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Reading and writing is very important invention because it enables a person to access, gather and save information. Reading and writing is the very foundation of education and every person benefits of using one’s reading and writing skills. When thinking about braille in a broader context, context beyond the literacy, braille can be perceived as a representation of competence, independence and personal equality with sighted people. Braille is the key to easy and accurate access to information and the ability to manage and manipulate information which is essential to a person's self-sufficiency and self-esteem (Spungin 1996.).

There are many reasons for increasing literacy of blind persons or, so to say, decreasing illiteracy.  Reaching the goal of high functional literacy helps blind persons explore and grasp their educational and professional potential and contribute to the local community (society). There are some thoughts that blind children do not have to be literate. Of course that makes visually impaired people dependent on the help of sighted people. Johnson (1996) talks about the braille literacy crisis for children and proposes several theories for the decrease in braille literacy such as that braille is obsolete due to the advances in technology, that teachers are not qualified to teach braille or the braille code is to difficult and that it should be simplified. Individual (personal) braille crisis starts at an early age, when emergent literacy is not supported. During early childhood early intervention workers have different rehabilitation objectives, have many caseloads and do not have time to spend and do pre-braille activities. There is also the question if rehabilitation workers have enough expertise or awareness which activities support early literacy and why it is so important to support “braille immersion” at a very early age. There is a general assumption that reading and writing is taught in primary schools and that preparation exercises for reading and writing have been done in kindergarten (one year before going to school). It is important that the literacy is developed from birth through school, from emergent all through the highest level of functional literacy. To achieve functional literacy it is imperative that the child is encouraged and allowed to read and write at the earliest age. 

Reading and writing can be supported incidentally or with more structure. Well structured curricula and braille readiness activities for blind children are very much needed. Croatia does not have braille curricula. Braille activities are leaning on rehabilitation activities within individualized educational programs and nationalal education curricula. It is the task of every country to develop national Braille (pre-braille) curricula with respect to the stages of reading and writing development. It is important to emphasize that the basis of literacy is a braille standard. In different countries there are different braille standards, and different literacy expectations. The foundation of the Croatian braille literacy is the document called the Foundation of Croatian Braille (1994) accepted by Croatian Braille Committee. Practicing teachers refer to this document as the foundation of their literacy teaching. The Foundation of Croatian Braille offers limited access to existing braille combinations, their meaning and practical implementation. Teaching braille would be easier if there were a manual of literary, hybrid and mathematical Croatian braille. Such manual would provide exercises in writing, rules and adequate contractions. 

In many countries contracted braille is a standard for writing braille. In Croatia only uncontracted braille is a braille writing standard (an exception are three contractions for graphemes lj, nj, dz). Croatian Braille Committee’s decision not to use Croatian contractions directly influences the literacy of blind children in foreign languages. The general assumption and the logic of using contracted braille is that is saves space (materials are thinner) and that reading rate (the reading speed) is increased. This was not considered good enough argument to keep the contracted braille in Croatia. Many researches were made in the area of literacy and reading speed. Troughton (1992) according to Hong (2004) concluded in her study that more participants read more rapidly uncontracted braille (113) and only 11 participants read more rapidly contracted braille. Croatian system of contracted braille has been used until 1987 when uncontracted braille became the Croatian braille standard. Blind children in Croatia do not have to master more symbols due to the fact that contracted Croatian braille has not been introduced in regular or specials schools or electively as the part of braille rehabilitation program. 

In the last decades many different theories in the area of literacy and language of sighted children have been developed. Researches of language and literacy in blind children are rarely conducted and they do not follow researches of sighted children. Lamb (1996) talks about the whole language view of literacy learning, based on the psycholinguistic theory of Smith (1973) and Goodman (1973) and explains how within this framework the four modes of language (speaking, listening, reading and writing) are integrated where each mode serves as a medium for the development of the others. Reading and writing braille, using tactual sensory modality to access information has different preparation period. Similar but not the same concepts are needed. Analogue to vision, information is picked up from the environment via the tactile sensory system and transferred to the brain where it is processed into meaningful messages Steinman et al.  (2006). 

