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PAPER: Travelling the journey implementing the Unified English Braille (UEB) code in the NSW government education sector, putting it to bed and tucking it in.
INTRODUCTION:

Standards-setting bodies the world over do not normally make mandatory standards. They make voluntary recommendation for their members, governments or other public authorities for their members, governments or other public authorities to adopt and enshrine in regulations. And so it was that Unified English Braille, having been developed by the International Council on English Braille was adopted on 14 May 2005 by the Australian Braille Authority (ABA) as the national standard for Braille with a five-year transition period envisaged.

This decision was essentially a recommendation to ensure that Australia’s autonomous Braille producers used a single, harmonised and sustainable Braille code. UEB implementation was the responsibility of each Braille producer, and the detailed transition arrangements had to be developed in the context of each producer’s core business, resources and community of interest.

This paper records the transition to Unified English Braille (UEB) by the New South Wales Department of Education and Communities (NSW DEC). 

For the NSW Department of Education and Communities: 

· the elements of the core business are production, teaching and the use of Braille in mainstream settings;

· the key resources were people, some with expertise and others with a willingness to learn through a commitment to their students;

In overviewing the transition of UEB, this paper mentions the benefits, difficulties, road humps and successes. It concludes with some observations about Braille in the NSW school system then and now.
PRELIMINARY PREPARATION TO UEB:

In 1995 the Australian Braille Authority (ABA) received funding from the Australian government to conduct UEB workshops throughout the country to introduce Braille users (readers, transcribers and teachers) to the developing proposals of UEB. In 1998 Australia participated in the ICEB evaluation of the proposed UEB code with comprehensive evaluation undertaken. In April 2004 at the Third General Assembly of the ICEB it was decided that UEB was sufficiently complete for consideration by member countries as their national standard for Braille, but with no requirement for them to do so.
In Australia, as a final preparation for the vote soon to be undertaken, the NSW subcommittee of the ABA conducted a workshop in Sydney where approximately 60 users, teachers and transcribers were in attendance, to formulate their final view on adopting UEB.  Various samples of material were presented in UEB with explanations provided by the presenters and a frank and open discussion followed. In summary, the overwhelming view of the group at the end of the workshop was that the “transcriber would Braille it, teachers would teach it, and students will learn it”. Participants had heard so much discussion for so long it became a case of “please, just do it”

At a local jurisdictional level (apart from the early ABA workshops that were conducted), considerable professional learning on the literary elements of UEB was conducted twice to all vision teams in every region, prior to 2005, in preparation for the ABA vote. NSW DEC had one vote at this annual meeting so to ensure that the vote fully reflected the wishes of the vision teachers a preliminary vote was obtained with only one of the 23 teams voting against the proposal. Thus NSW DEC had given an almost unanimous vote for their membership to be placed at the ABA annual general meeting by their representative.
As a result of the ICEB decision, Australia made the historic decision at the annual general meeting of the Australian Braille Authority in May 2005, to adopt the UEB code and that organisations responsible for the teaching, production or promotion of Braille to be encouraged to implement the code within 5 years. This was an almost unanimous vote with only one member of the ABA voting against the proposal. 
The stage was now set for implementation nationally and the NSW Department of Education and Communities took a leadership role in this undertaking. 

VISION SUPPORT STRUCTURE OF NSW DEC:

In the NSW government education system, the state is divided into 10 operational regions containing 23 teams of vision support teachers. Within these teams approximately 135 teachers support approximately 600 low vision and 50 blind students as part of their caseload.  

The NSW Department of Education and Communities support vision impaired students from pre-school to Year 12, which would capture children from three to 18 years approximately.  As a guide, students in NSW commence school at 5 years of age, attend primary school from years 8 -11 and high school from years 12 - 17. 
With this framework the State Braille and Large Print (SB&LP) Unit is a centralised service that provides materials to all vision impaired students from pre-school to year 12 in the government sector and who are supported by itinerant support teachers, vision. The unit produces all the textbooks and examinations required by vision impaired students in alternate formats: Braille, large print, e-text and eBooks including state-wide examinations and assessments: The BESTSTART Kindergarten Assessment for delivery to newly enrolled kindergarten students on their first day of school, the Essential Secondary Science Assessments (ESSA) for year students and the Higher School Certificate (Year 12).

