
Mary Ann Damm, co-founder of WISCONSIN 
BRAILLE INC., was awarded the National 

Braille Association‟s first-ever Lifetime 
Achievement Award at the April NBA Profes-

sional Development Conference in San Die-
go, California. 

Mary Ann‟s selfless service to braille tran-
scribers and braille readers can be matched 

by few. Shortly after receiving her certifica-

tion in literary transcribing in 1983, she be-
gan working for the Madison Metropolitan 

School District as a transcriber. Her stu-
dents went on to achieve much success in 

college and later in the job market. She has 
also affected the lives of the transcribers 

who followed her by promoting the im-
portance of employing certified transcribers 

and advocating for a fair salary, thus 
achieving a pay scale for transcribers equiv-

alent to that of interpreters for the hearing 
impaired and other service providers. 

In 1990, Mary Ann became president of 
Volunteer Braillists and Tapists, Inc. (now 

Braille Library & Transcription Services, 

Inc.) in Madison. Dur-
ing her five-year ten-

ure, she worked to ex-
pand the children‟s li-

brary and established a monthly 
Braille Story Hour for children aged 4

-10. This story hour later evolved in-
to a braille club for older children. 

In 1999, Mary Ann became one of 

the founders of WISCONSIN BRAILLE 
INC. (WisBrl), helping to organize a 

network of all those interested in 
promoting braille literacy in the 

state. She served as president from 
2003 – 2007. One of WisBrl‟s pro-

jects is to work with the braille tran-
scribing service and production unit 

at the Oshkosh Correctional Institu-
tion (OSCI). Mary Ann visits regularly 

to teach classes there. She gives 
workshops and encourages the in-

mates to secure advanced certifica-
tions in Nemeth code, music, and 
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GREEN  BAY  MUSEUM  WELCOMES  VISUALLY  IMPAIRED  
B Y  M A R I L Y N  H A R M O N  

On February 23, 2011, visually impaired 
students and adults from across the state 

traveled to the Neville Public Museum for 
Tactile Day, a hands-on day of exploration. 

My students boarded the bus in Milwaukee, 
headed up Highway 41 (waving at the guys 

at OSCI as we passed the exit), and had a 
great day exploring items and exhibits that 

are usually hands-off and behind 
glass. 

 
[Editor’s note: “OSCI” is the Oshkosh 
Correctional Institution where inmates 

braille many of the textbooks and story-
books used by these students.] 

 

Mary Ann Damm 

… CONTINUED ON PAGE 2 
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textbook formatting. OSCI has become one of the most successful programs in the 

country with several of its transcribers having at least one advanced certification. 
Another WisBrl project that Mary Ann began when she was president of the organ-

ization is the Special Books Project that provides free braille books to Wisconsin 
school libraries and parents. With the help of OSCI transcribers, ten to twelve books 

are added to the list each year. Since the beginning, over 2000 books have been 
made available to Wisconsin children. 

In addition, Mary Ann serves as a member of the State Superintendent‟s Blind and 
Visual Impairment Education Council. In this capacity, she continues to advocate for 

the recognition of school transcribers, the importance of certification, and a pay scale 
that recognizes the unique qualification of certified transcribers. 

Her work with the National Braille Association spanned many years. She served on 
the board of directors, chaired many committees, and served as president from 2000 

to 2002. Her legacy was the co-production of the NBA Braille Formats Course and 
eventually the NBA Certification in Textbook Transcribing. 

Perhaps the most astounding fact about Mary Ann is the number of volunteer 

hours that she has contributed over the years ‒ locally, statewide, and nationally. 
Congratulations, Mary Ann. We are proud of you, and proud that you are one of us! 

The WISCONSIN BRAILLE newsletter is published three times a year. 

Deadlines are: Spring/Summer – April 15,  Fall – August 15,  Winter – December 15 

It is an unfortunate misconception that 

the slate and stylus is slow, out-of-date, 
or unnecessary due to technological ad-

vances. As a successful blind college stu-
dent, I would like to argue that the slate 

and stylus is not only necessary, but is 
vital to being a successful, independent 

blind person in the world today for sev-
eral reasons. 

