Transcription for UEB Interview – Production Facility Team Leader

Q: Hello everyone. Bruce McGuire here. I’m here today in my role of chair of the Australian Braille Authority. When I was a kid I used to want to be a radio presenter and do interviews and things like that and today’s my big break. And with me is Peter Lee. Peter is the braille transcription team leader at Vision Australia. Vision Australia is one of Australia’s leading producers of braille and Peter’s going to talk to us about how the organization has managed the transition from the old code, the old braille codes that we used in Australia to Unified English Braille. Before we talk about UEB. Peter, how long have you been working here at Vision Australia now?

A: Hello Bruce. I’ve been with Vision Australia for almost ten years now and I started as a math science braillist with the old  RBS. 

Q: The RBS being the Royal Blind Society which is one of the organizations that became part of Vision Australia when it was formed in 2004. And Peter, you, I think, are one of the very few sighted people who can read braille by touch.

A: Yeah, that’s what I’m told anyway. I didn’t find any difficulty picking up the ability to read the braille by touch. It just comes quite naturally.

Q: I’ve only ever met one or two other people, sighted people that can read braille by touch. One of them was a teacher that I had when I was learning Braille and she could actually feel all the squashed dots that we tried so hard to erase when we were making errors on the Perkins. So Peter you’re transcription team leader so you would have been one of the key people managing the implementation of UEB. The Australian Braille Authority adopted UEB (Unified English Braille) in 2005 and it allowed a period of five years for the transition from the former codes to UEB. How did Vision Australia go about developing an implementation strategy?

A: We looked at the impact it would have on our clients and our production. And we looked at the resources which were available such as any guidelines which were available and any documentation which were produced from the ICEB. We looked also at the translation table in Duxbury whether the changes in the UEB code would be made quickly and efficiently in Duxbury. First thing we did was we notified our clients of the future changes of the braille code and the acceptance of UEB by the ABA in the roundtable. We sent out some documentation to them explaining what UEB was and I think the documentation was called “UEB in a Nutshell” and that was produced mainly by Leona Holloway at the time.

Q: She was involved in your Braille Transcription Department. In fact she’s now in maternity leave as I recall and she’s involved with special braille related projects and one of Leona’s roles over the past few years has been to assist in the implementation of UEB so she prepared that document called “UEB in a Nutshell”.

A: Leona was one of the strong components of that and she was part of most of the training provided to our staff as well as being part of the ABA. I believe she was the secretary for the ABA.

Q: Yes, Leona has served on the ABA the Australian Braille Authority for a number of years now and has been an extremely valuable contributor.

A: So after we did that we looked at developing a training process for the staff at Vision Australia as well as a cost model around that to look at how much impact it had on us as a transcription unit and that was pretty much the beginning of it.

Q: And has the implementation of UEB been as costly as you had first thought or more costly or less costly?

A: Yeah, when we first started we were a bit wary of the impact it would have especially on our clients and on our staff that we had and we found that it was actually a very smooth transition. We chose a date. I think it was September 2006 as the date for…

Q: So that was about fifteen months after the ABA had made the decision to adopt the UEB so in that intervening time you were developing the strategy and providing training so that by September 2006 you were ready to sort of not entirely switch off the old code so to speak but certainly start producing significant amounts of material in UEB.

A: Yeah. So I can’t remember if we actually decided to cut off immediately or not but most of the training up in New South Wales was provided by Bruce and Josie and down in Victoria where our other transcription unit was, the training was provided there by Leona through her team and also to the vision teachers. And we found that we only needed one day of training and the staff picked up the code very easily. The changeover for the… in the literary sense with the literary text was quite minimal. There were very few differences between the two codes in that sense. The main issues which did arise for us were with the technical material such as mathematics, computing and chemistry.

Q: Yes because the UEB technical code is, I guess, it’s a little bit more similar to the old Australian math’s code than it is, let’s say, to the Nemeth code but there was still many differences and you certainly just simply couldn’t pick up a maths book written in UEB and read without any prior familiarization with the code.

