Expert by experience

Or: how I became an expert in the field of (using computers in) the education of Braille students.

Dorine in 't Veld, april 2008

In 1996, my eldest son, who is practically blind, was 8 years old and attending year 5 of a mainstream primary school. We got a letter from school, urging parents who had no computer at home to send their children to school after school hours in order to practice with a computer. Children without computer skills would have bad chances in future education, the letter said. 

I asked the itinerant teacher how and when my son would learn to work with a computer. I was told this would happen in year 7 or 8, since he would only need it to read and write in secondary education. First he would have to learn to typewrite – on a mechanical typewriter. 

  

This did not make sense to me. 
Firstly: ‘only to read and write’?! What about using the internet? For his last project – about computers, that he was very interested in – my son had to use a booklet of 1988, since that was the most recent booklet available in Braille. A computer would mean much more than an aid to read and write! It could be a window to the world, giving independent access to information and contacts. 

Secondly, why would a blind person have to learn to type on a mechanical typewriter, not being able to check the result independently? Why not on a computer, that would speak the letters while typing? I was told this would spoil the finger setting. Rubbish! On the contrary: it would be much better to learn to use the keyboard of your own laptop. 
It seems incredible; now, 12 years later, visions on how to learn to work with a computer and how one can use a computer in education have changed widely. But back in 1996 the computer was something new in (mainstream) education. Some teachers and policy makers clearly saw it’s potential, but to many teachers it was scary and threatening and they opposed the entrance of computers in education – sometimes fiercely. And honesty commands to say that also nowadays we find teachers who are not happy with computers in education. Their role as a passer on of knowledge is not so clear anymore, they lack ICT-skills and feel incompetent or out of touch with the virtual world of their students.
  

Back to 1996. I was advised to wait until year 7 or 8. The teachers in the mainstream school were not enthusiastic about the idea of Tim working with a laptop. I was warned that my son was too young and that working with a computer would be too difficult at his age. And that Windows was an ‘impossible’ environment for blind adults, leave alone for blind children. 

  

In 1995 I had published a book, called “Tim, suddenly blind” (to support parents with a (visually) handicapped child). I foresaw that I soon would have to write another book; “Sorry ma’m, that’s impossible”. And indeed, I could write one, but never found the time. I’m glad to tell that the last lines would be: “Only very few things are really impossible. Sometimes you need a lot of creativity, flexibility, energy and perseverance, but you always find a way or a good alternative”. 

  

We managed to get our son a laptop and a Braille display. Nobody was responsible for teaching my son to typewrite. Nor the mainstream school, nor the educational institute for the VI. So I started to teach him to typewrite. The company where we bought the Braille display and JAWS gave an instruction how to work with it. This instruction was not really apt for young children. But that was no problem; after 4 half day instructions Tim knew more than the instructor could tell him. In between these instructions he had explored every corner of his computer, constantly making new discoveries. ‘Mom, what is a dot ini?’, ‘What happens if I delete it?’, and so on. 

  

Meanwhile I fought for making the educational institutes for the VI responsible for teaching young blind children to type and work with a computer. I realized that it was rather exceptional that I had (and could develop) the required knowledge and skills to do this. 
That meant, that children who had the talents and potential, but not someone around that could teach them, would be deprived of learning to work with a computer at the same age as their sighted peers. And this might have bad consequences for their future chances. 
Getting a proper education that meets the interests and capacaties of a child is a right and must not depend on coincidence. Also, the expertise needed to give a proper education should be built up and developed by an organization, not by a private person who would leave the theater after his/her role was played.
  

I started a project with other parents to urge the institutes to come into action. I published a lot on the subject. With a programmer I made some educational software accessible. With the parent group we set up a community for our children, where they could meet. This was fun; we had a (blind) ‘internet mother’ as a moderator. Practicing typewriting was hard, but writing to your friends was great. One-liners flew across. And soon the kids found out about .wavs and attached sounds and we parents were rapped over the knuckles for letting our children send such big messages, since the network was silting up.
  

Our pioneering was very successful. And my expertise grew rapidly having to find out everything, since practice is a very good teacher. In 2001 Bartimeus educational institute for VI children asked me to come and work in a project on accessible educational software. This is how I got started in special education. I started with one day in a project and now I work there fulltime. I do not need to worry anymore about blind and low vision students learning to work with a computer at the same age as their sighted peers. The concern now is to get good and accessible content for all disciplines, especially math and related (non-linguistic) subjects.
  

Another major struggle was to enable my son doing the school disciplines of his choice. Math and also math-related disciplines like physics and chemistry in the second half of secondary (pre-academic) education (years 4-6) were said to be inaccessible to blind students. In Holland Braille students do not learn a Braille code for math, so reading and writing math was the first problem. Reading the books was a problem, since the library did use a code but not in a consistent way. 

Another problem was drawing. Yet another problem was that blind and low vision students got only part of the educational material. The exercise books for math were not brailed and there were too many images in the schoolbooks. Only part of them could be put into relief. In many cases the book would say: ‘image left out; consult your teacher for explanation’. Modern math methoda are very ‘visual’. It seemed pretty ‘undoable’ indeed. I developed a way to notate math in Braille in such a way, that it did not present a problem to sighted teachers and students. It worked. It was adopted by the working group of Braille math teachers and they now try to have the schoolbooks brailed with this notation.

To solve the other problems, teachers got a little extra time each week and talked him through the missing but indispensable images with the aid of some specialized equipment. That worked too. I was afraid that the notation method would not last for very complex formula’s, but it did. That is in secondary education.
In university teachers and students use LaTeX to write math, an editing language. This solves the problem of communication. But LaTeX is not made for doing math. It is very difficult to have overview. But here ends my contribution; at this level it is growing over my head. All I can do here is try to get people in touch on an international level and work together on a good solution. And that I do when I can.
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