 First, the slate and stylus is portable. 
When I take notes in class, I always use 

my slate and stylus. I have found that I 
study best using braille, so I like using 

the slate and stylus to take my notes be-
cause I can read the notes in braille af-

terward. It is easy to carry a slate and 

stylus anywhere I go, from classroom to 
club meeting, or to an interview I might 

do for "The Royal Purple," UW-
Whitewater's student newspaper. I don't 

THE  SIGNIFICANCE  OF  THE  SLATE  AND  STYLUS  
B Y  K A T I E  W A T S O N ,  N A T I O N A L  F E D E R A T I O N  O F  T H E  B L I N D  O F  W I S C O N S I N  

    S P O T L I G H T  N E W S L E T T E R  E D I T O R  

have to worry about carrying around a 

laptop, or looking for an outlet to plug in 
said laptop if it were to die in the middle 

of class. 
 Second, contrary to common miscon-

ception, writing with a slate and stylus is 
fast. When I was in high school, I took 

the time to learn Grade 3 Braille. This is 
a step above Grade 2 (contracted 

braille), and is the shorthand that com-
prises Grade 3 Braille. Over the years of 

practicing it, I developed my own short-
hand to supplement for words I often 

write, such as abbreviations for the 
names of buildings on campus. 

 Third, the slate and stylus is easy to 

practice. I attended the Independence 
Training program at The Colorado Center 

for the Blind in 2008. While there, I in-
creased my speed from 14 words per 
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Teachers and parents, are you looking 
for books to read with your children 

about the experience of disability that 
deal with the topic sensitively? The 

Schneider Family Book Award is given 
annually to “an author or illustrator for a 

book that embodies an artistic expres-
sion of the disability experience for child 

and adolescent audiences.” The award is 

administered by the American Library 
Association. Each year three awards are 

given for the following categories: birth 
through grade school (ages 0-8), middle 

school (ages 9-13), and teens (ages 14-
18). To earn recognition, a book “must 

emphasize the artistic expression of the 
disability experience for children and/or 

adolescent audiences.” It must illustrate 
“some aspect of living with a disability or 

that of a friend or family member”; the 
disability can be physical, mental or 

emotional. 
The 2011 awards were given to The 

Pirate of Kindergarten by George Lyon 

(young children‟s book), After Ever After 
by Jordan Sonnenblick (middle school 

award), and Five Flavors of Dumb by An-
tony John (teen book). These books take 

up the topics of double vision, the after 
effects of cancer treatment, and deaf-

ness. 
For a complete listing of books and 

their descriptions, visit the American Li-
brary Association web site: www.ala.org. 

From the home page, follow the link la-
beled Awards and Grants to locate the 

Schneider Family Book Award. Then click 
on the bibliography in PDF format. There 

are several choices at each age level 

that pertain to visual impairment. Happy 
reading!  
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A WA R D  W I N N I N G  B O O K S  

H I G H L I G H T  T H E  D I S A B I L I T Y  

E X P E R I E N C E   
Dinosaur fossils, prehistoric tools, geo-

logic samples, and animal pelts were 
among the interesting objects available for 

inspection. Many of the artifacts and dis-
plays were labeled in braille. In one area, 

students were able to dress up in clothes 
from bygone days. In another, students 

donned white gloves to explore some spe-
cial items, such as an antique bicycle. 

Docents were on hand to provide infor-
mation and answer questions. This experi-

ence made real many objects that visually 
impaired students only hear about through 

verbal descriptions. Many thanks to all 
who planned this memorable day! 

The purpose of WISCONSIN BRAILLE INC. is to advance communication and coordinate the efforts of all persons con-

cerned with the availability, quality, and distribution of brailled materials in the state of Wisconsin thereby encourag-

ing braille literacy. 

minute to 18 words. I used my slate and 

stylus to take notes extensively in and out 
of classes once I got to college. I went 

back to Colorado to visit friends, and hap-
pened to stop by the Center. I asked my 

former Braille instructor to test my writing 
speed. I was initially worried that I had 

somehow decreased my speed, but found 
that I was writing faster than the 18 

words per minute I had attained when I 
left the Independence Training Program. 

