Bogusław Marek

Modern European languages through tactile graphics.*

Teaching a foreign language offers a unique opportunity to discover and to remove a wide range of gaps in the knowledge of the world of totally blind learners. Before introducing a new word the teacher must make sure that the learners understand the concept represented by a particular lexical item. Poor  understanding of certain words may pass unnoticed in blind children, who often use them quite confidently in perfectly grammatical sentences in their native language.  
“Does a stone look the way it feels?”

“How can you see a big mountain through a small window?”

“If you can see me through a closed window, why can’t you see me through a wall?”

“ I have always thought that  airplanes flap their wings when they fly”.

“ I can understand drawings of persons standing but not when they are doing something”.



These questions and remarks made by totally blind persons suggest that gaps in the so called knowledge of the world may refer to a wide range of areas – from the appearance or functioning of objects,  to processes and activities involving movement, or any aspect of everyday life obvious to sighted persons. 


While the challenges connected with trying to explain the meaning of words relating to visual experience and spatial relations are generally accepted, not many teachers appreciate the potential of tactile graphics as an important teaching and learning tool facilitating understanding of  difficult  concepts. Even fewer teachers have discovered the potential of tactile graphics and tactile audio-graphics as attractive and effective resources for teaching and learning a foreign language to both children and adult blind learners.

In what follows a range of activities will be presented which have successfully been used as part of the “English for the Blind Programme” implemented at the John Paul II Catholic University of Lublin to teach English to totally blind children and university students. Introduction of tactile drawings, diagrams and maps into teaching/learning resources was preceded by “a course in tactile graphics”  to ensure that all learners understand the relation between three-dimensional objects and two-dimensional drawings as well as graphic representation of spatial relations between objects. The assumption was that without such an introduction tactile diagrams will lose any educational value and will be a source of frustration rather than enjoyment. 
Learning about body parts.

A drawing of a teddy bear is a frequently used illustration used in foreign language course books for children to introduce names of body parts. A language teacher tempted by the effectiveness of this device with sighted children may soon discover that what is obvious to those children may be an impossible challenge for young totally blind learners. One can hardly expect any blind person to recognize the content and tell the difference between drawings in Fig. 1 and Fig. 2 – representing, respectively, the face of a bear and a round table set for two, with two round stools pushed underneath. However, a real teddy and a set of tactile sequence cards (Fig. 3) showing the “act of drawing a teddy bear”, one step at a time, provides an opportunity to introduce new vocabulary (body parts) and to help the child understand the drawing. 
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              Fig. 1                                                          Fig. 2
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                                                       Fig 3

A wooden puzzle used as an intermediate shape between a toy bear and drawings of a bear shown from two different perspectives in Fig. 4 and Fig. 5  have proved very useful in filling a rather unexpected gap in the knowledge of the world of a nine year old congenitally blind child who had problems with recognizing the front and the back of the teddy bear, and exclaimed on discovering the difference “I didn’t know that when people walk they walk in the direction shown by their faces.” 
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                             Fig. 4                                                         Fig. 5


A flexible magnetic stick figure used for showing different shapes which a human body (Fig. 6) can take while performing different activities can be an inspiring source of foreign language exercises, helping at the same time understand tactile drawings of human beings. Stand, walk, run, jump, hop, raise one or both arms, turn away are only some of the concepts which can be introduced and explained with the help of the stick figure and tactile drawings representing different activities. 
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                                                           Fig. 6
Objects and drawings 

All language teachers will agree that even a simple drawing of a table and a small circle representing a ball can create an opportunity for introducing a wide range of vocabulary. Large, small, on, under, next to the table are only some of the possibilities. The unexpected problem that a teacher may encounter is that without preparation and special instruction, a blind child may have problems with recognizing Fig. 7 as a drawing of a table. 
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                                                            Fig. 7


The comment made by one congenitally blind child that the drawing represents three lines confirms that one cannot expect such children to understand “sighted conventions” used in drawings. What can come to rescue is a “Transfograph” – a simple tool for explaining the relation between objects and drawings. Models of different objects (furniture) slide into a box, revealing the side view of each object which can then be compared with tactile drawings of the models shown from the same perspective. Equipped with the possibility of using such drawings, the teacher can design a wide range of foreign language activities, for example describing one’s room or different parts of the house.
From breakfast sets to maps

A table mat and a breakfast or lunch set make an ideal educational kit for developing a range of important skills and for giving young learners a chance to practice everyday language. Combined with tactile drawings of different arrangements of plates, forks, knives etc. on the table the child receives an effective introduction to spatial relations between objects.  Moving on to drawings of larger areas – a table set for two, three, four etc. persons children receive san effective introduction to the concept of a map and are prepared for making their own drawings of floor plans of rooms and buildings and maps of the school area, parts of the town etc. and to proper maps of large, unknown areas.
Useful language and tactile graphics tools.

There is no reason why the much liked “spot the difference” activity books should not be accessible to totally blind children. Starting with lines and geometric shapes, pairs of tactile drawings differing first in one and later in several elements provide an entertaining activity and practice in tactile skills, as well as a language exercise. In addition to activities involving real objects and tactile graphics a range of educational tools can be used to make the most of accompanying tactile graphics and to make language learning more effective and more fun.
1. A multiple choice frame can be used for checking the child’s knowledge in an entertaining, stress-free way and makes an exciting alternative to standard multiple choice question solutions.
2. A magnetic quiz board for checking the child’s understanding of tactile drawings, general knowledge or for stress-free testing gives children instant feedback as to the correctness of the answers. Magnetic tiles matched to incorrect answers fall off the board and force the young learner to find alternative answers to questions causing problems.

3. The well known TTT – Talking Tactile Tablet combined with tactile graphics can be an endless source of exciting educational materials combining tactile graphics, voice and sound effects. Quizzes, city tours, drawings of buildings and maps are only some of the possibilities which this sound board offers. 

The biggest advantage of all these tools is that they can be used by both totally blind and sighted learners, thus facilitating inclusive education. The other, equally important value of these tools is that they make it possible to design educational activities for any subject to be taught either in the student’s native tongue or in any foreign language. 
____________________________________

* Paper accompanied by PowerPoint presentation and demonstration

** For educational tools and books with tactile illustrations facilitating language development and understanding of difficult concepts visit www.hungryfingers.com
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