Transcription for UEB Interview - Teacher 

Q: I’m talking with Sherry Cunningham. She’s a senior visiting teacher for Vision Australia. Sherry do you want to tell us a little bit about your role?

A: I’m one of a number of visiting teachers who work in Victoria. I work with the organization Vision Australia but there are also many of my colleagues who work for the Department of Education as specialist in vision impairment trained teachers in supporting children in main stream schools.

Q: So Australia adopted the Unified English Braille code in about 2005 and has been slowly implementing it for our readers over the last four years now. As a teacher I was wondering what you found the impact to be of UEB for your students?

A: The impact for the students varies depending on the age of the student. I think you can say that for the younger children who have come into the system since the UEB was adopted that they knew nothing other than what was available to them and given that these children we’re working with are all in main stream education programs. Probably the UEB has been a benefit in some respects in that the language that the classroom teacher uses for the whole class of children who are developing reading skills with print now applies more directly to the children who are also learning to read through braille. For example the fact that the words are no longer joined together and, for, of, the, with, example and the t o is no longer joined to the next word, those sorts of things. So it definitely matches more closely the print reading that the other children are dealing with and so the teaching can apply equally to both the children who are blind and the children who are print readers. So that’s probably a benefit although to be fair to those of us who have taught for many, many years using the old contracted braille code and I am one of the number of teachers in the state of Victoria who believe that you introduce fully contracted braille from the word go. I did not ever teach a child to read braille by introducing them to alphabetic braille first and then changing them over to contracted braille later. I’ve had success with that method but I think the success with that method is very largely about the knowledge of braille that the teacher brings to the situation and the confidence imparted to the child through the teaching methods. But having said that we have a number of teachers too who work in the other way of introducing uncontracted braille (alphabetic braille) to the children and then changing over to contracted braille later and I know that that’s a point of contention probably worldwide is should children be introduced to alphabetic braille first and they contract it or not. So I can’t say that one is better than the other particularly but certainly there are no issues, no more difficult issues, arising out of the fact that the UEB has been introduced to young children. But the children, the older children, the students who are already literate in braille and had learned to read through the old code, the change over to the literary UEB code has… they’re taking it in their stride. Really there’s no… I don’t know of any student who would feel disadvantaged by that. They’ve simply picked it up and run with it. They may still be using the old code in their own writing but I feel that’s a very minor issue, in fact inconsequential. The fact is  that they can read any braille put in front of them and that’s what’s important. The difference would be in the Maths code. In Australia we had our own maths code which… not the Nemeth code and we as educators who had worked with that code for many years thought it was a very good code and the students worked effectively with that code. So there’s been quite a major change in the code for those children who were doing higher level maths. With the younger children again, they’ll never know any different. So the new code they’ll take it in their stride. For the older children who are half way through their secondary schooling and who have been working with the old code and suddenly find their materials being produced in new code, it has been an extra challenge for them not only to deal with the Maths curriculum but also to deal with the new maths code on top of it. Even though a lot of it is similar or the same, there are changes that they had to accommodate as well.

Q: Okay because the UEB follows the print more closely, have you found that this has helped the students interact more successfully with their classroom teachers and also with people who don’t know braille such as perhaps their parents or siblings?

A: I think I mentioned that earlier in the classroom situation in that certainly that the new code is helpful for the teachers who can use the same language. For all the children now it applies equally. I suppose the part that I didn’t talk about before was for the other people in the children’s lives for whom braille is fairly foreign and in most cases that includes of course the parents and I think probably the fact that the spacing… it’s word for word. The spacing is the same in braille now probably helps those people too. We would never provide a young child in a family situation with a braille version that didn’t have the print accompanying it. And not only a print version but the braille overwritten so that the people can actually see for themselves where the child’s fingers are resting on the braille above that is written the print version of what they’re trying to read. Its better the spacing is probably helpful there.

Q: How long did it take you to learn the UEB to be able to teach that to your children?

A: The literary code again no not long at all. In fact in the lead up to the official change over of course the code, the new code, was distributed and we started to become familiar with it even before it became officially the new code. As professional teachers we made it our responsibility to learn the new code fully when it came out so that we prepared a range of learning materials. And as the supervisor of the visiting teachers who worked in Vision Australia I organized that the first year the code was introduced we met regularly as a group and we talked through aspects of the code particularly in the maths area. Nobody really felt that there were… was very much that they needed to do in a formal sense to accommodate the literary code but we did spend a lot of time as a group working through various examples of how the braille code applied in maths and we did that as a group in terms of both the brailling exercises and over the writing materials, maths books that have been prepared in the new code to make ourselves as familiar as possible with it. But it is one of those things where if you’re not using the code all the time you tend to forget, so my advice to any teacher whose working for the first time with a secondary school student whose using the braille code at a highly developed level in maths, is that the best thing that they can do is overwrite the students’ materials as they come through from the production units and familiarize themselves and keep themselves abreast of it at all times.

Q: And are any of your students still using books in the other codes at this stage or in the old Australian Braille Code?

A: In talking to other teachers this is one of the issues that they raised that in these early stages there is certainly not as much there are not as many braille resources available in the new code as we did have available to us in the old code so clearly things are changing over gradually. However as I said earlier, the competent braille reading students can uh read effectively in either code, in the literary code anyway. For the younger children who are accessing resources for example at our school, the Vision Australia school where there are children who are accessing resources that have been built up over many, many years of young children who are learning from picture story book types of materials that have been prepared texturally and the tactile graphics that are so beautifully done. It was decided that we couldn’t possibly throw those books away until gradually they were replaced with the new code inserted into them. So those children are using both UEB and old code at times but because their teacher and the aides who are working with the children are fully conversant in both codes they simply point out to the children that they might occasionally come across something that looks a little different and again the children take it in their stride. They find it a point of interest generally and it is not being seen, it doesn’t appear to be detrimental in any way to the development of their reading skills through the UEB. It’s just the occasion that they come across something that’s a little bit different that the interest for them through the tactile graphics is what’s most important in that particular stage in their learning anyway. And the braille code, it’s developing the movements and the general tactile awareness that goes with reading braille effectively, they’re still very young so we would not shy away from using the old code with these children if in fact the overall experience for them was going to be said positive. And certainly all materials now are being prepared in the new code so they’re building up resources in that new code as well.

Q: So overall are there any other observations that you or your colleagues have noticed with the implementation of the UEB and what would be an overall picture of how it’s been received?

A: Overall I think people generally don’t like change and when something works really well the argument was what, why change it? Clearly, there were very good arguments in changing it to the UEB in terms of a more universal braille code worldwide and electronic braille production methods these days mean that software that translate from print to braille and be universal is that you can’t argue against the benefit of that. I think a universal maths code is also something we should be aspiring to and I know that the issue of whether or not the Nemeth code should change is quite contentious because it was already able to be transcribed using technology whereas our code was not. So there are benefits in a universal code in all areas: Music, maths, languages and literary codes. Really I think that those already proficient in the use of braille probably were not happy that the braille code was being changed but I don’t really want to speak for them but my observation of those that I know is that they continue to read braille even if it is in the new code and it is not impeding their ability to access materials through the code that they require for reading. So it’s a transitional phase that we are still going through but I really think in the long term the benefits will outweigh the short term inconveniences if you like and that the students will change and simply adopt what is now going to become more and more available.

Q: Sherry, thanks very much.

