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aclile Experience

Books for Young
Children With Visual

Impairments

What do very young children learn
about reading? According to many stud-
ies on developmental learning (see box,
“What Does the Literature Say?”),
young children develop an appreciation
that “reading” activities in which they
engage are related to the words they
speak and hear, and are further con-
nected to the written symbols of our
language. They observe others reading
and writing within functional contexts
and meaningful activities. Further, they
develop important basic concepts about
reading materials (see box, “Book
Concepts”).

But what about children whose
vision is limited, or children who are
blind? How do they participate in early
reading activities? This article explores
ways that educators, parents, and care-
givers can ensure that all young chil-
dren have a chance to learn to read.

Literacy Needs of Children With
Visuval Impairments

Obtaining access to the written symbols
of language and observing adults and
peers modeling reading and writing are
not easily achieved for children with
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significant visual impairments. Visual
impairment can directly interfere with
the observation of symbols and events
that are key to the development of early
literacy skills. Many educators and
researchers have discussed ways to pur-
posefully introduce these young chil-
dren to Braille and print and to inform
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them of reading and writing activities of
others (Harley et al., 1997; Swenson,
1999; Wormsley, 1997).

An even more significant issue relat-
ed to emergent literacy for young chil-
dren with visual impairments is the
development of meaningful concepts
through essential life experiences

A teacher helps a student “read” her tactile experience book.



What Does the Literature Say
About Learning to Read?

Developmental Reading Process.
Learning to read is a developmental
process that begins at birth (Lamb,
1995; Rex, Koenig, Wormsley, &
Baker, 1994; Snow, Burns, & Griffin,
1998), one that can be positively
influenced by the involvement of
parents and other caretakers.

Recommendations for facilitating
the early literacy experiences of
young children include the follow-
ing:

e Providing a print-rich environment
(Clay, 1991; Handel, 1999; Purcell-
Gates, 2000; Sawyer & Comer,
1996).

® Modeling  reading  behavior
(Handel, 1999; Purcell-Gates,
2000; Sawyer & Comer, 1996).

® Reading aloud to even the
youngest infants and toddlers
(Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, &
Wilkinson, 1985; Purcell-Gates,
2000; Sawyer & Comer, 1996).

In fact, being read to may be the
most important factor in preparing a
child to become a good reader
(Anderson et al., 1985).

Emergent Literacy. The phase of

reading development during which

infants and toddlers begin to
become familiar with written lan-
guage and the process of learning to
read and write is known as emergent
literacy (Harley, Truan, & Sanford,
1997; Wormsley, 1997).

(Finello, Hanson, & Kekelis, 1992).
Because children with visual impair-
ments are restricted in their frequent,
spontaneous, incidental access to the
things and events in their world, their
information about these items is limit-
ed, inconsistent, or fragmented (Ferrell,
1997).

In addition, a key learning character-
istic of children with visual impairments
is learning from part to whole. Because
their perception is limited to what can
be felt by the hand or seen within a lim-
ited visual field, children with visual
impairments often have difficulty
understanding the “gestalt” of an expe-
rience (Ferrell, 2000). A sighted child

In emergent literacy activities,
children develop an appreciation
that the activities in which they
engage are related to the words

they speak and hear, and they are
further connected to the written
symbols of our language.

can frequently observe from a distance
all of the objects that are stored in the
desk drawer, are pulled out of the cabi-
net to wash the car, or are associated
with a bath; but the child with visual
impairment may not have had the same
experiences or understanding. As a
result, many children with visual
impairments do not bring to the emer-
gent literacy process the same kind and
quality of information that young chil-
dren with good vision do. Children with
visual impairments may not understand
what others read to them and what they
are expected to read themselves (Koenig
& Farrenkopf, 1997).

lllustrations in Books for Young
Readers

Children with typical vision have an
added advantage in the process of learn-
ing to read over young children who are
blind or who have significant visual
impairment. Sighted children can learn
about things even if they have had no
direct contact with them—animals,
events, people, and objects—except
through the illustrations in their books.
The thousands of books published for
emergent readers almost always include

Because children with visual

impairments are restricted in

their frequent, spontaneous,
incidental access to the things
and events in their world, their
information about these items is

limited, inconsistent, or
fragmented.

Book Concepts

1. Books are generally made of
paper, but may also be made of
other materials such as cloth or
plastic.

2. Books contain pages to be turned
one at a time; pages are num-
bered.

3. Books may have pictures and
words written on the pages.

4. Pictures resemble familiar ob-
jects.

5. Pictures and books have a top
and bottom, front and back.

6. Books give information and
pleasure.

7. Language is constant on each
page.

8. Language can be remembered
and related to specific pages or
pictures.

9. Information presented in books
stimulates the child’s own related
ideas.

10. Printed symbols tell the reader
what to say.

11. Printed symbols are read from left
to right and from top to bottom.

Source: Adapted from Communica-

tion skills for visually impaired learn-

ers (2nd ed.), by R. K. Harley, M. B.