Chall's (1983) model of reading development defines three periods (six stages). First the pre-reading period in which basic concepts are developed, the second period where skills necessary for decoding text are developed and the third period in which different skills necessary for comprehension and integration of the message are developed (Steinman 2006). The development of emergent braille literacy is supported by learning different concepts in the immediate environment. Both blind and sighted children need similar everyday experience. Sighted children have more opportunities to learn incidentally through casual observation. Blind children usually do not tend to have a rich array of spontaneous experience of their environment. They have to be constantly motivated to explore and interact in the most stimulating (but safe) way. Professionals and parents have to help blind children gather everyday experiences deliberately. To strengthen the connection between every day objects or any concept and the written word (graphemic combination) blind children have to explore a number of different situations and real-life experiences, picture books, stories as sighted children do. It is quite a challenge to help a blind child establish an accurate representation of the world. Some objects, situations and concepts are either to small, to large or do dangerous to grasp with a finger or a hand. For example, there is always a problem to explain the danger of fire (without endangering the child) or birds flying. Lamb (1996) explains how language-based programs concentrate on the development of language and concepts based on direct personal experience and experience with real literature. That is often a problem, since not many books (picture books) are available. It takes time, creativity and specific pedagogical expertise to make optimal didactical pre-braille exercise material. Pre-braille and pre-reading terms are prevalent in the literature and pedagogy of teaching braille reading and writing and are often used for mechanical aspects of reading by touch. Lambs (1996) emphasizes that the whole language theory increases the reference of the role of language and experience in the development of early literacy concepts. The child should experience reading as a pleasure activity where reward is gained from touching the braille text, exploring tactile illustration and understanding the message. 

Some researchers emphasize the early braille exposure as crucial to avoiding a significant disadvantage compared to their peers who are sighted. Cooper (2007) thinks that early braille literacy could be facilitated if reading and writing braille would be made easier using new technologies, such as Mountbatten pro brailler that can function independently as a braillewriter and as an embosser when it is interfaced with a computer. It is suggested that Mountbatten would be introduced as a writing tool as early as the first grade, where there is less learning tasks and the teacher would have time to master the skills of using this technology. It is reported that Mountbatten was motivating to many children with its auditory feedback. It is a question for experts to decide when is the best time to introduce technology to blind children is. For emergent literacy it is of crucial importance that they follow their sighted peers and have the opportunity to experience braille, different tools for writing and participate in all available literacy learning activities. The Croatian authorities allow the financial support for Perkins Braille school or any kind of new technology reading and writing aid at age of 6, a year before enrolling the elementary school. It is absolutely discriminating because blind children do not have the same opportunities and advantages of getting involved in same reading and writing activities like their peers.

Croatian service providers offer consultative and teacher training services for children who are visually impaired throughout the state. To be able to carry out and implement either of the two approaches and methods of teaching braille, develop braille standard or just be competent in rehabilitation area of braille experts have to be highly skilled and continually improve through lifelong learning courses to feel proficient to teach braille. According to Allman (1998) majority of teachers in Florida have taught for more than 10 years, without any teacher development since their teacher training. Croatia faces the same situation:  there are no refresh courses for practicing teachers and there is no valid and reliable instrument for assessing braille competence in teachers. There hasn’t been any scientific research to assess braille literacy of special teachers in Croatia. Specific professional knowledge in this area of expertise is also not systemized and it is transferred by word of mouth. Organized in-service training for practicing early intervention workers, teachers and kindergarten teachers would in the long run help raise the level of teaching proficiency and braille literacy in blind children. Experts should also be empowered and trained to disseminate knowledge and help teachers in mainstream schools, primary and secondary school teachers and families to become partners and support their children’s braille literacy. According to Harrison (2003) Craig (1996) concluded that family members’ knowledge of braille and the right equipment to provide exposure to the braille reading medium is imperative to foster development of appropriate and meaningful early emergent literacy experience. 

The situation radically changed when (15 years ago, in Croatia) different specific rehabilitation programs (and the braille literacy program) were delivered on itinerant basis. The result of this huge change (realization of supported and organized integration of blind children) is teaching and rehabilitation of blind children in the local mainstream schools, special teachers teaching children individually or in small groups. Itinerant teaching practice is rarely adequately mentored or supervised. To carry out supervision of special teachers and their teaching methods structured supervision has to be developed. To be able to do so in the area of braille literacy a fundamental definition of teachers’ competence in braille literacy has to be defined. There is a question who is responsible to determine the minimum competence in braille literacy and who is competent enough to carry out braille courses. University programs for special teachers (rehabilitation worker, early intervention worker) have to offer objective outcomes stated in terms of the skills and knowledge required for a teaching position for undergraduate students, graduate students or already practicing experts in the area of visual impairment. Amato (2002) states that there should be an opportunity for further professional development and the provision of braille refresher courses and finds it an important factor for the retention of the skills.

There are many factors that influence optimal support of emergent braille literacy through early intervention. To ensure present and future braille literacy of blind children it is important to maintain and develop the competence of special teachers, kindergarten teachers and early intervention workers. Many modern approaches and theories of reading and writing development can help professionals stay on the right track. Within personal lifelong learning plan (agenda), refresher braille courses (with the respect of current braille standard) would surely help reach that goal. It is an illusion to grasp and implement the support of emergent braille literacy only by work of an expert rehabilitation worker?. Parents and family of the blind children should be perceived as partners in supporting the literacy and fostering the positive attitude towards reading and writing. Parents should be as literate in braille as their children are. To avoid crisis braille literacy should be recognized as a crucial part of rehabilitation of blind individuals.
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