Session number: W9

Name of session: Better Easier Braille

Presenters: John Gardner with Rob from View Plus

Note taker: Beth Case

Freeform session because of low attendance.  Rob is giving hands on training tomorrow at 1:30 in the Pegasus computer lab.  It’s a PC lab.  Tomorrow Rob will be teaching people how to make graphics using standard MS office tools.  If there is interest in more specific tools he can do that as well.

I didn’t want to talk about graphics today because that’s what we always talk about.  But I want to talk about the nice ways it can handle text.  We will mostly talk today about the two major text programs people use, word and excel.  If anybody has a question you should raise your hand, audibly, because I’d rather answer questions you have instead of questions you don’t have.

Let me start by saying the very easy way to do text on Tiger is to simply print a file like you would for an ink printer.  The only extra thing you have to do is that you are restricted by type and size of font.  You have to use the tiger font at size 36.  The tiger will substitute a Braille pattern for the print font.

The Tiger screen font is intended to be able to do just about anything, including underlining, bold, etc. but the spacing is ½ inch, a little larger than standard Braille.  If you are using text without fancy stuff, you can use the 29-point size.  If you use that font, it’s the same size as Braille.

It is not actually standard Braille.  It is very close to grade one Braille.  The only problems that American Braille users have troubles with are the numbers as we use the European computer Braille code.  Europeans have no problems. For Americans we use a one-page cheat sheet that you print out.  The numbers are standards numbers with an extra dot, dot 6.  The zero is special; in fact it’s an “ing” sign.  But that’s the only special one.

It surprises me that so few people are using this because it’s so powerful.  You don’ need this with standard literature because the regular translator is fine, but if you’re reading anything like math or science, Dots Plus can do so much more.

Q: Do you feel that it is so good for science and math, do you feel it’s because users in those fields just don’t know about it?  Or is it cost?

A: It comes for free if you buy the Tiger.  It’s partly that people don’t understand what Dots Plus is and the way we’re spreading it is starting with blind people, like students, who have tried it and are asking their SSD people to make it for them, but SSD people don’t realize how easy it is.  

Q: What is the price of the basic Tiger?

A:  Start at $3995 to $9750.

Q:  Do you think that’s the limit?

A:  No, even people who have Tigers aren’t using Dots Plus that much.  It’s really a matter of education.  I’ve asked for several grants to do testing and been turned down, but users love it and word of mouth is spreading.  Europeans love it but they don’t use contracted Braille.  Americans are used to contracted Braille and find the expanded Braille a little annoying.  Some people use a combination of using Tiger font for the complicated things and then use a standard translator to convert text to grade two Braille.

Q: what are the options for scanning?  Does dots plus offer some magic formulas for those of us trying to scan materials, such as math equations?

A: there’s not an easy magic bullet because there’s no OCR that can handle math, so when you’re doing math, there’s still a lot of handwork.  Most of the work is correcting the OCR.  There’s a new package by the Japanese but I haven’t tried it yet, just seen it at conferences.

We use the Math Type equation editor.  It’s the professional version of the baby version that comes bundled with Word, etc.  If you have something already in Word, you just select all, change the font and print.  There may be some reformatting if there are tables, but it’s just so easy.  The person who does it doesn’t need to know how to use Braille, just word.

Q:  do you have online training?

A:  yes there are online tutorials.  You download them.  We also do phone support or we will come out and spend a day with you.  The places I’ve done training, one thing we’ve done is when a note taker gives notes to the SSD office, and they’re put in word, all you do is change the font and you can print it in Braille.  It’s very easy to do, but we’re happy to come out and set that up, just helping you get comfortable for the program (Rob speaking)

Q: how do you get the Tiger font?

A:  It’s included with the Tiger driver.

Q: Can you import from one PC to another?

A: (Rob) Any school that wants to put this on any computer, like the note taker or the professor to type directly into the Tiger editor, go for it.

John: There’s a license agreement for the Tiger Fonts and for the software.  There’s no restriction on the Math Type or font, we encourage it.

Q: Are students using it at Oregon State?

A: Yes.

Q:  What about the pre-college situation where they aren’t taught Braille and then they enter the college community…

A: I have 2 students I work with a lot who represent the polar ends of the spectrum of Braille ability.  One can read Braille on the back of a roll of toilet paper, she’s amazing.  She uses Dots Plus period.  In fact, they only thing that goes through the DSS office is textbooks because they get materials from the teacher directly and do the font conversions and print themselves.

The other student is a physics major and lost I sight late in high school.  He is not a good Braille reader, but he can read the labels on the graphics and that’s what he really needs for physics, is the graphics, but he’s too slow to read Braille for his text books, so he uses a combination of ways to access his materials.

We don’t have very good stats on how many students at different schools are using the tiger.  This is something we really ought to do but it’s very hard and we haven’t done it yet.  We know anecdotally a lot of people are using it.

