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The Australian Blindness Forum (ABF) was formed in 1992 and is funded only by its members. ABF is an Australian public company limited by guarantee and governed by a Board of Directors. ABF is the peak body representing blindness, low vision and rehabilitation in the blindness sector. As Australia’s representative to the World Blind Union, the ABF has strong connections with the international blind and vision impaired community. 

Members of the ABF, reflecting the Australian Government’s policy on social inclusion, are committed to assisting people who are blind or vision impaired to become and remain independent, valued and active members of the community.

ABF Goals

Goal 1
Encourage exchange of information between ABF Members and Associates and key stakeholders. 

Goal 2
Participate in government policy development and law reform and advocate for people who are blind or vision impaired.

Goal 3
Enable blindness sector representation both nationally and internationally.

Goal 4
Encourage and promote the development and equity of the level of services throughout Australasia.

Goal 5
Enable Australia to facilitate its membership of the World Blind Union.

Goal 6
Increase membership of ABF and encourage full membership.

Contact:

Australian Blindness Forum

c/o Suite 1a, 3 Sydney Avenue
Barton, ACT, 2603
Phone: 0499 018 779

Email: jgrimwade@australianblindnessforum.org.au
Web: http://www.australianblindnessforum.org.au 

BACKGROUND TO THE POLICY

Purpose

To state the beliefs and proposed actions of ABF members and associates to optimise access to braille skill development, braille reading and writing tools and braille material. 

For government to work with ABF to achieve equitable information access for people who are blind, vision impaired or deafblind through the medium of braille.

Target population

In addition to people who are blind or vision impaired, braille is vital to the literacy and numeracy acquisition and information needs of people who are deafblind.
It is estimated that there are over 453,000 people who are blind or vision impaired currently living in Australia and the majority of these are aged over 65 years
. In 2010, Access Economics projected that the number of people who are vision impaired aged 40 or over will rise to almost 801,000 by 2020 and those who are blind will rise to 102,750.

Environment

United Nations Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD, 2006) recognises the importance of braille as a means of communication and social inclusion for people who are blind. The UNCRPD places particular importance on the fact that braille should be taught and produced by competent people who have the appropriate skills and experience. In particular, Articles 2, 9, 21 and 24 make express reference to braille being important as a form of communication; ensuring accessible buildings, signage and information; and facilitating accessible education
.
Literacy

Braille is a key to literacy and numeracy for people who are blind, vision impaired or deafblind. Access to braille skill development, braille reading and writing tools, including electronic braille devices, and braille material is integral to optimising opportunities for everyone who is blind, vision impaired or deafblind to manage information and participate in all aspects of life, from early childhood development, education, employment, leisure and recreation, homemaking and personal care.

While the use of assistive technology including screen magnification, synthetic speech screen readers and audio files enhance access to information, their use alone does not lead to literacy and numeracy and does not replace the need to acquire braille skills. For people who are blind or deafblind, braille is the only true equivalent of print.
Given that the development of competency in literacy and numeracy is fundamental to a child’s education and later participation in employment and community life, it is vitally important that children who are blind, deafblind, or who have a severe vision impairment, be provided with the opportunities and support to develop tactile reading skills and braille skills from a very early age. 
Similarly, given the majority of people with vision impairment are over the age of 65, many older Australians will need to learn braille. That is, they will need to have access to braille instruction, skill development and practice materials to give them the skills to label and identify everyday objects and read wayfinding signage. The support for developing these braille skills will need to be provided by the aged care sector.
Australian Braille Authority

The Australian Braille Authority (ABA) oversees the development and maintenance of braille codes and specifications used in Australia, acts as a braille accreditation body, and promotes braille as the primary literacy medium for people who are blind, deafblind, or have severe vision impairment. Unified English Braille (UEB) was adopted for use by the Australian Braille Authority (ABA) in May 2005
. 
Disability Standards for Education 2005
The Australian Disability Standards for Education 2005
 (the Standards) clarify the obligations of education and training providers and seek to ensure that students with disability can access and participate in education on the same basis as other students. The Standards were formulated under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 and came into effect in August 2005. The Standards are required to be reviewed every five years and two reviews have been conducted – 2010 and 2015.
The Standards stipulate that schools and education providers must make adjustments to ensure that students with disability have the same or equitable choices and opportunities as students without disability, particularly in regard to enrolment, participation, curriculum, and support services. For example, course materials must be made available in a format that is appropriate for the student – in braille for students who are blind, vision impaired or deafblind. Similarly, assessment and examination papers need to be produced in braille or large print on the basis of students’ preferences and visual requirements. 

