
Natalina Martiniello: Unlocking lifelong literacy: What adult braille learners teach us about braille instruction, access and opportunity

Daphne Hitchcock:
With no further ado, I am going to pass things along to Marilyn Rushton, a board member with Braille Literacy Canada, who will introduce our first speaker. Thank you, Marilyn. And over to you.

Marilyn Rushton:
Thank you very much, Daphne. Good day, everyone, and welcome to the symposium. Daphne, thank you for your wonderful opening remarks and setting the stage for us. It is my great pleasure today to introduce Natalie Martiniello. Natalie is going to be presenting on her research in teaching Braille to adult learners. Natalie lives in Montreal. She works at the University of Montreal at the School of Optometry. She's a teacher there, and Natalie is a certified blind and low vision rehabilitation therapist. She is currently past president on the board of Braille Literacy Canada. I swear, Natalie has held every position there is at some point in the many years that she has been a highly valued member of the Braille Literacy Canada board, and Natalie continues to sit on several of our committees, and as Daphne said, you can find much more about that on our website, so we're going to get started here. Natalie, I have some questions that I would like to pose to you about what your research is about and what you're doing. Are you okay if we start with that?

Natalie Martiniello:
Yes. Thank you, and thank you everyone, for joining us today.

Marilyn Rushton:
Okay, so a large portion of your research focuses on supporting adult Braille learning and literacy, and I know that you learned Braille as a young child. Can you start off by telling us a little bit about your journey and what inspired you to pursue adult Braille learning as an area of focus?

Natalie Martiniello:
Okay. Well, thank you Marilyn, and thank you again, everyone, for being here. It's always so exciting. I'm a lifelong Braille reader. I began learning Braille when I was very young at the start of my education, and I think for me Braille was transformative in ways that still continue to unfold today in my life. When I was very young, I actually had very poor sight, but just enough to get me into trouble, and it was actually my parents who really advocated for me to learn Braille early on. They wanted to prepare me in the event that I would experience more sight loss in future, but also in that moment to provide me with more options, you know, to learn spelling and to manage visual fatigue, or even just to prepare as reading loads would increase. 
So today I always think thank goodness they did that, because around the age of 17 I did lose the rest of my vision very suddenly, overnight, but because I already knew Braille and other skills, nothing really changed. I just continued to read and write and attend school and pursue my goals, and I think that was the experience among others that really shaped not only how I think about Braille but also blindness more generally. I think I learned from that that we’re usually disabled less by our blindness, and those of us here today will know that, and more so by perceptions or the opportunities we have or that we don't have to reach our full potential, and that's always really been empowering to me, because these are things that are in our control, and Braille continues to play a really central place in my own life. 
As a professor, I use many tools, but there's a lot that I would not be able to do without Braille… Giving presentations, teaching, editing student work… I also remember receiving my first Braille book. I was sitting on the floor in my parents' kitchen, and it was a book with a blind character and I remember thinking, wow, you know, this character is just like me, and so for me Braille is not just a literacy tool, but it's also a way for us to connect to blindness history and blindness culture, especially because it was developed by someone who himself was blind, and then I think the other piece around this for me is that there's something really powerful about Braille  literacy, in particular, because you know your sight can change, your technology can stop working, whatever it is, but once you have Braille literacy, it's part of who you are. It's something that changes you and that you take with you. 
So, after completing my Master's, I started teaching Braille to adults, and it was there that I realized that there are far less of these opportunities for adult Braille learners, far fewer resources. So that's what really led me towards what I do today. I teach future professionals who go on to teach Braille and other skills to adults, and the research that I lead, along with students and others, really revolves around Braille and non-visual accessibility beyond childhood. 
The key aspect to that is this continuum of learning access and participation, or even leadership, if we can think of it that way. So it's important, whether we're educators or researchers or Braille users, whatever it may be, for us to think about not only whether we have equitable opportunities to learn Braille throughout our lives and what that looks like, but also whether we have equitable opportunities to access it in meaningful ways, and then to participate and to become leaders in our own communities, whatever that may mean. So, that's a lot of what informs how I view Braille today.

