2007 Braille Reading Pals Program Report
When one thinks of winter, one usually calls to mind thoughts of snow, evergreens, wassail, or even a jolly old fellow with an obesity problem.  However, for hundreds of blind children across the country, each winter brings the annual Braille Reading Pals Program and a furry reading partner to accompany them throughout the pre-literacy educational experience.  The fourth installment of Braille Reading Pals saw two hundred and thirty-one children participate in the program designed to encourage parents to read with their child using media that they could enjoy together.  Using print-Braille storybooks, parents read for at least fifteen minutes a day while their blind child began to associate Braille with reading, entertainment, and a general positive experience with their parent or teacher.  An additional incentive arrived in the form of a Beanie Baby® that was brought out only when reading the print-Braille storybooks.  Books included assorted titles such as That’s Not My Monster—a board book that includes additional tactile features such as fur, ridges, and even scales—and Cloudy with a Chance of Meatballs—a timeless classic some might recall from their own early reading experience of yesteryear.

New to this year’s program, parents were invited to participate in our evaluation of Braille Reading Pals and its impact on pre-literacy and child behavior.  Ninety-seven parents participated in our pre-program survey and with help from Ph.D. candidate Julie Durando of the University of Northern Colorado, we hope to have just as positive a return on the post-program evaluation to be completed in the coming months.  Such research will not only help us improve the program, but also collect important data in an area severely lacking in research.  One such goal is to discover common factors among families that encourage Braille literacy and how greatly those factors impact their child’s development.  
We are already receiving great feedback from parents--including the usual fuzzy comments about the Braille Pal (“he only comes out when he smells Braille”)--but also encouraging observations of their child’s behavioral progression.  One parent wrote early in her reading journal that her son would not remain still long enough to read, and that the overall experience was a challenge.  However, after a few weeks in the program, she writes, “We now have a routine of reading So Many Bunnies before [he] goes to sleep. Our son looks forward to story time!” 

Another parent writes, “[We] love this program! It’s good incentive and a great reminder and motivator to read ​every day. Thanks! We would like to do it more than one time per year.  We will try to do so on our own.” Well, we’re glad they agree, because we hope to duplicate the program multiple times a year in the future. 