World Blind Union

The World Blind Union (WBU) is the global organisation representing the estimated 285 million people worldwide who are blind or partially sighted. Members are organisations of and for the blind in 190 countries, as well as international organisations working in the field of vision impairment

The WBU, together with the International Council for Education of People with Visual Impairment (ICEVI), has a Joint Position Statement – Braille Literacy that was published in November 2016
. The Joint Position Statement highlights the importance of braille and says it ‘will be more than a tool or means of literacy for those blind individuals who use it. braille represents competency, independence, and equality’. 
The Joint Position Statement has several recommendations including:

· that children and adults must have access to braille, be given the opportunity to learn and use braille and that children and adults should have the right to choose to learn and use braille
· that all blind persons must have access to a variety of books and publications in braille that are up-to-date and will include such materials as textbooks, education support materials, leisure reading materials and materials that support their full and active participation in community life
· that all governments should ratify the Marrakesh Treaty which allows for copyright exceptions to facilitate the creation of accessible versions of books and other copyrighted works and for the import and export of such materials across national boundaries.
Unmet Need 

In Australia, children and young people who are blind, vision impaired or deafblind may be disadvantaged in the existing school system and can often face barriers that prevent them from achieving appropriate levels of literacy and numeracy.
The vast majority of vision impaired students in Australia attend mainstream schools with teachers who know little about accessible formats. There are widespread misconceptions that braille is difficult to learn and that it is becoming outdated with introduction of new technologies. While braille materials and the support of visiting teachers is available, the wider community (schools, teachers and parents) needs a better understanding of the benefits of braille to ensure support of its use. 

At a University level, the funding model means that the expense of braille is a deterrent to its provision, with students being expected to rely on electronic solutions for the majority of their work. Hard copy braille is often only supplied for examinations. 

People who are ageing and who acquire vision loss have difficulty adjusting to their new daily life. They need help to acquire braille skills to enable them to continue living as independently as possible in the community. Due to the introduction of the National Disability Insurance Scheme, people over the age of 65 are not being provided with the necessary support to undertake braille training as they are not eligible for the NDIS.
AIMS OF THE POLICY

Value Statement

People who are blind, vision impaired or deafblind are respected as individuals who have the same rights as all Australians.

Desired Outcomes and Timeframe

That within three years Australians who are blind, vision impaired or deafblind, for whom braille is the key to literacy and numeracy, have access to quality braille instruction, a broad range of instructional, vocational and recreational materials in braille and braille writing and reading equipment. 

That in three years’ time, the 2020 review of the Disability Standards for Education 2005 will recommend the Standards are enforced and all educators, students, parents and carers are fully informed and aware of their rights and obligations.
That within five years, Australia adopts and implements National Standards for braille instruction, transcription and braille codes.
KEY PRINCIPLES 

1. Access to Quality Braille Instruction

Australians who are blind, vision impaired or deafblind do not always have access to quality braille instruction. This is due to a number of factors including a lack of recognition within the existing systems of the importance of braille to literacy and numeracy.
Children are particularly disadvantaged: while a sighted child receives literacy instruction each day, a child who is blind or vision impaired and who needs to rely on developing braille skills to become literate and numerate may only receive instruction on those days a vision support teacher is available. The number of face-to-face training hours for students to work with specialist vision teachers varies from state to state.
Infants who are congenitally blind must have access to braille-rich environments and emergent braille literacy experiences, including paediatric assessment and training programs designed to develop fine and gross motor skills, spatial concept development, and tactile sensitivity and awareness at key developmental milestones during the critical years of birth to age three.
There are shortages of teachers with the necessary skills in braille instruction and children and adults living in rural, regional and remote areas have substantially less access to braille instruction than people in urban areas.

