
A Case Study of a Bilingual Braillist

Focus: Ensuring equality of opportunity for braillists in bilingual cultures

Topic: Bilingualism

Jil Timothy

Teacher in Charge of Sensory Support

Denbighshire Local Education Authority

Middle Lane

Denbigh

Denbighshire

01745 351896

vision@denbighshire.gov.uk
Aled is blind and has no light perception. It was a natural choice for his parents that he would be educated in his local Welsh medium primary school alongside his sister. 

Aled accesses the curriculum through tactile means i.e. Braille. 

With particular reference to bilingualism, Aled’s situation is that:-

at home he speaks Welsh to his father and English to his mother;

he attends his local Welsh medium language school – where English is introduced formally in Key Stage 2;

the dominant language in the immediate local community is Welsh;

both languages seem to have equal prestige and status, as English would be considered a strong dominant language in other significant areas e.g. the media and also the nearest shopping town.

Raising a bilingual child was a natural development for Aled’s parents and the major issues concerning them was the question of sufficient bilingual Braille resources and adequate support from relevant agencies.

It seems comparatively easy to find various ‘myths’, which are unsubstantiated, that are concerned with bilingual education and also for visually impaired children. For example, there is a belief that students with exceptionalities cannot learn two or more languages, or that encouraging the parents of children in a bilingual setting to concentrate on the language that the child accesses his/her education is somehow in the best interest of that child. Another common fallacy is that acquiring more than one language is difficult and can lead to academic problems later on. These ‘myths’ can influence how educators assess and indeed educate children in a bilingual setting, without really understanding how language acquisition works.

The effectiveness of bilingual education, however, is, in many parts of the world, a common part of daily life and not seen as a burden. That is, regardless of cognitive benefits, bilingualism should be viewed as a social benefit and can only have positive outcomes when students leave school to seek employment.

A basic definition of bilingual education, generally agreed upon by educationalists, is the ‘use of two languages as media of instruction’. However, according to Ovando and Collier (1985), because it is impossible to separate language and culture, the term ‘bilingual education’  also includes the concept of bicultural education. In the context of Welsh/English bilingualism and probably many other instances, the inclusion of culture does indeed go hand in hand with language.

From the point of view of The Sensory Support Service, it was important to ensure that the school concerned would be sympathetic, indeed, pro-active in Aled’s education. Also, it was important that the Local Education Authority would be fully supportive of this opportunity to develop a young bilingual braillist. Universally, the evidence regarding the development of bilingual braillists was thin on the ground. It seemed that the ‘norm’ for braillists in other bilingual cultures was to encourage the usage of one language at home and to access the taught curriculum in the other.

It was vital that the advisory teacher (for visual impairment) was aware of the differing language processes that occurred in a visually impaired child i.e. the way that a visual impairment affects language processes and development.

The language development of children who are blind seems to be affected by their blindness. It is therefore important that adaptations are carefully considered in order to ease language development of the visually impaired child. In addition, professionals concerned with Aled’s education would, ideally, be as experienced in bilingualism as they were in Braille, so that issues or concerns that arose would not be solely attributed to bilingualism.

Ensuring positive attitudes from all concerned with Aled’s education was vital. It would be difficult to draw comparisons with other bilingual braillists and it would be incorrect to draw comparisons with monolingual braillists.

Bilingualism would enable Aled to move easily between two cultures – in this case Welsh and English. In addition, Aled’s biliteracy would enable him to access two traditions.

Being bilingual would ensure:-

communication advantages – enabling access to a wider community of speakers in both languages;

cultural advantages – the use of two languages opening doors to two worlds of experience and greater cultural tolerance;

cognitive advantages – research pointing towards greater creativity among bilinguals;

character advantages – self-esteem and self-identity would be raised in accepting and encouraging the mother tongue;

curriculum advantages – an increase in curriculum achievement and possible positive attitudes when learning a third language;

career advantages – a positive affect on employment and, further to this, economic benefits.

One major challenge for professionals involved in Aled’s bilingual education was the lack of visual incidental learning of the second language – in this case English. Although he was able to pick up the language verbally, it was impossible for him to be involved in any visual incidental learning because of his severe visual impairment. Incidental learning in both languages is much more limited for the child with a visual impairment and certainly has an influence on the child’s progress in school. Deliberate strategies for ‘picking up’ Aled’s second language were needed. Deliberate incidental learning was also the case when learning his first language.

Reading

The school’s language policy needed to be more flexible – allowing earlier access to English language books, in Braille. Formal introduction of English was usually at the beginning of Key Stage 2. It is important to remember that brailled reading books are not easily bought on the high street. A plentiful supply of both English and Welsh language books were vital for both home and school use. It was also important that all curricular material needed to be transcribed into Braille as professionally as possible; also, that the material available was current.