Truan, & L. D. Sanford, Springfield,

IL: Charles C Thomas, 1997.

illustrations or pictures. These illustra-
tions not only introduce children to
information with which they may be
unfamiliar, but these pictures facilitate
understanding of the text. “Illustrations
play a major role in enriching the story
line, adding humor and intrigue, giving
instant clues to what the story is about
and enabling the reader to reconstruct
the story line (often without reference
to the text)” (Lamb, 1995, p. 7).
Mlustrations also provide the bridge
between listening and early reading
behaviors (see box, “Early Reading
Behaviors”). Children only gradually
become aware of the text. At first, they
use the illustrations as prompts to recall
the meaning and words of the story.

Tactile lllustrations

For young children who are blind or
who have severe visual impairments,
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Early Reading Behaviors

¢ Child enjoys listening to story.

e Child talks about the pictures.

e Child completes familiar lines in
story based on memory.

® Child uses physical and visual cues
surrounding print to make up
story.

e Child pretends to “read” story-
books; may run finger along print-
ed text.

e Child associates some letters with
their representative sounds.

e Child recognizes key words in
familiar stories.

the visual aspects of books written for
emergent readers present a significant
problem. The obvious solution to this
accessibility issue is the use of raised
line drawings in conjunction with
Braille text. Interpretation of raised line
drawings, however, is a far more diffi-
cult task than is recognition and identi-
fication of pictures. Raised line draw-
ings attempt to present the 3-dimen-
sional world in two dimensions.
Although we can visually see the rela-
tionship, a circle is really very unlike the
way a ball feels; the outline of a birth-
day cake bears no resemblance to its
tactile reality. Similarly, the outline of
the “Cat in the Hat” holding a fish can-
not be easily related to the outline of the
Cat sitting in a chair. The details and
constancy that make even abstract illus-
trations so identifiable visually cannot
be reproduced in a tactile form.
Another solution that frequently has
been recommended is to create “story
boxes” (Newbold, 2000), or “book
bags” (Miller, 1985; Stratton & Wright,
1991; Wormsley, 1997). These items are
similar in that objects related to either a
published or unpublished story are used
as illustrative props to bring meaning to
the story. Miller, the mother of a child
who is blind, first described her creative
use of book bags, in which she stored

Being read to may be the most
important factor in preparing a
child to become a good reader.

24 m COUNCIL FOR EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN

objects mentioned in commercially pub-
lished books. Miller and her children
dramatized events in the stories they
read using these objects. Others have
recommended keeping the objects in a
bag or a box, to stimulate recognition
and discussion as they are handled and
explored by the young child with visual
impairment as the adult reads (Stratton
& Wright, 1991; Wormsley, 1997).

Newbold’s (2000) story boxes were
designed to address the problems young
children with visual impairments often
have in relating their experiences to the
act of reading. She recommended that
simple stories about a child’s experi-
ences be written on note cards and
included in a box with mementos from
the event. The adult and child examine
the objects together as the adult reads
the story, which incorporates people
and events that are familiar to the child.

Neither book bags nor story boxes
address the need, for children who are
blind, to be exposed to books on which
the text and the objects or activities
described by that text are presented on
the same page. “Tactile experience
books” can meet this need. In tactile
experience books, artifacts from an
event experienced by the child are actu-
ally incorporated onto the pages of a
simple, sturdy book. Each page also
includes Braille and print text. Adults
using these books with young children
can encourage the association of words
that are read with Braille and the use of
appropriate hand movements during
story reading. Children can use these
books independently; they can turn to a
page, tactually explore the artifact
attached to the page, and pretend to
read the story aloud. Children with
more experiences with these types of
books can begin to recognize specific
words based on their length, position in
the text, or the letters with which they
start or end.

Making Tactile Experience
Books

Selecting topics for tactile experience
books is as easy as examining the
objects that are part of the environ-
ments in which students with visual
impairments spend time. Events can be
planned specifically to collect artifacts

“Illustrations play a major role in
enriching the story line, adding
humor and intrigue, giving
instant clues to what the story is
about and enabling the reader to
reconstruct the story line.”

for a book, or artifacts can be collected
as part of a naturally occurring event,
such as a trip to a baseball game or an
investigation of the school grounds.
Ideally, the child participates in these
collection activities, collecting and put-
ting aside the objects to be used later in
the book.

Regardless of the child’s involvement
in his or her collection, artifacts must be
items with which the child has come in
contact tactually. Using car keys to rep-
resent going for a ride will not be
appropriate unless the child has in some
way used the keys, perhaps to unlock
the car door. Using objects that the adult
associates with an event, but which are
unfamiliar to the child, is a common
mistake of inexperienced bookmakers.
In addition, artifacts used in the book
must be real—not miniature representa-
tions of an object. Miniatures do not
provide the same detail for the tactual
learner that they provide to the visual
learner. Thinking again of representing
aride in a car, a toy car would not be an
appropriate artifact, unless perhaps, the
child played with the toy car during the
ride. In general, a toy car is very differ-
ent from the car experience of a child
who is blind or who has low vision. A
better representative object might be a
swatch of fabric from the child’s car seat
or the seat belt buckle that the child has
helped to fasten.