Solutions

· Include mandatory provision for braille in all legislation relating to education and training
· The Australian Government works with State and Territory Governments and the Australian Blindness Forum to increase the numbers of teachers with the necessary skills and qualifications to instruct blind, vision impaired and deafblind children and adults in braille and to ensure all Australians who are blind or deafblind have access to quality braille instruction
· The education of children who are blind or vision impaired must be fully resourced to ensure they have the same level of education as a child without disability.
2. Availability of Braille Materials

Currently it is estimated that only 3 in every 1,000 printed publications are available in an accessible format for people who are blind or deafblind.
 As this includes large print and audio material, the proportion of printed information available in braille is substantially less. This is despite developments in printing and publishing technologies that have made it easier to produce a braille copy of a publication from a digital file.

Solutions

· Australian Governments prioritise the purchase and training of refreshable braille displays through the school system and the NDIS so that all accessible electronic text can be accessed as braille.

· Australian Governments work with ABF to increase the range and variety of information available in braille to braille readers

· State and territory governments adopt a policy which guarantees that all their publicly available materials are also available in braille 

· State and territory governments adopt a policy which requires all Australian publishers to lodge a digital file of published material in a national deposit for the production of accessible versions of materials.
· The Australian Government establish a streamlined approach for implementing the Marrakesh Treaty for access to and central repository of international titles.

· The Australian government supports and funds agencies who produce material in braille for educational, recreational or informational purpose in order to ensure equitable access to information.
· The NDIS fully funds braille training and communications equipment, including electronic braille devices for its participants.
· As with the NDIS, a process is put in place in which aged care policies and funding will allow for braille, training and communications equipment for people over the age of 65.
· The Australian government encourages the expansion of accessible signage, including braille, to all signage throughout public buildings and the built environment. 
· The Australian Government continues the Print Disability program and maintains the Postal Concession for the Blind to circulate physical braille.
3. National Standards and Consistency

National standards for qualifications for braille teachers, braille instruction and braille transcription and braille codes are essential for ensuring the availability of quality braille instruction, increasing the range and availability of brailled information and learning materials and facilitating efficiencies in the production and distribution of braille materials. 
In 2005 the ABA voted to adopt Unified English Braille as the official code for braille in Australia. The code is documented in the Rules of Unified English Braille (second edition, 2013) and the Guidelines for Technical Material (updated 2014). The ABA has also published the UEB Australian Training Manual (updated 2016), the ABA Rules and Guidelines for Formatting Braille (2016) and the DT Producer’s Manual (2011) for assistance on learning and producing UEB in Australia. All of these resources can be found on the Resources page of the ABA website
.
The blindness sector has produced free online training and resources. In particular, the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children has developed free online training programs in UEB, including UEB online for sighted learners (uebonline.org) and Accessible UEB Online for learners with vision impairment and other print disabilities
.
Solutions

· The Australian Government supports and promotes the work of the Australian Braille Authority as the recognised standards-setting body for braille in Australia. 
· All government information produced in braille conforms to the standards set by ABA.
· The Australian Government works with, as well as supports, ABF and ABA to implement national standards for braille.
NEXT STEPS

Australian Government Commitments

ABF welcomed the Government’s commitment in recent years to establishing, in partnership with State and Territory Governments and the Catholic and Independent school sectors, a National Action Plan on Literacy and Numeracy
. 
ABF encourages all governments to continue to fund such programs to improve literacy and numeracy outcomes. However, ABF believes that the needs of children who are blind, vision impaired or deafblind must be specifically incorporated into any education policies such as the National Action Plan. Such initiatives as developing Individual Learning Plans must address the additional needs of children who are blind, vision impaired or deafblind to enable them to begin acquiring braille skills from the earliest possible age. Braille instruction should commence in early childhood to ensure developmental milestones for literacy and numeracy are achieved as the child transitions to formal schooling, and to ensure students who are blind or deafblind have every opportunity to learn at the same pace as their sighted peers.

What Will ABF Member Organisations Do?

Believing strongly that braille is integral to maximising opportunities for people who are blind or deafblind to participate in all aspects of life, ABF member organisations will:

· Make every effort to provide access to braille skill development, assessment and advice about braille devices and training and support on the use of braille devices, and access to material in braille.
· Provide advice and support to government, business and the community on the appropriate provision of braille material, the use and practical application of braille signage, and the appropriate provision of braille devices, including electronic braille devices.
· Assist people who are blind, vision impaired or deafblind to access existing equipment grant and funding programs where they may be eligible.
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