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Introduction and background

This paper is intended to provide readers with the Australian Braille Authority's (ABA's) perspective on the Braille User Oriented Code (BUOC).  It gives a summary of BUOC and outlines the advantages of, and concerns related to the code as recognised by the ABA.  In doing so, it is hoped that readers will have a better understanding of why the ABA has chosen not to adopt the BUOC code as an official Australian code, but will also appreciate the support that ABA does lend to it.

The Australian Braille Authority is a Subcommittee of the Round Table on Information Access for people with print Disabilities Inc. It is guided by a National Executive and general meetings.  ABA Subcommittees exist in the various states and territories around Australia.  Most importantly, the ABA is made up of representatives from the braille reading/writing/producing and teaching communities.  Elections are held every two years, thereby allowing for diverse and active contributions from a wide group of people with a combined wealth of braille knowledge and experience.  Blind people with any degree of braille reading ability are encouraged to get involved with the ABA at all levels.  Therefore, the ABA is definitely a consumer-driven and representational body.

The ABA is responsible for the development and maintenance of braille codes, standards, practices and guidelines for use throughout Australia. It maintains close links with similar braille authorities in other countries, including New Zealand, South Africa, the Uk, the US, and Canada. It is represented on the International Council on English Braille (ICEB).

BUOC was founded by Rebecca Maxwell of Melbourne, who began designing the code around 1978 (Schneider 1986).  Rebecca has had extensive experience in teaching languages, braille, literature and creative writing.  She has taught children and adults and has a strong interest in helping readers, particularly braille readers, to improve their literacy skills.

From the BUOC website, we can read that BUOC is a supplement to ordinary contracted (grade two) braille and that BUOC aims to make the task of reading and writing braille much faster. It also strives to greatly reduce the volume of braille by shortening many commonly used words while still keeping the same meaning.

The web site also points out that BUOC is not only just a list of contractions, but also a method of making new contractions based on grade two concepts. This means that the BUOC User is able to tailor the code to work at its best in the subject area he/she is working in. Another advantage of BUOC is that it allows a braille reader to more easily skim a document or article (much like a sighted person does).

The ABA sees as admirable the goals of BUOC to reduce reading time and increase comprehension by shortening braille words.  Similarly, the aim of reducing bulk to braille is also supported by ABA.  Electronic braille reading devices are one way that this has been achieved, but obviously not everyone can acquire an electronic braille reading device and not all material is produced in electronic format.  Grade two, or contracted braille, aims to shorten the length of braille words and overall bulk of material and any development in this direction is welcomed, if not compromising other factors of reading or aspects about a code.  BUOC offers many new contractions that would fit in well with the grade two system as well as modern language use, and therefore offers significant shortening of reading distance.

It should be noted that the ABA has no objections to individuals using BUOC, or any other braille code, for their own purposes.  Most people devise some kind of shorthand system to suit their own needs at least from time to time.  The points put forward below are only as they pertain to the proposal of BUOC being adopted as a code for teaching and production purposes across Australia via such places as education departments and blindness agencies.

There are three major concerns that the ABA has with BUOC.  These are the disregard of spelling changes due to word derivation, non-compliance with grade two braille conventions and the difficulty of implementing a "flexible code" in an environment where uniformity is preferred.  Space restrictions do not allow for discussion on some other minor issues of concern.

BUOC ignores spelling

The first, and somewhat alarming, aspect to BUOC which halts our total embracing of the code as a whole is its disregard for spelling changes when some words are derived from others.  For example, in standard grade two braille, the shortform of "nec" stands for the word "necessary".  BUOC has a sign representing the letters "ly" which is dots 4-5-6 and permits this suffix to be added to the "nec" shortform, to represent the word "necessarily", despite the fact that the derived word has changed the root word's y for an i.  Two other examples are in the BUOC signs for "arrange" and "change" which are dot 4 "ar" sign and dots 4-5 "ch" sign, respectively.  This is fine in itself but BUOC permits the "ed" or "ing" signs to be added to these signs, even though it would not acknowledge that correct spelling drops the final e from these words before adding the "ed" or "ing" endings.  

Another different spelling issue lies with the BUOC sign of dot 4 plus p which stands for both the word "practice" and the word "practise".  Thus the spelling is implied only once the word has been determined to be the verb or noun form of the word.

The letter z appears in several BUOC contracted words, such as those for "organize", "conceptualize", "personalized", "generalize" and "materialize".  Traditionally, in Australia, we have spelt these words with an "ise" ending instead of an "ize" ending.  Both forms are now being used in Australia but by far, most people still recognise the "ise" ending as the more "proper" spelling.  The use of z in BUOC in this way may have been a move to appeal to more of an international user base, but it further decreases from an adherence of accepted and preferred spelling in this country.

