support, including financial support, for the operation and work of the Australian Braille Authority as the recognised standards setting body.
17) The Australian Government, as well as the State and Territory Governments, has 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, inter alia, that education providers ensure that curricular materials are available in accessible formats that are appropriate to the needs of individual students. For people who are blind, deafblind or have severe vision impairment and 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.

18) The Australian Government has primary responsibility for meeting Australia's obligations as a signatory and ratifier of the UN Convention on the Rights of people with Disabilities (the Convention). The Convention makes five specific references to braille:

a) In the definition of ‘communications’;

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

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

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

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

19) All levels of government must ensure that their legislation, policies and programs are consistent with the obligations established by the Convention.

WHAT ABF MEMBER ORGANISATIONS WILL DO
ABF member organisations believe strongly that braille is integral to maximising opportunities for people who are blind, deafblind or have severe vision impairment to participate in all aspects of life. ABF member organisations will therefore:
a) Ensure that all braille material they produce complies with national standards and guidelines endorsed by the Australian Braille Authority.
b) Make every effort to provide access to braille skills development, assessment and advice about braille devices, training and support on the use of braille devices, and access to material in braille.
c) Provide advice and support to Government, business and the community on the appropriate provision of braille material, the use and practical application of braille signage, and the appropriate provision of braille devices.
d) Encourage and assist people who are blind, deafblind or severely vision impaired to learn braille to whatever level they wish and to use braille in any aspect of life they choose, including study, recreation and employment. 

e) Encourage and assist the families and supporters of braille readers to learn braille.
f) Assist their clients who are braille users to access appropriate existing grants and funding programs in order to gain access to braille-related equipment and materials that they need to participate fully in all aspects of life.
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ABOUT THE AUSTRALIAN BLINDNESS FORUM (ABF)
The ABF was formed in 1992 and, in 2007, was registered as an Australian public company limited by guarantee. It is funded through the contributions of its members, the major Australian agencies that serve around 500,000 people who are blind or vision impaired, and the national consumer organisation, Blind Citizens Australia.

Members of the ABF, reflecting the Australian Government’s policy, are committed to assisting people who are blind or vision impaired to become and remain independent, valued and active members of the community.

The main purposes of the ABF are to:

· Encourage exchange of information between members

· Exert influence on Government policy development

· Enable blindness sector representation both nationally and internationally

· Enable Australia to facilitate its membership of the World Blind Union

· Encourage and promote the development and equity of the level of services throughout Australasia

Contact:

Margaret Verick

Australian Blindness Forum

Locked Bag 3002 DEAKIN WEST ACT 2600

Phone: 02 6283 3214

Email: margaret.verick@nds.org.au
Web: http://www.australianblindnessforum.org.au 

APPENDIX A
AUSTRALIAN BLINDNESS FORUM

POLICY ON BRAILLE LITERACY, NUMERACY AND INFORMATION ACCESS
DEFINITIONS
Blind: Permanent blindness for the purposes of the Disability Support Pension (Blind) or the Age Pension (Blind) is determined by applying the following guidelines: 

· Visual acuity (1.1V.50) on the Snellen Scale after correction by suitable lenses must be less than 6/60 in both eyes, or
· Constriction to within 10 degrees of fixation in the better eye irrespective of corrected visual acuity, or
· A combination of visual defects resulting in the same degree of visual impairment as that occurring in the above points
(Guide to Society Security Law)

Braille is not a language – it is a code by which languages are written and read. The main difference between print and braille is simply that print is read with the eyes, while braille is read with the fingertips. Fingers feel dots quickly and accurately; eyes see loops and lines of ink. In both cases it is the brain that processes and reacts to the raw data sent to it by the fingers or the eyes. 

(‘Braille Literacy: Getting Back on the Literacy Agenda’ Australian Blindness Forum, 1999)

Braille reading and writing equipment:  Braille Writer (electronic), Braille Writer (mechanical), Braille Displays, Scanning & OCR, Braille Embosser, Screen Readers, Braille software, Accessible Pocket PC Devices.
Deafblind: People who are deafblind have a dual sensory loss of varying degrees of combined hearing and vision impairment: hard of hearing and partially sighted; hard of hearing and totally blind; profoundly deaf and partially sighted or complete loss of both senses 

(Able Australia http://www.ableaustralia.org.au/)

Literacy is the ability to read, write and use written language appropriately in a range of contexts, for different purposes, and to communicate with a variety of audiences. ‘Reading and writing, when integrated with speaking, listening, viewing and critical thinking, constitute valued aspects of literacy in modern life’ (DEETYA, 1998, p.7). In the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA), reading literacy is defined as the ability to understand, use and reflect on written texts in order to achieve one’s goals, to develop one’s knowledge and potential, and to participate effectively in society (Lokan, Greenwood & Cresswell, 2001) 

(Extract from report on National Inquiry into the Teaching of Literacy, Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, December 2005)

Numeracy includes the effective use of mathematics to meet the general demands of life. It is also called school mathematics, quantitative literacy or mathematics literacy 

(‘A Good Start to Numeracy’ Department of Education, Science and Training’ 2003)

Tactile: For people who rely on braille, tactile maps and labels can greatly assist in orientation and navigating a place, and tactile drawings and pictures such as charts and graphs can assist in understanding text and improving communication. A range of methods are available in which to make tactile images:
· tactile image markers can be used to make high quality tactile pictures using a range of papers and equipment such as capsule or heat sensitive paper which causes any black lines or images (black absorbs more heat) on paper to swell using a heat source to create an instant tactile graphic 

· software that translates text to braille and can be used for a wide variety of means including maps.

PAGE  
2

