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The Braille Mail

April 2016
Hello all,

Welcome to this issue of the Braille Mail. Braille Mail is the newsletter produced by me, the Blind Foundation’s Braille Awareness Consultant, with news about all things braille at the Blind Foundation. It is available on the Telephone Information Service (TIS) at option 351, by email, or in braille. If you want to change the way you receive it, please contact me using the details at the end of this newsletter. It’s been a while since the last Braille Mail, so there’s a lot to let you know about.
Transforming braille by Neil Jarvis

As you know, the Blind Foundation has lent out braille books from its library for many years.

However, like everyone else, we are limited in the number of books we can produce or acquire. The Foundation’s partnership with the US-based Bookshare organization has meant that there are now more than 200,000 books in electronic braille format just waiting to be read by our library patrons: far more than we’ve ever had before.

As more and more books become available through electronic braille, the biggest obstacle to many people being able to access them, is the cost of the equipment needed to read them.

Typically, an electronic braille display can cost several thousand dollars which is way outside the budget of most braille readers. A braille display is a row of braille cells which show the text in an electronic file. Once you’ve finished reading the line, you scroll down to the next line by pressing a button. The braille dots refresh themselves and show the new line of text.

So in 2012, the Blind Foundation joined an international project which will bring to market an electronic braille reading device. This will cost less than US$500. In other words, its cost will be comparable to that of a DAISY Talking book machine. This will enable braille readers to become part of the eBook revolution at a fraction of the current cost of refreshable braille displays.

The Foundation has been evaluating this device over the past few months to determine whether we think it has met the requirements which were established in 2012. During the short evaluation period, the display was shown to braille instructors, BLENNZ staff, and The Braille Authority of New Zealand Aotearoa Trust (BANZAT). Many braille-reading adults and children got to see the device too. It wasn’t possible to get it to all parts of the country due to time constraints, but rest assured as many people as possible saw it within the time available. Feedback so far has been very positive. 

The Transforming Braille reader can work on its own by displaying braille from files on an SD card or by connecting to devices such as the iPhone or a computer. Efforts are also now being made to include a very basic notepad editor, so you can write braille on the device. This will not include a spell checker or complicated word processing tools.

It is not intended to compete with high specification refreshable braille displays already on the market, primarily used in education and employment, but is intended to bring braille displayed e-books to a wide audience at an economical price. Libraries will be able to send braille formatted titles to patrons on an SD card. Users can use it to read Bookshare books which they download themselves on a computer. Users can also employ eBook-reader apps on their existing smart phone if they have one.

The Transforming Braille Reader:

· Contains 20 eight-dot refreshable braille cells that conform to NLS specifications for height and spacing.
· Reads electronic braille files stored on a SD card which can be inserted into the machine.
· Can also Connect with other devices through USB and Bluetooth.
· Supports Portable Embosser Format (PEF), Text, BRL and BRF file types only.
· Has eight braille input keys plus a braille space key, used to enter file commands and text when connected to a smart phone or other device which uses a screen reader such as VoiceOver, JAWS or NVDA. 
· Has a five-way cursor pad with arrows and centre select, used to navigate the file system, move within a title, or for use when connected to another device.

The device is being officially launched this week at the CSUN conference in San Diego. Production will start later in the year, and I’ll let you know when it becomes available in New Zealand.

Onkyo 2016 World Braille Essay Contest

Tell Your Tale in Braille - Cash Prizes to be Won
Do you write in braille and enjoy writing essays when guided by a topic? If so, then how about giving this competition a go? And if you are relatively new to braille, think of this as the perfect opportunity to put your skills into practice. 

Before entering the competition, please be sure you meet all of the following requirements – that you: live in New Zealand; are blind, vision-impaired or have low vision; write braille; and are aged 14 years or older. Provided you meet all the criteria, then you can enter the competition. You can send one entry only, and it must be all your own work.

The competition is judged under two age categories: 14-25 and 26 and over. You will be entered into whichever age group that fits.

Topics and length of essays 
Essays must be between 700 and 1,000 words. Anything shorter or longer will not be considered. You have three topics to choose from:

1.
The positive experiences and opportunities that can come from being blind.
2.
The importance and creative uses of braille in my life.

3.
The opportunities, joy and development that music brings to my Life.

Submitting your braille essay entry 

The following details must be provided:

· full name (as written on your birth certificate);

· age (attach your birth certificate or a statement from someone in authority to confirm your age);

· your gender plus an electronic photo;

· your occupation e.g. student, receptionist, homemaker etc.;

· name, address and e-mail of the organisation (blindness service provider or consumer organisation), you belong to;

· your own contact details including phone and e-mail.