Q: so does the school purchase it?

A: yes, most universities have it in their SSD office and make the materials for the students.  I encourage schools to make it available for the students to use themselves, less work for the DSS office!

Q:  what if they go on internship or something and they’re without it?

A:  I don’t know if it has arisen but then the company should do it for them.

Q:  I’m going to start asking our students who are interns if they are tiger users and how they do things on their internships.

Q:  Can JAWS read these Greek letters and stats?

A: No, not really.

Q:  So how could the student do it himself or herself?

A: they would just print it on the tiger. If they don’t read Braille well enough to do that, we have a program called triangle that is a self-voicing word processor that reads Greek letters and italic and bold and other things that occur in scientific papers but it cannot read math equations from math type so you have to write the equations in liner form. If you’re familiar with LaTex, a mark-up language, it’s similar.

Now we’re trying to develop transformation programs so we can transform from one form to another so we will use HTML/MTML as the standard.  The student can load a program into HTML and print.  They can save into different formats if they want. 

We want blind students to have options for whatever way works for them.  It will be in a format that can be used by both blind and sighted so there can be two-way communication.

You can do “real Braille” with the tiger with less effort than most other ways as long as it’s not too complicated.  You can print from Duxbury if you want to, tiger emulates a Braille embosser. If you want more sophistication, like graphics, just cut and paste from Duxbury then insert graphics and so forth.

Rob: we have templates available on the web that will set you at font 29 and fixes the line spaces, so it’s as close to cheating as you can get.

Translator will display dots on the screen or text. (Demonstration of using Tiger to print text and graphics) Simply put the text into Word, hit a hotkey and print.

Q: Can you do a curve?

A: Sure. I can have you do it yourself tomorrow.

Q:  You can do a graph?

A:  Sure.  If you have the actual data, I suggest using Excel to use their graphing tools, but if not, you can draw it.  

John: would you like to see a math equation?  What about an integral?

Rob:  what you install mathtype, it makes a menu.  I just choose in-line math equation, so… (demonstration of typing equation into MathType)

John: one of the things I always recommend is if you’re going to be doing a lot of scientific stuff, the best person to do it is someone who knows how to use the tools, like a sophomore in engineering or something.

Rob isn’t an expert on MathType, but trust me, most of your math and science faculty will have and know mathtype.  It is the Math editor of choice.  

Q: Is mathtype accessible with JAWS?

A:  No, but two of the three main screen reader programs are working together to develop accessibility.  I won’t tell you which two those are.

Design Science makes MathPlayer and MathType and is working to make them accessible for screen readers.  So assuming they get the grant, this is a collaboration with ViewPlus. 

We’re running out of time but we wanted to show you Excel.  Excel is very heavily used in some fields, like business, but almost every industry has excel spreadsheets they have to read and reading them is a horror.  I went to a meeting of the census bureau but it was impossible to get them Brailled in any way that made sense.  With Tiger, you can simply print it.

Rob: excel isn’t as easy as word to translate.  Right now, you have to select all, which is an extra step, which probably doesn’t bother anyone in the room except me. It’s a little slower in translating.  But basically you can make a long strip of rows in excel.  

Q: the 36-point font, why do you have to do that?

A:  it just means ½” spacing, which is the same as standard Braille but gives you extra space under the letters because some characters are bigger than standard Braille, like curly brackets, or underline.  If you’re not underlining or not using fancy formatting, you can use the smaller 29 fonts.

Q:  so curly brackets look like curly brackets?

A:  kind of, they are stylized.  Some special characters are Braille and some are graphic, like a plus sign, an equal sign.

There isn’t a single Braille symbol for an equal sign, so we use a graphic that looks like the print equal sign.  It makes it easier for a sighted person to help a person who is using Braille.  They can’t read the letters and numbers, but they can see the equal sign, the plus sign, the integral sign, etc.

Everyone loves this but there are relatively few people using it.  I would like for people to give students the option.  Most faculties will happily take the Tiger fonts and make the document themselves, email it to the student and the student takes it to the DSS office and prints it out.  But if the student doesn’t know it exists, they can’t use it.  It’s a combination of comfort level of the DSS offices…

Q:  so this is a replacement for Nemeth?

A:  Yeah.  I’d say so. It’s a lot easier, but less space efficient, but what’s more important?

Q:  what are the differences between the models?

A:  the lower cost one uses smaller paper.  The larger ones handle larger paper.

The Tiger works perfectly well with regular paper, like copy paper.  One of our users gets paper out of the recycle bin, free paper!

The higher end is also a little faster.  The smaller ones work perfectly well; there’s nothing you can’t do, just paper size and speed.

Every student I know personally that is using Dots Plus except one also knows Nemeth, and that one student could not learn Nemeth and could not do math until she started using Dots Plus, but even people who know Nemeth come to prefer Dots Plus once they use it.  