The Unit also supports vision impaired students with the monthly School Magazine published by the Department in braille and large print format and also provide heavily lined exercises books and pads, Braillers, Braille paper, geometric instruments and geometry drawing kits.

Local support to students who are blind is also provided by 12 Braille Outposts located in schools throughout the state and which produce in Braille miscellaneous and ephemeral hand-out material required in class and which is usually needed within a short turnaround. These Braille outposts are linked to the centralised service to ensure there is a comprehensive and integrated support to students.
Since the inception of the National Assessment Program on Literacy and Numeracy known as NAPLAN in 2008, the SB&LP Unit has been engaged to deliver the Braille format to all Braille reading students (years 3, 5, 7 & 9) in Australia. The Unit has also been re-engaged by the University of New South Wales to produce the Braille format of their annual national competitions across all levels in Braille for Science, Mathematics, Reading, Writing and Spelling.
PRELIMINARY UEB DELIVERY
Following the outcome of the ABA vote on the adoption of UEB in Australia, the NSW DEC formed a Facilitator’s Group comprising two representatives with strong Braille skills from each of the 23 vision support teams, one representative from the Technical and Further Education (TAFE) sector and one representative from the University sector in NSW to identify all the issues associated with the implementation of the UEB code for students and discuss and prepare an implementation strategy plan. The resolutions from this plan are as outlined below.
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPLEMENTATION
Literary

· Instruction for UEB will commence for all students from pre-school to year 11 in Term 1, 2006

· All material provided for pre-school – year 2 will be in UEB

· All new text material for years 3 – 11 will be produced in UEB

· All existing text material in the ”old code” for years 3 – 11 will continue to be provided for students from the library collection until gradually replaced/updated or texts become redundant.

· Year 12 students in 2006 will continue in all current codes but will be made aware of changes inherent in UEB

Technical

· Instruction in UEB (Mathematics) will commence for all students from pre-school – Year 6 in Term 1, 2006
Instruction in UEB (Mathematics) would continue progressively from 2007 for students when entering High School. These students already had exposure to UEB technical work in Primary school in 2006 and this would continue.
Examinations

· In 2006, the year 10 cohort of students undertaking the external Year 10 examination (School Certificate) in October would be given the opportunity of requesting the examination in Braille for English and History, Geography and Civics in either the “old code” or “UEB”. This ensured the students from outside the government system were not disadvantaged and the Department students could undertake the examination in the code in which they are most comfortable.
Technology

· The 14 Braille Outposts will be provided, as soon as possible, with an update of the Duxbury Braille Translation Program (DBT) software, version 10.5 which included the UEB translation table.
· The 23 vision support teams would be provided as soon as possible with a copy of the Duxbury Braille Translation (DBT) software, version 10.5 for use amongst members of their teams
Other Considerations

· TAFE and University representatives would identify which students will be enrolled in that sector in 2006 and decide whether:

· new students in 2006 will be supplied with material in UEB 
or
· wait until students have moved through the school sector with UEB knowledge.
STATE-WIDE AND NATIONAL EXAMINATIONS
In May 2006, the first year of implementation of the literary and mathematical elements of UEB, NSW held its state-wide Basic Skills Test in Literacy and Numeracy for years 3 and 5. Following the Facilitator’s decision on implementation of UEB into the NSW government school system, students were given the opportunity of choosing which Braille code they would like their examination material to be provided. All students chose UEB which was a significant outcome as students had only been using the code for three months and were still in a developing stage of their Braille learning. New signs such as the bullet were used by the students as part of their draft writing component. 

In NSW all state-wide assessment braille responses from students is returned to the centralised unit (State Braille & Large Print unit) to be transcribed back into print for marking at the state-wide marking centre. A similar result was noted in August with the older students when years 7 and 9 undertook their state-wide assessments in literacy and numeracy.
In 2006 at the final year 12 state-wide examinations (Higher School Certificate) was conducted in NSW , as expected and planned, no students sat for examinations in UEB but by 2009 all 17 examination subjects required that year were all in UEB.
In 2008 the first National Assessment on Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) for students in years 3, 5, 7 and 9 was introduced by the Commonwealth Government and once again, because all jurisdictions in Australia were involved, students indicated through their support teacher, which Braille code they would prefer. These were all brailled to accommodate individual requirements. UEB was requested by years 3, 5, 7 and 9 in 2008 and by 2010 UEB was the only Braille code being requested. UEB was now fully immersed in all jurisdictions throughout the country for all students.
HUMPS AND BUMPS

PRODUCTION:
· All textbook requirements are forwarded to the State Braille & Large Print Unit for production into Braille throughout the year.