Any ‘skills approach’ to reading would be difficult. The skills required for learning to read Braille differ fundamentally to the skills required for reading print. The visual impaired child has to discover the word letter by letter, i.e. the ‘look and say’ approach of whole word reading is inappropriate. The phonic approach to reading is also quite difficult. Braille contractions often cut across many letter blends. In Aled’s case, in both Welsh and English, early instruction in Braille reading and writing was possible using graduated basal readers – ‘Braille for Infants’ (AEWVH 1986), ‘Take Off’ (AEWVH 1990) and ‘Dechrau Darllen Cymraeg’ (Grwp Prosiect Braille Cymraeg 1994). These schemes have a strong phonic element, a controlled vocabulary and fixed order of introduction of Braille contractions.

As with his sighted peers, the process of becoming bilingual was that of acquisition rather than learning. Dual language development being dependent on various factors such as the child’s personality, ability, the quality of interaction in a variety of language situations and also the attitudes of significant people about bilingualism.

Other strategies for introducing both languages included creating ‘print rich’ environments e.g. labelling toys, cupboards, trays, drawers and resources that Aled used frequently. Adaptation/Braille transcriptions of alphabet friezes were also very useful in the early years. In the same way, at home, Braille labels were also stuck on familiar objects.

Mid way through his first year full time year at school, Aled was fluent in his Welsh Braille Code. In view of Aled’s development, it was decided  that he would be introduced to English Braille a year earlier than his sighted peers accessed English. This was also necessary, as no incidental learning from his environment (inside or outside school) of the written word in English was possible. As in the introduction of his mother tongue, it was important to deliberately introduce the second language in written form in as many situations as was possible e.g. labelling of as many objects in the home/classroom, as incidental visual learning of words would not occur. It was also important to ensure that Aled’s written Braille was comparable to his reading of Braille. Various strategies were implemented to ensure that Aled had plenty of opportunities to use English Braille shortforms and not just passively receive them whilst reading.

Assessment

A major issue involved in the consideration of a bilingual education for a young braillist was the challenge of assessment. Due to the lack of Welsh/English braillists, fair and proper assessment of  Aled was difficult. In the present culture of testing, the challenge would be to provide fair assessment. It was important that Aled was properly assessed and, further, that a fluent braillist carried out the assessment.

Assessment was formulated based on the methodology of bilingual testing in Wales, whilst also incorporating the basic principles of fair testing for educationally blind children. By ensuring that the assessor was experienced in Braille and bilingual education, discrimination against bilinguals was avoided. The assessor needed the ability to distinguish between long term difficulties that the child may have, as opposed to transient difficulties that bilinguals and indeed braillists encounter during the complex learning process.

Technology

Aled was introduced to technology in Year 2. It was necessary to teach ‘Touch Typing’ skills in both languages. This concept was very difficult to grasp at first. Braille skills required him to think in shorthand and also put heavy pressure on the Perkins Brailler. Conversely, touch-typing skills required Aled to spell each word out letter by letter and also learn to only lightly touch the keyboard. It would also be necessary, of course, to learn ‘shortcut keys’  to access various files on the computer.

Unfortunately the main screen readers are in the English language e.g. ‘Jaws’. However, using a Braille display (focus display machine) attached to Aled’s laptop, it became possible to present text in both Welsh and English. In the case of the Welsh language – using ‘Duxbury translation software’ enabled text on the laptop screen to be converted to Welsh Braille on the Braille display. English was of course accessed through screen readers.

Conclusion

Sensory impairment alone does not warrant monolingual education, if the desire is to benefit from a bilingual education. The isolation very often felt by a severely visually impaired child would only be accentuated if he/she were to be placed in a situation where teaching in the mother tongue was discouraged.

Opportunities for employment are considerably limited for visually impaired people and therefore to deny the opportunity of a second language for employment purposes would be discriminatory.

Finale

A user friendly booklet published by ‘Twf’ and originating from ‘Bwrdd yr Iaith’ (Welsh Language Board) states six good reasons for raising children bilingually. These reasons are as true for visually impaired children as they are for sighted children.

At school – children who learn two languages have a head start when reading and counting. The often do better in exams later on;

In the family – learning two languages is easier for young children. In no time at all they’ll be switching easily from one to another;

At work – two languages offer better choice of work – e.g. many employers in Wales ask for Welsh and English skills;

In the community – it gives you a buzz to be able to switch easily from one language to another. Speaking two languages opens doors to make new friends;

Around the world – many people in the developed world can speak more than one language. After learning two, it’s much easier to learn more;

In life – both English and Welsh are like treasure troves, full of stories and songs, history and fun.

(‘Twf’ is a Welsh Language Board project funded by the Welsh Assembly)

Bibliography

Grwp Prosiect Braille Cymraeg 1994, ‘Dechrau Darllen Braille Cymraeg’, Canolfan Addysg RNIB Cymru: Caerdydd.

Ovando, C.J., & Collier, V.P. (1985). Bilingual and ESL classrooms: Teaching in multicultural contexts, McGraw-Hill: New York.