 I recommend the slate and stylus to 
anyone who wants to take notes inde-

pendently. It is so liberating to not have 
to rely on the notes of others, since eve-

ryone interprets things differently, and 

chooses different pieces of information as 
the more important ones that get written 

down. I can write when I want, what I 
want, and how I want. What's the secret 

to getting faster? Practice, practice, prac-
tice. 

http://www.ala.org


The Employment Agency – You are a counselor at an employ-
ment agency. You can get a job for anyone who works with 

braille contractions. Help the workers think of something as-
sociated with their work that has a braille contraction in it. 

For example, for a carpenter you could list hammer or board 
but not screw, nail, or bolt. 

 

1. farmer   2. doctor   3. dentist   4. artist  5. fireman 

6. butcher  7. baker  8. seamstress  9. waiter 

10. band leader  11. chef  12. programmer 

13. teacher  14. comedian  15. rancher  16. lawyer 

17. merchant 18. dancer  19. realtor  20. police officer 

FUN WITH BRAILLE (used with permission from APH) 

The next meeting of  the 

Board of  Directors of  

WISCONSIN 

BRAILLE 

will be held at the 

Oshkosh Correctional 

Institution on June 13th 

at 10:00 a.m.  
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Wisconsin Center for the Blind and 

Visually Impaired is excited to an-
nounce the opening of the Early 

Childhood Little PEANUTS Program.  
"PEANUTS" stands for Practices and 

Environments Addressing Needs 
Unique to Sensory Impairment.  The 

program serves 
children in the 

three-to-six age 
range and their 

parents and 
teachers.  The 

Little PEANUTS 
Center (LPC) 

showcases an ideal learning and sen-

sory environment for young blind 
and visually impaired children, pre-

paring them for life and school.  
There is a classroom, a sensory 

room, a beach playroom (with a col-
orful and tactile mural) and, soon, a 

kitchen. 
The LPC environment was careful-

ly planned in its use of color, con-
trast, placement and position to de-

fine spaces and activities.  Children 
have fun while gaining independence 

and confidence through 

orientation and mobility 
skills that are encour-

aged through color, 
textured flooring, and 

tactile and auditory 
landmarks.  All around, 

literacy is promoted in print, braille and 
objects:  As an example, the entryway has 

the carved print num-
bers 1-10 on the wall 

at child-height, in 
high color contrast 

with the wall.  Each 
number is labeled in 

braille and decorated 

with the appropriate 
number of counting buttons. 

While the children have a great time 
learning about themselves and the world 

around them, parents and teachers come 
away with ideas on how to adapt their own 

environments in ways that will meet the 
unique developmental needs of blind and 

visually impaired children.  For more infor-
mation or to schedule a visit, contact Stacy 

Grandt at 608-758-6145 or 
stacy.grandt@wcbvi.k12.wi.us. 
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Dear Ms. Perkins, 
I‟m thinking that I would like to be-

come a braille transcriber. Is it hard? 
How long does it take? Are there any ed-

ucational requirements or prerequisites?  
  Wondering 

 
Dear Wondering, 

This is a difficult question to answer; 

what may be easy for one person can be 
difficult for another. Compare it to learn-

ing a foreign language or learning to play 
the piano. Since the course is usually 

taken via correspondence the length of 
time it takes to become a certified tran-

scriber is really up to the student, but 
most people finish the basic course in 

about a year. 
There are, in my opinion, five critical 

elements that go into the making of a 
good braille transcriber: 

 Intelligence 
 Education 

 Empathy 

 Respect 
 Logical reasoning 

Intelligence: You need to be smart 
enough to know that you don‟t know 

everything. Simply passing the basic lit-
erary braille course is not enough. You 

must be willing to devote time and effort 
to continuous learning. And, you must be 

smart enough to know that you cannot 
leave decision-making to a computer and 

a translation program. There are deci-
sions that you will be called upon to 

make, and you must be prepared and 
confident enough to make them. 
 
Education: You must have a high school 

diploma or equivalent. More is better. A 
good background in English grammar and 

honed writing skills will be assets as you 
learn and produce braille, for you will 

need to be able to write clear, concise 
notes to the braille reader that are free of 

grammatical and punctuation errors.  
 
