NATIONAL FEDERATION OF THE BLIND OF NEBRASKA

PROPOSE BILL: BLIND STUDENTS RIGHT TO READ BRAILLE

A teacher employed by or under contract with a school district, educational service unit, other education agency, or the department who teaches blind or visually impaired children shall demonstrate competence in reading and writing Braille. Such competence may be demonstrated by: 

(1) Possession by the teacher of an active National Certification in Literary Braille from the National Blindness Professional Certification Board; or 

(2) Passing an examination developed and administered by the department which includes, but need not be limited to, Braille writing using a Braille writer, Braille writing using a slate and stylus, proofreading, identifying Braille errors, correct usage and rules, and other matters determined by the department to demonstrate competence to provide instruction in Braille. Such examination shall be no less stringent than the examination to obtain a National Certification in Literary Braille described in subdivision (1) of this section.  

Addressing Issues Concerning this initiative

One of the arguments is that there is a shortage of Vision Teachers and; asking for this certification will make it harder to recruit them.

· There is also a shortage of Math and Science teachers and we do not lower the standard of teachers for that.  We don’t say to our parents that because there is a shortage of science or math teachers, we will just not teach those subjects until we find a teacher.  The Braille code is literacy for the blind not a different language. we are only talking about basic skills of reading and writing.

Another argument is that the Braille teachers need time to prepare for taking the certification test.

· All Braille teachers should be certified as having passed the National Literary Braille Competency Test by July 1, 2013. In this way teachers will have two years to prepare for the test.

Another concern is that anybody who passed this Literary Braille Certification will teach Braille even if the person does not have a teaching degree or Vision endorsement.

· This section of the bill is only addressing the Vision Teachers, not those who don’t have a teaching degree.

 Another argument was that in the rural areas the teacher may not pass the test and that it might leave such area without a teacher.  

· The National Certification in Literary Braille test can be retaken up to three times.  Furthermore, teachers need only to retake the portions of the test on which they need improvement.

Another argument is that some teachers are close to retirement and might not want to take the test.  

· If they are within 5 years of retirement, they can be exempt from the certification.

Issue Regarding Potential Cost

· There is not fiscal impact to the state in this initiative. 
There are only 50 vision teachers in Nebraska and the cost to take the test is $250.    Each ESU or school district should pay for such certification; or each Braille teacher   will individually pay to take the National Literary Braille Competency test. This is consistent with current practice in the State of Nebraska.  Teachers, Orientation & Mobility instructors, sign language interpreters, therapist, and other professionals pay their own certification.  

The National Federation of the Blind of Nebraska will pay for the Certification fees if this is to be a proven burden to ESU’s or school districts. 

The NFBN offers to pay the certification test cost for the Braille teachers who want to take the test the first year.

Dr. Bell, Director of the National Blindness Professional Certification Board, the entity administering the test, has agreed to partner with the Nebraska Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired (NCBVI) for maintaining test security and proctoring the test to assure integrity of it in any of their six offices across Nebraska.  This means that there will not be an extra cost for the testing overhead.

· The $250 that each test applicant pays will cover all test administration costs.  The test administrator will make every effort to schedule the test at an NCBVI location so that no costs for renting a conference room are incurred.
· Individuals do not need to have the NCLB certification in order to administer the exam. 
ANALISYS OF THE REAL PROBLEM
· The real problem with today’s programs for blind children is their lack of an effective philosophy. Education of the blind has become trapped by its own thinking, which has resulted in a system in which children are encouraged to progress from where they are, without a vision of where we want them to be. We have become complacent, using progress as our measure of success. We have taken this lack of clear vision and embraced it as a virtue. We have become the champions of individualized programs without clearly defined expectations. Yet doing better today than yesterday is simply not good enough. By using progress as the measure of success, we mislead ourselves into believing that our educational systems are working effectively. The real problem of a generalized belief in blind people is that it lacks definition. The progress measure of success rewards forward movement irrespective of whether it is constructive.

· Today’s Braille literacy problem did not emerge from a negative view of blindness, but rather from a lack of any specific view at all. If a child has some sight and is struggling to read print and if he or she begins to read better by using a CCTV or stronger magnifier, the goal of progress is achieved. The child is reading better, which is of course what we want. This satisfies our generalized belief in blind children. The progress standard is not so much wrong as incomplete. A child’s making progress is good, but only if it is progress toward a worthy goal, premised on a fundamental belief in the ability of blind people to compete. We in the National Federation of the Blind believe that blind children are fundamentally normal, so we expect that they can become literate. Since we believe that they are normal, our expectation for their literacy is that they will read and write like their sighted peers. For this reason we are not satisfied by a child’s progressing from reading ten words per minute to twenty or thirty words per minute if this is the best that he or she will achieve, given a particular medium. 
Progress is not enough. It must be coupled with expectation. If a child is trained to read Braille knowing that it is reasonable to expect that child will learn to read at a rate comparable to that of his or her sighted peers, then progress takes on a new and positive dimension. Progress in response to substantive expectation is progress worth applauding. Progress from a position of inferiority to a position of less inferiority, without the prospect of full participation, is not only insufficient but damaging because it erroneously teaches the child that, due to blindness, he or she is less capable.
· The passage of this legislation will start shifting the standard of success by little progress to the one of competent Braille instruction and therefore equal education.  expecting that Braille teachers should have a National certification in Literary Braille is the same we expect for the quality education of all children.

For more information contact Carlos Serván, NFBN Legislative Chair at 327-0414

Email cservan@inebraska.com
