BrailleStudio – making learning braille fun
· Age: children and adults who are dependent on braille

· Category: individuals who are blind or partially sighted using braille
· Theme: learning the braille code
· Focus: adaptive software method to learn braille 
· Topic: how braille can be taught to children and adults with a brailledisplay, computer and specially designed software
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Traditionally children and adults learn the braille code through the use of a Perkins braillemachine. When they read from paper and type on a braille machine, students are often guided by a specialist teacher to learn braille. BrailleStudio teaches students braille step by step with minimum help from a specialist. It does this with the aid of a braille display and the capabilities of sound and text to speech provided by modern computers. Learning braille is not just challenging, it also becomes fun. Students are encouraged to make a step further into their understanding and use of braille. 
The program consists of a sequence of activities which they progress through at their own pace. BrailleStudio tracks the progress of the student and makes decisions about which next activity suites the student best. BrailleStudio is an adaptive program which is easy to use and has the flexibility to extend with new activities. New activities can be up and downloaded from the web enabling everyone to take advantage of new developments.

In this presentation the software and how the student is able to learn braille through its use, is demonstrated. 
Brief history

In the late seventies and early eighties a method of teaching children braille was developed by Bartiméus Education. The teachers successfully taught children braille with this traditional method for many years. With the introduction of computers in the eighties, the demand to learn braille by computer increased. In the eighties software to work with a brailledisplay was developed. This software ‘brailletutorial’ was based on the dos operating system and, although not very flexible, it did the job. In the nineties the windows operating system was introduced by Microsoft and further use of this software was impossible. Although Bartiméus converted this software on a one to one base in a version suitable for windows, the software was not up to date any more and new software was necessary. Internet, Audio and text to speech were already introduced and the new software could make use of these techniques and made the process of learning braille more fun for the student. So we made a start to develop software to enable individuals to learn braille in a more challenging environment.

Specialists

A group of specialists was formed to make a list of essential specifications. The list was made up of goals which the program had to achieve and was able to do. The group was composed of braille teachers, software developers and an education technologist. The role of the brailleteachers, who were for many years involved in successfully training children, was to establish from the user’s point of view what the essential features were. The education technologist provided software developers with technical translations of the specifications from the brailleteachers. The role of the education technologist was in essence an intermediary between teachers and developers. 
During the process of making the specifications and as a result of several assessments by the software developers, it became very clear that producing a program like this demands a lot of knowledge about how the peer group interacts with a computer and its software. After thorough research, we came to the conclusion that the software had to be developed by Bartiméus itself.

Specifications
· Flexibility
· Many different activities

· Challenging
· Progress controlled

· Analyses development

· Web connection

· Multiple languages
· Multiple brailletables
· Used by many different Brailledisplays

· Phonetic pronunciation
· Different peer groups
· Different ways of input: brailledisplay, keyboard and single dot. Keys asdf-jkl; can be used for brailleinput.
· Can be used by all children

· Rewarding

BrailleStudio
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BrailleStudio is the program which teaches students braille. The program shows on screen what is written on the braille display – see screenshot above.
Braille skills will be taught through activities. E.g. in the activity braille a letter, a letter will be shown on the brailledisplay and has to be typed in by the user on the keyboard or braille display. Many activities are already produced or will be developed. Activities are stored in separate files and each file can be downloaded from the web.

The student has to go through a sequence of activities, which should result in the student being able to read and write braille.

The order in which a student has to go through activities is determined by the progress off the student. BrailleStudio tracks the development of the student. The student will be rewarded at a certain point with a special activity - like a game - when it has made substantial progress. If the student needs more practice, alternative activities are provided by the program. The development of the student is recorded and can be printed at any time.
Demonstration 

Examples of activities
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Braille a Letter

In this activity the student can read or listen to the computer. The letter which is shown or heard has to be typed in on the computer or braille display
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Read a File
In this activity the student who is more an advanced brailleuser will learn how to read a file through the use of the brailledisplay. Direct feedback is given when the student has read the text on the brailledisplay.
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Memory
This is the classical memory game. Instead of cards, braillecells are used. When a student had many successes in the activities, he will be rewarded with a game. The game-activity can be adjusted for different letters.