Empathy: You must learn to “think blind” 

and have empathy for the braille reader 
who cannot see a whole page at once and 

cannot anticipate what is coming next. 
 
Respect: You need to show your respect 

for authors and publishers by replicating 
their work as faithfully as possible. A 

transcriber must avoid “tidying up” a vol-
ume. Authors and publishers have their 

own reasons for doing things, and we 
must respect that and stay as true to 

print as possible. 
 
Logical reasoning: In other words, good 

ol‟ common sense. Transcribing is not a 
cut-and-dried operation. There is not a 

rule for every possible situation that aris-
es in print – especially as books become 

more and more graphic. Being able to 
look at material in a logical way, prioritiz-

ing and organizing so that it will make 
sense to the reader is the essence of 

braille transcribing. 
 
Braille transcribing is rarely dull, and of-

ten challenging. Come join us. 
 
 Sincerely, 

 Ms. Perkins 
 
Do you  have questions for Ms. Perkins or  
Mr. #s? Address them to: 

Wisconsin Braille Inc.  

P.O. Box 45076  
Madison, WI 53744-5076. 
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WISCONSIN BRAILLE INC. welcomes letters from readers on all subjects concerning braille and blindness. Publication 

of letters will be at the editor’s discretion. Letters must be signed, but names will be withheld upon request. 
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9TH  ANNUAL  BRAILLE  GAMES  
B Y  C H E R Y L  O R G A S ,  W I S C O N S I N  B R A I L L E  I N C .  B O A R D  M E M B E R  
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Wisconsin Talking Book and Braille Li-

brary (WTBBL), Audio & Braille Literacy 
Enhancement (ABLE), Badger Associa-

tion of the Blind and Visually Impaired, 
and local school districts sponsored the 

9th Annual Braille Games on 
Friday, April 1st, 2011.  The 

event, featuring a carnival 
theme this year, took place at 

Gaenslen School in Milwau-
kee. 

 “This is a fantastic op-
portunity for children to so-

cialize with others who also 
have visual impairments, as 

well as adults who are blind 

or visually impaired,” Enid 
Gruszka, Managing Librarian, 

WTBBL, said.  Cheryl Orgas, 
Executive Director of ABLE 

remarked that “this intergenerational 
competition provides a great chance for 

these young people to improve their 
braille skills and celebrate the fact that 

braille opens up their lives to a world of 
information, privacy and independence. 

Braille literacy is one of the highest pre-
dictors of success as children prepare to 

enter the workforce‒ 70% of the blind 
are unemployed in this country.  Of the 

remaining 30% who have jobs, 80% of 

them know braille.” “Braille Games 
strengthens skills through creative, rec-

reational competition and tells a great 
story” says Becky Williams, President of 

the Badger Association. 
 One of our adult braille mentors 

gave the group an inspiring message 
about braille to start off the event. Re-

garding his experience, Steve Heesen 
said, “It was such an honor to be able to 

address the group. Oh yeah, it was fun 
too!” Steve‟s workplace, Industries for 

the Blind, lent him to us for the day. In-

dustries sent another blind adult mentor 
as well and so did Wiscraft, another Mil-

waukee employer of blind adults. 
 Jane Moran, Teacher of the Blind 

and Visually Impaired for West Allis-West 
Milwaukee School District, at-

tending the games said, “We 
had a wonderful time. What a 

great idea to have the carni-

val theme.  My kids LOVED 
it!!!” 

 The first activity all chil-
dren and adult blind mentors 

participated in was the human 
braille cell. Six teams of six 

children and adults sat in 
braille cell formations. Each 

person represented a different 
dot in the six-dot braille cell. 

When Becky called out either 
a braille contraction or letter, each team 

tried to be first to create the proper con-
figuration by having the “dots” stand up. 

There was lots of laughing and smiles as 

team members encouraged the correct 
dots to stand up. After this game, the 

carnival began. 
 Each team rotated through 6 carni-

val games, each game focused on how 
fun and creative it can be to read braille. 

One very popular game was the fish 
pond. 