· Peak time of the year for new work is over the Christmas period when students commence the next level of schooling at the start of the new school year. 
· According to the framework developed by the Facilitator’s Group, all these new titles were produced into Braille. 

· Once a student was exposed to a Mathematics textbook in UEB, then that was the code that student would only ever receive. The long-term commitment was therefore made at that point for that student.
· What this meant was that technical work was phased in over a couple of years to ease the production strain. If a title was already available in the old code then the student used this until a title that was not already available had to be brailled. This took a couple of years to flow through the system. Once the student commenced UEB technical work then from that point onwards UEB was the only code provided.
ITINERANT SUPPORT TEACHERS (VISION) TESTIMONIALS:

1: “When UEB came in I was working with a year 10 student who was a very proficient Braille user in a mainstream setting. Despite her initial refusal to use the new symbols when writing Braille, she had no real problems with UEB. I did introduce the new symbols in a withdrawal setting, but this did not take long. Because she was such a good reader, context would have helped her with any problems she cam across.
 I’d say we pretty much took it in our stride”

2: “My mainstream year 12 HSC Braille student had no trouble adapting to the changes. If he was reading old Braille text he quickly picked up on things like ‘by’, ‘to’, ‘ation’ etc. I guess students who are blind and in the mainstream have the same where-with-all re: literacy and language as sighted students and quickly pick up on changes.

I’m now working with 2 braille users (HSC) in a support class and even they have been able to embrace the changes without difficulty. Keep in mind I’m talking basic reading though, not the more in depth transcriber level. Both students have an intellectual disability.”

 3: “Student X (male) picked up the UEB code quite quickly. He was in High School when I began introduction of UEB literary code (year 10 I think). Instruction was at lunch time twice a week.”
 4: “I like UEB and so do my students. It is logical, less complicated than the previous system and more closely follows print conventions. None of my students had any difficulty coping with the change and took very little time or instruction to read it perfectly. I don’t think they referred to the explanation at the front of the book though (sorry). One was still able to read old code in some of the novels without difficulty by figuring it out themselves. 

I don’t think this is a reflection on UEB but a couple do forget punctuation or tend to ignore it when reading through documents. (It’s not as obvious as print I suppose??)

My students are mainstreamed primary and secondary students.”
5: “Introduction of UEB to a High School Student. Our student had been using Braille from a very early age and she had a good Braille knowledge. This student was in year 8 when the change to UEB began and the transition to UEB did not pose any significant issues.

The same approach was taken to introduce the changes in Literacy and Numeracy.

A Braille glossary of the changes was produced for the student. This booklet listed the old code in one column and then the UEB code. A separate book for Literacy and Numeracy was prepared and became the teaching tool for her.

No withdrawal from classes was needed. However task sheets for completion was homework for English and Mathematics were prepared to give her as much exposure to the new code as possible. These task sheets included comprehension passages and maths work sheets.

When the student was more comfortable with UEB and it was incorporated into her everyday work, proofreading tasks were then prepared. This enabled us to evaluate any areas where more focus was needed.
For this student the changes in the Numeracy code took a little longer to grasp and reverting to the old code was common. There was little reverting to the old code in Literacy.”

 6: “I only had a year 11/12 student at this stage and who was very proficient at Braille. These changes were taken in her stride, and did not seem to cause any problems. I did give her a brailled copy of all the changes, but she seemed to remember as she went along. I also asked one of my ex students who had left school and she said she didn’t have any trouble with the changes either.”
RECENT ACHIEVEMENTS

In 2011 the first cohort to undertake UEB in NSW completed their secondary schooling. There were two students who sat their Higher School Certificate examinations with one student selecting Mathematics and Chemistry as part of his subject choice. The second student chose a range of high level subjects achieving an exceptional result. Her results achieved a 98.95% out of 100 tertiary entrance score with 5 band 6 (highest level) results including Economics and Biology as her subject choice. Her Extension level English achieved the highest result at her Selective High School and 9th in the State out of the full cohort of students who sat the examination.
SUMMARY:

