What is braille? Teachers guide

Introduction to braille

What is braille?

Braille is a system of raised dots that blind people can read. Braille is read by touch, using your fingers to feel the letters and symbols.  Blind people can also make their own braille using computers or other gadgets. Braille is available in nearly every language and used throughout the world. 

The braille alphabet 

Each letter of the alphabet, punctuation mark or number has its own special symbol or symbols.  Each symbol is made by arranging raised dots within a six-dot braille cell.  By using some or all of the six available dots a large number of different letters and symbols can be created.  Each of the six dots has a number to help identify which one you are talking about.
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Braille six-dot cell

Here is the braille alphabet: 

[image: image2.jpg]



The braille alphabet 

The letter 'A' is one raised dot in place one. 

The letter 'B' is two raised dots in places one and two.  

The letter 'C' is two raised dots in places one and four.  

Teacher note: Distribute the printable handout entitled ‘This is braille - Alphabet card’ located within the 'lesson 2' folder. 

Practise with the whole class: Where will the dots go for the letter 'D'? 

The answer is that the three dots are in places one, four and five. 

Try some other letter combinations with your pupils to familiarise them with the basics of making a letter in braille. 

Activity time 

For these activities pupils should be given a printout of the file entitled 'This is braille - Alphabet card'.

All listed activity and answer sheets can be found in the 'lesson 2' folder. 

Activity 1: Braille these objects

Each pupil should be given a braille these objects activity sheet. The activity sheet asks pupils to translate the name of an object into braille by colouring in the dots. 

A braille these objects answer sheet is supplied for teachers. 

Activity 2: Braille these words

Teachers should choose five words or sentences for the pupils to translate into braille. These can be taken from the Louis Braille story or can be chosen by the teacher. Each child should be given a braille these words activity sheet. The activity sheet asks pupils to colour in the dots where they think braille should appear for the word or sentence that they have been given.

Tip: If translating sentences, a space is left between words in braille, as in standard print.

Activity 3: Missing words

Each child should also be given a missing words activity sheet. Pupils need to use their alphabet card to work out the braille words and complete the story. 

A missing words answer sheet is supplied for teachers. 

Writing with braille 

There are three main ways that people write in braille.

1. Using a special frame and tool called a stylus

A braille frame and stylus are used to write braille by hand. Paper is placed in the frame and the stylus is used to push through the dots.  Because the dots are raised they need to be pushed through from behind.  This can be difficult because you need to write back-to-front to make the letter appear correctly on the other side of the paper!  Also each dot has to be made one at a time.  
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Braille frame and stylus

2. Using a special kind of typewriter called a Perkins Brailler 

Each of the six dots in the braille cell is represented by a key. By pressing multiple keys at the same time, a single letter can be produced in one action. The key in the middle makes spaces between words like a spacebar on a computer. 

There are smaller note-taking devices that work in a similar way to a Perkins Brailler but are easier to carry around.
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A Perkins Brailler 
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A portable braille notetaker

3. Using computers that have a special printer called an embosser

Standard text can be typed on a computer then printed in braille using an embosser.  An embosser can print very quickly but makes a lot of noise creating all the dots.   
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An embosser 


How blind people use braille today

Blind people today use braille in lots of ways, not just for reading books.

Activity idea: Can anyone think how blind people might use braille other than for reading books?  

· Think about how often you need to read during a day.

· Think about objects that might feel the same but contain different things, like cans of food.

Braille labels are a great way to identify what is inside packets, cans or bottles. Most prescription medicine now comes with a braille label embossed on the packaging to make it clear what it contains.

Some blind people use computers and special braille readers when they are at work. Braille is especially good for taking notes quickly and can help people to write telephone messages or take note in class. Braille labels on folders and other items can also help blind people find information quickly.

Some blind children use braille at school.  Textbooks can be converted into braille so they can study the same subjects as everyone else.
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 Braille in a geography book

There is even a braille music code that means blind people can read the music on a page using dots. They have to learn the music before they play though because many instruments require both hands.

Some examples from blind people about how they use braille: 

"Braille means I can write to Santa every year"

"Braille helps me work out which of my keys is the front door key"

"Braille helps me know which CD I'm about to play"

"Braille music helped me to learn how to play the piano"

"Braille makes it possible for me to play board games such as Scrabble"

"Braille knitting patterns help me knit scarves and sweaters for my family"

"Braille helps me read jokes" 

“Braille allows me to keep up with my classmates in subjects like French and maths”
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The space that six dots occupy
is known as a braille cell




Logo – RNIB supporting blind and partially sighted people

Registered charity number 226227
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