Marilyn Rushton:
Well, thank you. It's really going to be hard for me to not ask you questions, because this is so darn interesting. So, we have participants from many different countries who may not be aware of how adult Braille services are delivered in Canada. Can you talk a little bit about that, and how the services are organized here? Who teaches braille to adults, and maybe some common characteristics of adults who could benefit from Braille…

Natalie Martiniello:
Definitely! So, the first thing I would say about this is that, as many of you know, rehabilitation services really differ depending on where you live. So, I'll talk a little bit about Canada, but I do want to acknowledge that there are countries where there are very few or even no resources or services, and even within countries like Canada, there are people who remain underserved due to a variety of things like geography or funding or other barriers. So I want to acknowledge that before kind of touching on this question a little bit more. 
Historically, Braille education really began with children, so most of us know the story of Louis Braille and the schools for the blind that were developed for children in the 19th century, and in the 20th century, that's when things really started to change in many places, including Canada with the two World Wars, we had many more blinded adults who needed to learn new skills, and in Canada, this was really compounded by the Halifax explosion. We had a very tragic explosion that took place around 1917 and that also increased the number of blinded adults. 
A really interesting part of Canadian history is that the earliest professionals who taught Braille to adults were called home teachers, and these were really women volunteers who would travel to your home, and they would teach Braille and sewing and personal management and other skills, and they also helped to establish the earliest circulating libraries for Braille materials, so for many years these Braille  rehabilitation services really operated under a charity model, and relied on donations, and of course, the problem with that, among other things, is that you're then reliant on whether you have enough funding. 
In recent decades, we've seen a shift towards publicly funded rehabilitation services, which makes a lot of sense, because if we think about rehabilitation, other aspects of rehabilitation are also publicly funded, like occupational therapy, for example. In Canada, rehabilitation and even education fall under provincial jurisdiction, so even though our services are similar across the country, there are variations in the way services are delivered, but also how funding works. Funding is a really good example. This can vary depending on where you live. 
So, in Quebec, for example, where I'm located, we have a fairly strong funding program for Braille and other access devices for those who are eligible, where these devices are fully funded. In other provinces, there might be funding to fund part of the device, and then in other provinces there may be no funding programs that exist for adults, so I would say one area to continue building upon that we're starting to see change, but we need to continue building upon is ensuring that those adults with home-based literacy needs are not forgotten, because often where funding programs  exist, they'll focus on children and education, which is really important, but we also want to ensure that adults who are retired or who are at home for whatever reason have access to Braille devices that they may need for a variety of reasons, and to answer the other part of your question, 
Marilyn, in Canada, there are variations, but in Canada, the majority of professionals who teach Braille are vision rehabilitation therapists, or VRTs, and to become a VRT, there are a variety of accredited Master's programs in the US and Canada. The system will be different elsewhere, and in Canada, the only program to become a VRT is actually where I'm located, at the University of Montreal. Finally, adult Braille learning, I would say really involves two things that are happening in parallel, and the parallel piece is really important, so you're learning those underlying skills you need for efficient Braille reading, your tactile skills, and the ability to explore a page, and for your hands to move together across lines of Braille, and of course, also, how to read, and the most effective adult Braille learning strategies really ensure that what you're learning connects to your goals and is motivating and also meaningful to you. The last thing I'll say about this is something about contracted Braille. Many of you may know what contracted Braille is. It refers to the use of signs or symbols that represent entire words or sequences of symbols that represent parts of words, even, and usually in most places, including Canada, adults will learn contractions later on. They'll start with uncontracted Braille, like the alphabet, for example. I would say this is one area where we need more research, because we really want to avoid a one size fits all approach for everyone. We could argue that if you have reduced tactile skills or tactile sensitivity, knowing contractions earlier on could actually be really effective, because there are fewer symbols that you’re accessing as you're reading, so that's a little bit about how services work in Canada, and I'm happy to answer more questions about that as well.

Marilyn Rushton:
Well, thank you. And kind of going back a little bit more to your own experience, it's been my perception that sometimes people think that learning Braille as an adult is really different from learning it as a young child, and I would like to know what you think about that, and maybe if there are some unique facilitators, or maybe even barriers that shape the experiences of a new adult Braille learner.