A: Yeah, that’s true. When we did get some material and I think that was the most difficult about waiting for samples and examples and a code list of what to do and once that was provided they found that the code was very easy to understand and to pick up and we found that most of our students also, although they said it took longer to transcribe in the beginning, they found it easier to understand and the teachers were very much for that as well. I think the main push was from the teachers because they felt it was easier to understand.

Q: Yes and of course when you were introducing UEB in 2006 there weren’t as many resources available at that stage as there are now. We didn’t for example have the UEB Braille Primer and we didn’t have the comprehensive set of technical material guidelines in the form that we have them now. So have you found that there are in fact more training resources now?

A: Oh definitely now that the code list is much more thorough and the primer is pretty much near complete. I know there’s a few, sort of alterations here and there, as we get about understanding the code and we understood that would happen. The new technical document is much more thorough and, let’s just say, my staff were overwhelmed to finally get a document which showed a lot more physical examples of how to lay out text especially for younger children for primary school kids. We found that one of the hurdles, original hurdles, was the translation table for Duxbury. But the translation table now, after a few years, I would tell staff it’s nearly 99% perfect. Yeah there’s a few errors here and there especially in regards to the formatting of bold, italics, underline and capitals but they’re very minimal and you can easily search for them and it will take about one minute to search through a whole document I would say a hundred and fifty pages so its very minimal you know the impact it would have.

Q: And what feedback have you had from readers since you’ve started producing material in UEB?

A: The main impact was that most people who didn’t like it simply because they didn’t like the change. The impact mainly from the children was that they couldn’t see a main difference to it in that they can pick up a book in the old code and a book in the new code and read it without any issues. I think the biggest negative impact was that people just didn’t feel the need for the change but when they read the UEB document they really couldn’t see a big issue with it at all. It was quite easy to read.

Q: Of course one of the concerns indeed the fears that people have had is that UEB could make all of the existing stocks of braille obsolete for people just learning the new code because we’re starting to see the first I guess cohort of school students coming through the education system who’ve only learned UEB but it does seem then from what you’re saying is that people don’t seem to be having a problem in reading books in the old code if their familiar only with UEB.

A: Yeah, that’s right. Most of the comments come around especially from teachers is that they provide the students with text in both materials because it’s silly because they’re lacking enough reading material for the students in the current UEB code so they’re just providing books in the old code and the students have no issues with reading that code even though they weren’t trained in the code.

Q: And is Vision Australia still producing books or materials in the old code?

A: At the moment we’re still allowing for the service for our clients only that they can request material in the old code up to the end of next year for the time being. A final decision hasn’t been made on that just yet but as we realized most of our clients just don’t want to change so we need to accept that and see whether we want to continue that service. And one of the issues that has been raised is that as we are losing staff and getting new staff, it’s getting more difficult to keep maintaining the old code especially for the technical code material such as mathematics and computing which is quite different from, especially in the coding sense not the formatting sense, in the much difference from the current UEB code.

Q: So how many books would you be producing in the old code say in a month or…

A: We probably get two to three requests at most a month and they’re mainly for knitting patterns and mobile phone manuals. Just day to day use documents.

Q: So you’re not producing library books as such in the old code now?

A: No. when we switched over to UEB in regards to production of materials for the library and external government documents and such we made a decision that we would cut off on a certain date and we did and everything after that date was produced in UEB only. 

Q: Do you have any idea of how many books you’ve produced in UEB now?

A: We produce about a hundred and twenty books a year in the library in UEB and I guess you can look back at when we first started probably at the end of 2006-2007 all books from then on were in UEB so you’re looking at a hundred and twenty books a year over the last three or four years.

Q: Peter, thank you for that. That’s been extremely useful and I’ve enjoyed chatting to you. Normally we meet in committees and conferences and things so it has been good to have a chat in front of a, or, on either side of a microphone and so thank you and I look forward to increasing amounts of UEB being produced.