Closing date / where to send your essay 

Entries and all other information mentioned above must be received no later than 4pm, Tuesday 14 June 2016. Entries should be sent to the following:

· Post: Onkyo Braille Essay Contest, C/- Blind Citizens NZ, PO Box 7144, Newtown, Wellington 6242; or

· Email: onkyo@abcnz.org.nz

Late entries will not be considered.

All countries are limited to sending a maximum of five essays. In the event more than five are received, our Selection Committee will identify the five best entries. These will be submitted to the WBU-Asia Pacific Onkyo Selection Committee.

Cash Prizes will be awarded to the seven best entries out of all participating countries. Prize categories are:

1.
The Otsuki Prize - US$1,000 and a trophy. This overall prize is given to the best entry from either of the age groups.
2.
Excellent Works – US$500 and a trophy. Two prizes will be given, one to each age group.

3.
Fine Works – Four prizes will be given, two prizes of US$200 to the 14 to 25 year age group, and two prizes of US$300 to the 26 and above age group.

Braille-writing tools and requirements 

Your entry must be written in braille using any of the following options: Perkins, Mountbatten, Braille Notetaker (e.g. Braille Lite, Braille Note, Braille Sense or Pac Mate). You must use six-key Braille entry. Do not use the Notetaker’s on-board braille translation.

Your essay entry can be submitted as hard-copy braille, or as a .brf file. 

An electronic MS Word translation (.doc or .docx file) of your essay entry is required, and must be sent at the same time as your braille file / document. We have some handy-hints that we hope will help ensure your entry meets the required criteria.

If you are writing your essay on the Perkins we suggest writing several drafts until you are satisfied. Then write a final version. 

If you are writing your essay using a braille note taker, we suggest opening a .brf file from the start, and saving in .brf as you go. That way, you will have a .brf file at all times, rather than having to convert later from another format. Please note that some note takers have their own proprietary braille files. This format cannot be accepted by the judges. You can either emboss your essay or send the .brf file by email. 
If you are writing your essay using a computer with a QWERTY keyboard you must write directly into a braille translation programme with the translation bar turned off, using six-key entry. You cannot type in standard QWERTY and then have the computer translate your work into braille.

The Onkyo Braille Essay Contest is hosted by the Asia Pacific region of World Blind Union. The contest is once again sponsored by Onkyo Corporation Ltd and the Braille Mainichi Newspaper (Japan). Member countries of the WBU Asia Pacific co-ordinates promotion of the essay competition through their respective selection committee. New Zealand’s National Onkyo Selection Committee comprises representation from Blind Citizens NZ and the Blind Foundation. Entries from contestants living in New Zealand are required to come through our country process.
Winners will be announced by the World Onkyo Selection Committee by the beginning of November 2015. Once the sponsors have publicised the category winners, then the NZ Onkyo Selection Committee can do so. The sponsors own the copyright of all winning essays and reserve the right to publish them in the manner they so choose.

Braille in Public Libraries

Several public libraries have featured braille in displays for their sighted patrons. These have included Parnell, New Lynn and Stratford. Henderson library in Waitakare will hold a display over the school holidays from 18 April to 2 May. Feel free to pop in if you’re passing and say hello to the staff, and tell them how much braille means to you. Others have made tentative bookings for later in the year. The best way to find out about them is by joining the nzbrl email list where I can update information at short notice. To join the email list send a blank email to

nzbrl-subscribe@googlegroups.com.

If you would like your local library to hold a display featuring braille, please ask them to contact me at the details at the end of this newsletter. We’d be happ7y to send them resources and organize a guest speaker where possible.

Braille Competition for School Students 

Once again, BLENNZ and BANZAT are joining together to run a competition for school students this year. This is just a heads up that it will be happening again, though details are still being finalized. Information will be publicized via BLENNZ and the nzbrl email list. 

That’s all for now. I love hearing comments and suggestions so feel free to leave a message on TIS option 359, send me an email, write me a braille letter, or give me a call. You will find all the details below.

Kind regards

Lisette Wesseling

Braille Awareness Consultant

Blind Foundation 

Te Tuāpāpā o Te Hunga Kāpō o Aotearoa

Po Box 27177, Wellington 6141

Tel: 04 380-2139

Mobile: 021 972-664

Email: lwesseling@blindfoundation.org.nz
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