BUOC has a list of contractions which add to the existing grade two shortforms and composite signs.  It also has a "series" of contractions connected with each base word.  This involves adding a few extra letters to the base word.  The additions may be existing affixes, such as the "ful" sign, or they may be BUOC permitted signs.  However, amongst these series, we once again see inconsistency with spelling.  For example, adding a t to the sign for "certain" it gives us "certainty" but it represents "ity" when added to the sign for "commune", "lent" when added to the sign for "excel" and "iate" when added to the sign for "different".  Similarly, adding an l gives "spirit" an "ual", "matter" an "ial" but "commune" an "al".  So it seems, the shortforms and other word signs as part of the "series", would be more representational of a concept or idea than word derivation.  However, the reader needs to work on each extension before understanding it because the extensions do not represent the same letters each time.  The system assumes or demands of the reader a knowledge of word associations.  It could be argued that these factors could cause the reader to slow down in their reading comprehension, rather than speed up.  

With all these spelling changes not being overtly recognised, because the extensions are permitted, it could be said that it is implied and does not matter providing students are taught correct spelling in parallel with learning a code.  At a time when the value of braille learning and teaching is making a recovery, and when literacy is seen as an essential component to education on a nationwide approach, the ABA believes it is vital that students are taught correct spelling and techniques for understanding and applying spelling changes through word building.  When a shortform or other contraction only stands for a word and its variants, the risk of developing poor spelling and a disregard for spelling is high.

BUOC abandons patterns of contraction formation

It is the claim that BUOC is an extension or supplement to standard grade two English braille that raises another significant concern.  Regional differences aside, Grade two braille is a system of symbols and contractions which follow certain rules or conventions.  It is not just the abbreviations themselves that make grade two braille appealing, but the consistency in which a principle is applied has kept grade two braille enduring and widely accepted.  For example, the composite (meaning more than a single cell) word signs beginning with dot 5 always use the initial letter or letters of the words they represent, such as dot 5 plus d equals "day" and dot 5 "the" sign equals "there".  Similarly, all composite word signs with dots 4-5 or 4-5-6 as the first cell use the initial letter or letters to the word they represent.  For example, dots 4-5 with w or "wh" sign equates to the words "word" or "whose", respectively.  BUOC has its own list of these signs with great signs such as dots 4-5 d for "decide" and dots 4-5-6 f for "follow".

The same consistency in grade two is seen in the final letter groupsigns.  Here we see signs like "ound" and "ment" being represented by dots 4-6 then d and dots 5-6 then t, respectively.  All signs of this structure use the final letter in the group they are representing.

Consistency in a code is important for ease of recalling, using and teaching signs.  Just about any system will have its exceptions but the overall system is more appreciated if the pattern or convention is noticeable and applies in the majority of cases.

BUOC extensively assigns words to composite signs as there are still many opportunities to do so.  That is, for instance, there is only five signs using the dots 4-5 as the first cell and many other letters of the alphabet could potentially be used.  BUOC even has a creative and useful list of dot 4 initial letter word signs, filling a contraction pattern not yet used in grade two.  

In forming these additional signs though, BUOC has disregarded grade two's convention for using the initial or final letter or letters according to the preceding cell.  Thus we have things like: 

· Dot 5 x for "exist", 4-5 f for "satisfy", and dots 4-5-6 v for "love", where the first letter is not used.  Or

· Dots 4-5 l for the suffix "fulness" and 4-5 y for the suffix "fully", the first using a medial letter and the other using the final letter of the group being represented, yet neither are necessarily words in their own right and, in fact, they are both comprised of two suffixes. 

A further twisting of grade two conventions is seen in what is permitted as acceptable juxta positioning of signs in BUOC.  certain letters and single cell contractions, in grade two, represent other word signs only when they stand alone, but BUOC permits them to be conjoined to other signs.  For example, l by itself stands for "like" but BUOC allows it to appear with the "dis" sign up close to the front of it.  It allows e to stand for "every", not only when alone as in grade two, but also when with the signs for "one" and "where" and some others.  There are several incidents of this "permission".

BUOC better suits the individual

The BUOC Guide clearly points out that the user can take from BUOC what they wish and that they are encouraged to use the patterns exhibited in the BUOC dictionary to apply them to their own subject matter.  The flexibility and "guide lines" nature of the BUOC Guide means that one user's applications and extensions of BUOC are likely to appear quite different from another's.  This is natural as people take interest and write on a wide range of differing topics.  Developing a standard code to cater for all users interests and vocabularies would be impossible if trying to incorporate BUOC usage patterns.  Users are free to share their tailor-made codes but attempting to bring all tailorings together into a coherent whole would not be viable as there would be conflicts and duplications, not to mention the administrational difficulties.  

Conclusion

The ABA, as mentioned above, is required to document and advise on practices and standards of braille usage in Australia.  Therefore, uniformity is essential.  Yet, this does not hinder individuals to employ other codes for personal use.  It is unreasonable, though, to expect ABA to implement BUOC as a nation-wide system, for the reasons outlined above.  BUOC has some good abbreviations, which if incorporated into grade two braille, would help to achieve increased reading speed and comprehension, and reduced "finger travel".  The ABA condones and applauds any serious effort towards these aims.  However, the ABA needs to be mindful of any possible hindrances to achieving high literacy standards.   When children are learning braille, they are learning literacy at the same time.  BUOC would seem to be better suited to those who already have good vocabulary, spelling and semantics skills as the code series seem to build on concept associations sometimes more than correct word derivations.  The ABA hesitates to accept that the flexibility and freedom advocated in BUOC would be beneficial to all involved in braille in Australia.
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