Natalie Martiniello:
Definitely, yes, this is something I think about a lot. I would start by saying it's really important for us to not overgeneralize about learners, based on age alone. So, like anyone else, as we all know here today, Braille learners are diverse. I hope I'm attributing this to the right person, but I'm pretty sure it was Diane Wormsley who said that what you bring in to Braille literacy instruction also shapes what you take out of it, so you have your feelings about Braille and blindness and literacy and your own confidence as a learner and your past access to education and other services and literacy. That being said, we can learn a lot about Braille learning in adulthood by thinking about adult learning principles, and a lot of those adult learning principles are helpful for all learners, regardless of your age, but I think they're especially important to think about in adult Braille instruction. 
So, for example, adults, we're busy, right? We have lots of responsibilities, we have families, we have a lot of things going on while learning all of these different skills after sight loss, we also make the choice to learn Braille, so I think this really highlights that importance of having really meaningful, concrete examples of how you can use Braille in your own life to ensure that you're motivated to incorporate it into your life right away. This ties into another key difference between children and adult Braille learners. Adults often only have access to formal Braille instruction once a week, maybe, and so this really highlights again the importance of practicing using Braille meaningfully between those lessons, but it also highlights the importance of peer support, which is a theme that is just reoccurring every time I speak to adult Braille learners, so for example within Braille Literacy Canada, we have the Braille Zoomers program, where we bring together adult Braille learners who share tips and strategies, and really encourage each other, and that's really important, because often, as an adult, you're learning individually on your own, you may not know other Braille learners. I think firsthand perspectives from adult Braille learners also they tell us a lot that we can't really get from members alone, and that we could really learn from, and in preparing for today, I actually brought a quote from a participant that I think really captures this idea really well, so I'm going to share that with everyone. She said, "Well, when I read print, I had an internal voice that read along with me, and when I read Braille, I get my internal voice back. It's just my existential self is kind of reaffirmed. I feel like I am not losing anything. It's that crisis that happens when you have yourself taken away the things you identify with strongly, like in my case, reading, and then all of a sudden that's gone. People say we'll do something else, but remember, I'm an adult, and you can't become something else easily.” That is a really powerful quote that really stuck with me, because yes, there are other tools, but it's Braille that allowed that specific person to reconnect with a part of herself that she really felt she had lost, and I think for those of us who work as rehabilitation professionals or in the field in other ways, important for us to remember, and some of the biggest barriers, honestly, relate to misconceptions, because that could really shape whether you're considering Braille as an option, but also it could delay your start of Braille instruction, because you're hesitating or you're unsure, so here is where we think a lot about ensuring that people know Braille is not just for adults who are totally blind, quite a few people have shared with me how convenient it is to use Braille labels at home rather than having to kind of go track down where you put that magnifier or your phone and even the idea that it's not just for people who like to read a lot, you don't need to like reading novels to benefit from Braille. There are people who have shared with me that they really wish they would have learned Braille earlier, but they didn't realize that it could be used for so many daily tasks. What I really think is that the onus is on us whether we're  Braille readers, users, educators, rehabilitation professionals, it's on us to ensure that we share with people how Braille could open doors and to address these misconceptions in positive ways, because often they can really remain unsaid, but have a really big impact. The last thing I'll say, Marilyn, and I think it's very clear I could go on talking about this topic, but I just want to highlight the importance of family members for adult Braille learners. This can be a real source of strength, but it could also present roadblocks if family members don't understand how you can benefit from Braille, especially if you have an invisible disability. Then, on the other hand, for those people who have shared all the empowering ways that their family members have learned Braille alongside them or incorporated Braille at home, that can be a real source of strength, and I wanted to touch on that, just because there are fewer resources for family members of adult Braille learners, there are a few resources for children, and of course, there's a need for more, but I think that's something to think about as well.

Marilyn Rushton:
Thank you. I have to say, I do love that quote. So we have a little bit of time left, and I wonder if you could maybe help us focus maybe a bit more specifically on older adults. Is it possible for older adults to be learning Braille, and how does ageing play into it? How does it work?

