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WHY BRAILLE?

(A Parent’s Story)
Written by Carrie Gilmer

I love to read.  I mean I love everything about it; the information I receive, the places it can take me, how it stretches my mind and my imagination.  I love the feel of the paper and the weight of the book on my lap.  I love having the control to stay pondering on one word or phrase or go back and analyze or imagine on a deeper level.  

So when I watched my blind son Jordan struggle to see lines of print with his little bit of vision while his body was bent and his nose touched the page, hearing the agonizing slow pace with which he read, I felt devastated for him, and I longed for a way to give him the same opportunity to read with the same enjoyment and passion that I did.

We were fortunate to find the National Federation of the Blind, and they showed us how Braille was Jordan’s best opportunity to read.   Today, he is near the end of his junior year at a large city school with a class of nearly seven hundred students.  He is in the top 5 percent and does all of his coursework using Braille.  Simply, he would not have been able to reach his potential without Braille.  

While there are, by far less books available in Braille than print, there is more Braille available than at any time since its invention nearly two hundred years ago.  In addition, due to advances in technology, many print items can be scanned and read by an electronic Braille display.
Sometimes for fun Jordan likes to read the Constitution or the Declaration of Independence.  He scans the Constitution and reads it on an electronic Braille display.  “We the people,” his fingers can rest on these words and take them in, just as my eyes can rest on them.  “We find these truths to be self evident . . .” he can go back and forth and absorb how he chooses.  He can wallow in a poem’s beauty while seeking the author’s intention.  He can read back a chemistry assignment, checking again how many grams were dissolved in the solution before doing the calculations, by simply running his fingers back just as I might take a glance back and re-read.  
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This is what Braille means.  It means he owns the information, he controls it.  Now reading belongs to him too in that very personal way we all know reading to be.  When we read something, we read it with our own voices . . . we listen with our minds and integrate our own thoughts, experiences, emotions, and queries as we choose.  For the blind, Braille is the only way to read.  Braille means everything to my son that print means to me.  
Why Braille?  Why print?  The answer is the same.
