Transcription for UEB Development Interview with Darleen Bogart

Hello, I’m Darleen Bogart. I was the Chair of BANA (Braille Authority of North America) in 1991 when the Unified English Braille Code Project was initiated by them. I’d like to tell you the reasons that this project was started. 

A letter was received by BANA from two prominent braille users and co-developers in the United States: Dr. Tim Cranmer and Dr. Abraham Nemeth. They wrote this joint letter to BANA to say that they believed that they had created a Tower of Babel because there were so many codes. There was a code for literary braille which was the base code and then a code for mathematics, the Nemeth code, had been created by Dr. Nemeth. Dr. Cranmer chaired the committee that created the code for computer braille. And of course then there was the chemistry code and a document called the textbook code or formats for principles of print to braille and the music code. But the music code was really a universal code and so nothing was going to be tampered with there. 

The BANA Board discussed this letter and unanimously decided that there was value in what these two eminent gentlemen had said. And that was brought up because there had been all kinds of anecdotal information coming to the BANA Board from members, educators, producers, consumer groups that braille was not getting the emphasis that it should. Children were not being taught braille. There was a decline in braille. The teacher training programs were not as efficient as they had been once and of course the residential schools which had really been the ones that taught braille effectively in the past did not have the same kind of students that they had previously and many students were integrated and were not getting the kind of time and braille instruction. And so it was thought that the codes, this proliferation of braille codes, were part of the reason. And so BANA agreed to undertake this research project as I said in 1991 and a group of committees were formed with experts in Braille readers, educators, transcribers, people who did computer programs for Braille translation software. And for two years they worked and created the base of a unified code. 

You might be wondering how this project became an international one. Well about the same time that BANA began the project, an organization was formed called the International Council on English Braille (ICEB). It was made up of seven English speaking countries: Australia, Canada, New Zealand, Nigeria, South Africa, the United Kingdom and the United States. And after BANA had started its project, they invited the UK to become involved in it and they did as observers and with that encouragement from the United Kingdom, BANA decided to see if this new organization ICEB would be willing to become part of it or take over the project and so they presented a proposal to the first executive meeting of the new ICEB organization held in Australia in 1993 and once again unanimous decision was made to make this project universal across English speaking countries belonging to ICEB. 

What were the criteria used in designing this code? Well there were six of them. First of all, it was to be a six dot code. Then it had to be as effective in grade one braille as it was in grade two braille which was the base for this code. There should be the minimum changes to the contractions system in grade two braille. It should be computerized to the greatest degree possible without affecting readability. The technical codes with the exception of music, that is chemistry, math, science, computer notation were to be embedded in this code so that we would have one code. And it was to be unambiguous, that is, one symbol in print for one symbol in braille. And there were a group of committees that were established to work on this code. All the committees have always had the majority of braille readers as members. They were from all the countries involved that is those seven countries. In addition to braille readers, there had to be expertise from educators, from braille producers and transcribers and also there were people who knew how to write computer translation programs. To fulfill the criteria, there were a number of committees that were established. These were all international committees from each of the seven countries that were participating in the development of the unified code. 

Some of the committees were the base code which developed the reader rules. There was one for contractions. Another one was the rules committee which was writing rules for the transcription of UEB. If you want to know more about the committees, go on the ICEB website which is www.iceb.org. All the history is there. 

The interesting thing about the committees too is that each committee had to have a majority of braille readers. There also had to be educator input, transcriber braille production input and also somebody knowledgeable in writing computer translation software for braille.

Why should a braille reader be excited about UEB? Well there’s only one code to learn. The other big feature I think for readers is the fact that one symbol is one symbol. It’s this unambiguity feature of the code. That means when there’s a dollar sign, there’s only one way to represent it unlike the three ways there are right now. One of the other big features of this is the dot and of course that is very prevalent today with computer e-mail addresses and so on we have dots all over the place. And so we say a dot is a dot in UEB. It’s the same symbol in print and it’s the same symbol in UEB. So that instead of having a different symbol for a period, another symbol for the dots in ellipses, yet another one for decimal point and the dot in a computer e-mail address. It doesn’t matter where you see a dot in UEB, it’s the same symbol. You have to learn it once. It actually is the period in standard braille today. 

Now if you happen to be a braille reader who uses braille in your work, I think one of the big advantages in UEB is that it is reflective of print. It’s what you see is what you get. You don’t have to learn all kinds of different things so that you can communicate with sighted people in a way that would do credit to you as a business person. It will be there in UEB for you. You learn it because that’s the way UEB does it. UEB reflects print. 

Looking at it from a student’s point of view, the student will have to learn one code. Now starting at a very early age, kindergarten in some cases and in first grade, students learning math have to learn a different numbering system. They have to learn different symbols for the same thing that they learn in reading in their books for how to read. And of course every child knows how to use a computer and there is yet another set of symbols that they have to use to write an e-mail address. That’s a heavy load for a little child and so there is only one code to learn. It should be a much shorter learning curve as a result. 

Also, another great advantage is the ability of students to do their work in braille and be able to have it translated into print and be able to hand it to their classroom teacher, who doesn’t read braille, in a reliable and accurate format. 

Another feature of the independence that UEB allows a student is the fact that students today are in integrated classroom settings and isn’t only interacting with the teacher but the fact that their books will have the very same material, same symbols as the person sitting next to them. They can discuss things together; they’re on the same level as their sighted counterparts for the first time. 

Now why should an educator be excited about UEB? Well there are less symbols to teach. I’m sure it’s difficult for some students to learn all these different symbols at the same time and so our real challenge for the teachers to help them keep them separate in whatever kind of material they happen to be reading. They have to teach something once so that makes it a shorter teaching time, a shorter learning curve for the students but also for the teachers and of course it is very much easier for the teachers to learn one code than the many codes they have to do now in order to teach any kind of a child when they are teaching them to learn how to read and write. They only need one code from now on. 

How does UEB benefit transcribers and producers? The transcriber learns one code. They’re not faced with many months of learning to become proficient in all aspects of braille. Once UEB has been learned, transcribers are able to braille materials from the basic to the most complex. Because UEB is based on print, transcribers don’t have to make decisions on how best to convey the meaning into braille and it’s faster and cheaper and then more material becomes available for readers.