Natalie Martiniello:
Okay, I really love this question, because we don't talk too much about ageing and Braille learning very much, so this is a really fun and important topic, especially because we know there are more older people with low vision and blindness, so in the absence of really significant conditions like dementia or severe neuropathy, which is when you have a really reduced sense of touch in your fingertips, learning is a lifelong process. We know that from a lot of different disciplines, but what we've found in Braille research is that some of the strongest factors that are associated with Braille reading performance, we can say generally are your level of tactile sensitivity, how often you use Braille, and the age at which you learn Braille. So, in other words, even in adulthood, the more often you use Braille, and the earlier you learn it in adulthood, the better you will be. Now, some of you may be thinking, well, that's logical, that makes sense to all of us here, but I think having that evidence in research and being able to kind of draw on that and replicate it as well, and explore Braille learning in adulthood even more broadly is really important because it helps to address that really common misconception that age is really the factor that primarily determines whether you could learn Braille. Even for older adults in the same age group, if you  use Braille more often, your Braille skills barring other factors, will be better, and there's also a lot of research just about learning more generally as we age, so we know that when we use a skill more, there are actually changes that happen at the level of the brain, so the more often you use Braille, the earlier you learn Braille, you start to see changes. That part of the brain that would be used to process vision is now being recruited for Braille during Braille reading, and the part of the brain that's used to process tactile information from your fingertips also becomes larger the more experience you have, and so it kind of is this really great way of explaining that learning, having meaningful opportunities to apply Braille to your life is not only valuable at the surface level, but literally it strengthens the brain, it strengthens those connections, and that's another reason why we need to kind of advocate for ongoing opportunities to access Braille. I would probably end this because this is also a really big topic, but I would say that this is also another area where a lot of what we're seeing in the world of technology is really interesting, and I just want to preface that by saying it's not that technology will solve all problems, but I think there's a lot of interesting questions that we can explore, and that we already are exploring to certain extents, because we can think about how technology can address some of the gaps that exist for older Braille learners. More and more older adults are connected to technology, so for example, in my lab we're looking at the use of telerehabilitation or virtual or hybrid instruction, but there's also how technology can connect adult learners to each other in peer support, and there's a lot of interesting work also being done around the use of Braille devices and having those firmer dots for older adults with reduced sense of touch, so I wanted to touch on that at the end here, because I think it raises another important piece we need to think about in research and practice, but even in technology development, that adults and older adults really need to be part of the conversation, particularly I'm thinking about technology development, because there are some unique experiences that they bring to the table that could really shape uptake when we're thinking about Braille, Braille devices, if you just think about ergonomics, for example, and how devices are designed, and so for those of you who are involved in tech development, I know today we're speaking, preaching to the choir, but it just really emphasizes to have a diverse set of people when you're doing that user testing to really ensure that you're grasping those perspectives.

Marilyn Rushton:
Thank you, Natalie. I have to say, I need to put in a little wee bit of a plug for the Braille Zoomers Club that you mentioned, and it's one of the really cool things that happens in Braille Literacy Canada, and it is for adults who are interested in learning Braille, and I wanted to point out that this doesn't mean going to a class. It is all done virtually and online, and people don't really always have to learn everything there is to know in Braille. Sometimes we just need to learn the things that we need on a day to day basis, and everyone else responsible for learning everything, so it  could be an intimidating thing, but we break it down into small steps. We have a couple of minutes left about resources that are available to people, I guess that's kind of where I'm going now. Are there ways that we could let interested people know about how to support adults in Braille learning and Braille literacy?

Natalie Martiniello:
Definitely, I'm thinking about many of the people in the room today, there are so many exciting initiatives and positive steps forward that I see all the time. I'm very positive about the future of adult braille learning. So, you mentioned Braille Zoomers, that's the virtual peer support program we offer for people in Canada who are learning Braille in adulthood, regardless of what that may look like for you. I know the Braillist Foundation, a plug for them, because they're fantastic, and I know several people are here today in the UK. They have some fantastic programs to support Braille learning in adulthood, and lots of other wonderful information shared for those who are looking for distance education options, Hadley is a great resource. They provide courses through correspondence that could supplement in-person support that you may receive, and then I would say, if you're interested in anything that I've talked about today, I will share the resources I'm mentioning now, but also information about my lab, if you're interested in ways to get involved, but there are also lots of other people out there doing really interesting work in the world of Braille, so just continue learning, continue hearing from adult Braille learners, from others in the field who are having such a positive impact and hopefully, today gives us all a lot to think about with the future presentations as well, after mine, about where we can continue to push all of this forward.