The key to the successful transition to UEB was not extra funds made available for learning and reference materials, seminars and new productions; rather, it was careful planning of a phased implementation. In particular, whilst a state-wide timeframe was implemented, the details of implementation were student-centred, taking account each student’s year level, subjects being studied over the next several years and level of Braille proficiency. Teachers in NSW schools undertake compulsory professional learning usually on the first day of each school term (of which there are four) at their schools and as a result itinerant support teachers, vision could select topics of particular interest to their needs and those of their students. That is how the vision support teachers in NSW were up-skilled in Unified English Braille.
PROFESSIONAL LEARNING DELIVERY
· significant professional learning for vision support teachers, Braille production operators and Braille outpost operators
· 2 professional learning Literary material workshops were conducted in all of the 10 regions

· 2 professional learning Mathematics material (Primary K - 6 and Secondary (7 - 12) were conducted in each of the 10 regions

· Facilitators engaged members of their teams with hands-on material at a local level following a train-the-trainer model

PROFESSIONAL LEARNING MATERIALS 
· The UEB Primer: Australian Edition was published in preparation for the commencement of the implementation

· The UEB Primer: Summary of Changes was published outlining all the changes that had occurred with UEB from the original Braille Primer

· UEB Analysis of Mathematics Years K - 6

· UEB List of Symbols

· UEB Primary Mathematics Workshop Material (K - 6)

· UEB Secondary Mathematics Workshop Material (7 - 12)
· textbook guidance to the student: 

· Transcriber’s Note Page: List of UEB Symbols used in that volume (this has been discontinued in recent years as being no longer relevant).
In general terms there were a number of significant factors in the successful implementation of UEB into the educational sector:
· Vision support teachers had ownership of the project due to the implementation plan developed and the inclusion of teacher representation (a train-the-trainer model).

· UEB professional learning materials (using a document that teachers and transcribers were already familiar) was made available at the commencement of implementation. In Australia, this was the availability of the UEB Primer: Australian Edition, 2006 edited by J. Howse.
· A supplementary document, the UEB Primer: Summary of Changes, J. Howse, was produced for use as workshop material where ONLY the relevant changes in an already familiar document were extracted from the UEB Primer: Australian edition.
· Mathematics was introduced to students K - 6 who were already familiar with Braille Mathematics based on the UEB Analysis of Mathematics K – 12, J. Howse. Teachers could identify quickly what new signs were required to teach their students at a particular stage of a student’s learning.

· Further Primary (K - 6) and Secondary (7 - 12) Mathematics professional learning workshop materials were developed by J. Howse based on the curriculum textbooks being used by students. 

· The availability of an up-to-date UEB translation program such as the Duxbury Braille Translation (DBT) program. The State Braille & Large Print Unit purchased 60 licences for use by the centralised unit, the 12 Braille Outposts and a copy for each of the vision teams. Additional copies of this program may also have been purchased by specific teams to meet the needs of their students at a local level.
We are now at a stage where many of our teachers and students know only Unified English Braille. The amount of material NOT in UEB in our collection is growing less.  This has happened by natural attrition where textbooks are being replaced by later editions and the decision that once a student was introduced to UEB Mathematics there was no backward learning to “old” code. New textbooks were all put into UEB at the point of request based on student need. The SB&LP unit publishes an annual catalogue for all vision support teachers and there have not been any non-UEB technical work available for some years. 
As indicated in the UEB Implementation Plan for the NSW Department of Education and Communities, there was no reading material issued to students in the K - 2 range which captured a student’s first three (3) years of schooling that was not in UEB. Therefore titles already available in the old code were only reproduced at the time of request. These titles for this age group were only small so this could be managed within normal production functions. 
Literary material for students from years 3 to 12 are produced on a needs basis. For the small numbers of students who were originally exposed to the old code, they still get the odd delight at pointing out something in the old code to their teachers in the context of a sense of fun to “spot the error”. 

For students who know only UEB they have no difficulty reading the old code, the differences really only being slight and they are aware that there may be some things that might appear different.  
With the transition of UEB now complete it is widely agreed amongst our teachers that the quantum leap forward wasn’t so hard after all! 
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