 Visitors to the carnival's fish pond 
were encouraged to explore the pond 

and invited to check out the fish decora-
tions made by MPS students. Then they 

were asked to fish and had the chance to 
catch Rhyme, Trick, or Quiz fish, which 

were labeled in braille by ABLE volun-

teers. Those who captured Rhyme and 
Trick fish had to answer easy braille-

related questions, or perform tricks like 
humming a tune to see if we could guess 

the song being performed. Quiz fish 

“This is a 

fantastic 

opportunity for 

children to 

socialize with 

others who also 

have visual 

impairments …” 

… CONTINUED ON PAGE 7 
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I think most teachers of the visually impaired have shared this 

experience.  You order a textbook in braille, go over the tran-
scriber‟s notes, etc., with your student, and give it to the stu-

dent to use in the regular education classroom. Alas, when you 
walk in the next day, the other students are reading the book, 

while your braille student has the book closed and his/head 
down! The teacher apologizes that we couldn‟t find the page or 

the student couldn‟t keep up. The teacher will tell you, “I tried 
to help so-and-so sound out the word, but he said it was dot-5 

Q. What does that mean?”  This is particularly frustrating when 
the text in question is a reading textbook. A few years ago, I 

approached a teacher and asked if I could teach my student‟s 
reading group.  This way, I could make sure my student was 

fully included in the reading group, answer braille specific 
questions when they arose, and provide additional small group 

instruction and support for all of the students. Since then, I 

have instructed a group each year for one of my braille stu-
dents. It has been a win-win situation. Classroom teachers can 

observe you model techniques for including the braille student, 
sighted students learn about braille, and braille students suc-

cessfully participate in a reading group. My students have car-
ried these group skills into other situations where my support 

is not available. With budget cuts and increased class sizes, 
your teachers will probably welcome the help, and your braille 

student will too. 

WISCONSIN BRAILLE 

catchers had to answer more difficult 
questions like "what is the equals sign in 

the computer Braille Code?" Before leav-
ing the fish pond, each contestant was 

given an embossed picture of a fish to act 
as a reminder of the event. 

 One student said she liked that she 
was able to go around with her group to 

different games. Another student, who 

wants to be a librarian when she grows 
up, loved getting a braille book from 

ABLE.  A new teacher to Milwaukee Public 
Schools, Colleen Curtis, said, "I enjoyed 

the set-up of braille games. It was my 
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first year, but I thought the games were 

extremely creative and practiced many of 
the skills I try to enforce with students. 

For instance, I was pleased that there 
were games with numbers, not just all 

braille letters."  
 The games have become so popular 

that teachers, including  WISCONSIN 
BRAILLE board members Judy Turner and 

Dawn Soto, are bringing their children 
from outside of Milwaukee County. This 

event will be offered again next year. We 
can't wait to plan new braille carnival 

games for 2012.  

Have you 

forgotten to pay 
your 2011 dues? 

 

You have if it 
doesn‟t say [„11] 

or [L] before your 
name on the 

address label of 
this newsletter. 

 

Your support ­
does make a 

difference. 

 

Please pay 

today!  



Please make checks and money orders payable to 

WISCONSIN BRAILLE INC. 
 

Regular membership, annual dues  $10   

Sustaining membership, annual dues  $30   

Lifetime membership  $200   

Additional donation   
 

Total amount enclosed $   
 

check (  )    cash (  )    money order (  ) 
 

Donations to WisBrl are tax exempt. 

Õ    Õ    Õ    Õ 
 

NAME:        
 

ADDRESS:       
 

       

 

       

PHONE:        

E-MAIL:        

Membership Application    Date ___________________ 
Use the following form to join WisBrl, or to renew your membership. 

Format for printed material (choose one): 

Regular type     

E-mail    

Braille    

 

What is your affiliation with the braille-reading community? 

(check all that apply) 

Teacher    Producer    

Ed. Assist.    Administrator    

Transcriber    Parent    

Proofreader    User    

Other (specify)      
 

Return application and payment to: 

WISCONSIN BRAILLE INC. 

Membership Chair 

557 Milky Way 

Madison, WI 53718 

 

Visit us on the web! 

www.wisbrl.org 

WISCONSIN BRAILLE INC. 

5263 Anna Lane 

  

    

  

  

  

  

          ADDRESS CORRECTION 

                    REQUESTED 
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