Marilyn Rushton:
Natalie, this has been absolutely inspiring and very interesting, and it's such an honor that you do the kind of research and work to help all of us to learn more about Braille and to have all the literacy opportunities that we deserve, just as Canadians, as people living in this wonderful country, and I was just kind of thinking when people are out there after these presentations, look around and see if you see Braille on something… On a sign, on a washroom door, and just maybe if you're sighted and have no experience with Braille, go up and touch it, and just kind of have a look at it. So, our sincere thanks to you for your wonderful insights, for your caring, for your very positive attitude. We have about five minutes left, so I'm going to open this up to questions. It’s been a pleasure to work with you on your presentation, Natalie. Thank you very much.

Natalie Martiniello:
Thank you, Marilyn.

Questions and comments:

I'm a special ed resource teacher at a high school, and started learning Braille a month ago, so I could teach my student who is blind. As Nataleena said, Braille helps every learner, regardless of age. I learned uncontracted Braille, and my wife and  two daughters of 13 and nine years, are also learning Braille. It's an additional skill that all in the family are enjoying learning together. I finished the course faster, so I can help my daughters learn and practice. For now, my 13 and nine year old daughters don't understand how this will help them in their academics and career in the future, but just the idea that they know how to read and write Braille is something that they are proud of, and of course I'm proud of them as well. Even though my girls don't have any vision impairment, they agreed to learn Braille with me, and it's been a wonderful feeling learning Braille and being able to teach it to my inclusive ed students.

One important initiative is the Brailler Bounce program, where we refurbish and then re-home unused Braillers, and we've been doing that for many years. It's something that a longtime member, Myra Rodriguez, started, and that we've been able to continue due to lots of Brailler donations and that's a really great way, because we talk a lot about Braille reading, but Braille writing is also really important too.

Is there any plans for tactile graphic literacy?: Yes, there's a lot of really interesting work happening in the tactile graphics space. We can share some resources with you about that also later on today, not specifically about tactile graphics, but 3D printing. We'll have a presentation about that as the last presentation today. So, this may touch on some of this as well, but we'll share some resources. I'll say about tactile graphics is it's such an important piece of the conversation, because, as many of us here know today, you often can't just give someone a tactile graphic and necessarily expect for them to understand what's in front of them, that also involves instruction and support, and really meaningful access to tactile graphics, whether you're a child or whether you're an adult, and the skills you bring to that will be different depending on where you are in your learning journey, because you may have a lot of those visual concepts to draw on as an adult if you were previously sighted, but you need to now learn how to make sense of tactile graphics, which are different.

I think there's a need for community access to Braille embossers, so everyone, sighted or blind, can produce Braille for whoever needs it. Can you comment on the idea of community Braillers?: Yes, wouldn't it be wonderful to have community access to Braille embossers, because the reality is that these devices are very expensive, so many people don't have access to embossers, and for those of you who don't know what that is, those are essentially printers, but for Braille, so you can emboss a document in Braille, for example, often longer texts. This is where embossers can be really helpful. So I think there are lots of interesting conversations that we can have around libraries and access to these materials for everyone, but then I think the other piece around that is ensuring that people have support in how to use these tools, because you can have access to an embosser, but if you don't know how to use one, or if no one in that library can use it, it may not be used to its full potential. So I think these two things happen hand in hand, but the other really exciting innovation we're seeing, just in general, not just for embossers, is more and more emphasis on lower cost devices, and we need to keep advocating for that, because that will increase access to Braille for everyone regardless of external funding supports.

Would the Braille Zoomer group be good for French Braille learners?: Our Braille Zoomers program is in English, but we do have Francophone Braille members within BLC, who I think would be really interested to explore this. The reason it's in English right now is because that's just the language of those who have been organizing it, so if there's an interest among French braille users, please reach out to us, and we'd love to talk to you about that more.

1