Preferred books are those that are
easily handled by the child. Heavy card-
board should be used for the cover and
pages, which should be securely fas-
tened. We have found that metal rings
are more durable than ribbon or string
used to bind the pages. It is best for only
one object (or category of object) to be
placed on the page. Because an object
that has been glued to the page creates
a different experience than the same



Some teachers and parents create
“story boxes” and “book bags”
filled with tactual objects related
to a story.

object held in the hand, we recommend
that artifacts be affixed to the pages
using loop fasteners (Velcro®) whenever
possible, so that the child can experi-
ence them in three dimensions. Another
way to assure that objects can be fully
accessed by the child is to store them in
Zip-lock bags that have been glued or
stapled to the page. Large objects,
which can add bulk to the book and
make it unmanageable by small hands,
can be attached by a string to a particu-
lar page and stored outside of the pages,
to be pulled nearer by the child when
that page is read.

Another method of incorporating a
large object, such as the big bow from a
birthday present, is to place the item on
the cover. The child can use this artifact
to identify the book and distinguish it
from others in his or her collection.
Covers don’t need to be fancy. Although
it is visually meaningful to have a book
about Jim’s trip on the city bus cut out
in the shape of a bus, this shape doesn’t
provide the same stimulus for the stu-
dent with visual impairment. Keeping
the transfer pass that the driver handed
to the child as he or she boarded the bus
and gluing it to the cover would be a
more meaningful reminder of the trip.

Sighted children can easily identify
the location of the text on the page, so
its placement is not critical. The young
reader who is blind is helped if the text
can be found at a predictable location
on the page. The Braille text should be
created on heavy Braille paper in one
continuous line. Words should not be
cut apart and placed on the page as sin-
gle units or phrases. The page of text
should not be pasted to the page, since
the adhesive can reduce the sharpness
of the Braille dots. We recommend sta-
pling the text to the page, using
Brailleables®, or gluing only the edges
and corners of the page on which the
text is Brailled. Note: For many young
children with visual impairments, the

decision regarding use of Braille or print
for instruction has not been made.
Therefore, it makes sense to include
high-quality print versions of the text as
well. The print can be created with a
word processor on the page before the
Braille is affixed. Even for children who
are blind, print included on the page
will help parents, peers, and others
share in reading the story.

Determination of whether the Braille
text should be created in alphabetic
Braille (where the Braille matches the
print exactly) or in Grade II Braille (the
format of Braille used in commercially
published materials, including school-
books) is based on many factors. The
parents, early interventionist, and
teacher of students with visual impair-
ments, if one has been assigned, should
make this decision jointly.

Books published for young children
with vision feature text that is simple
and often repetitive. This repetition
helps the emerging reader to memorize
the text, so that attention can be placed
on correspondence between the text
and spoken words. This same practice
can be used in tactile experience books
published for children with visual
impairments. Though it is tempting to
write long descriptive passages, young
children benefit when there are few
words on the page. They also benefit
when phrases are repeated, such as “In
my bathroom, there is a __ ,” or
“When we fixed the doorknob, we used

»

Mary’s Tactile Experience Book

Mary, who is totally deaf and blind, is in
kindergarten in her local school district.
A team of educators, including the sec-
ond author, Joan, who is an orientation
and mobility (O&M) specialist, provide
support services to Mary. O&M special-
ists generally work on development of
skills associated with travel, including
use of the cane, body image, spatial con-
cepts, sensory perception, and environ-
mental-recognition skills. Joan decided
that an “experience book” would be an
ideal vehicle for reinforcing concepts of
travel with Mary and approached the
speech-language pathologist serving this
student about working together on the
project.

The two adults met with Mary and
her interpreter in the school’s courtyard
garden and explored the area, which
included flowers, trees, a gazebo, and
even rabbits. Since Mary was unfamiliar
with any garden, questions such as
“What do you think might be in a gar-
den?” were not helpful. Therefore, the
adults asked Mary to move around the
garden and look for items to the left or
right, on the ground, or up high. As they
explored, they discovered various natu-
ral items that were appropriate for an
experience book; Mary picked these up
and placed them in a large bag.

Joan then prepared the simple lines
of the story in Braille and print. During
their next meeting, Mary assisted Joan
in the assembly of the book. The
process went slowly as Mary explored
each garden item, used sign language to
identify it, and helped position it on the
page. Mary affixed the items with tape;
later, Joan prepared more permanent
mountings. Joan arranged short Braille
sentences at the bottom of each page.
The last page was left for Mary and Joan
to work on together (see box, “My
Garden Walk” by Mary). Mary not only
chose the words for this page, but also
assisted in writing the sentences on the
Braillewriter.

At first, the book was kept in a
resource room and left on a bookshelf
so that Mary could easily retrieve it
independently. Mary loved her book
and read and explored the pages often,
fingering the artifacts. Later, the general
education classroom teacher asked to
keep the book in her classroom, so that
Mary could read it during the class’s
independent reading time. Not surpris-
ingly, the other kindergarten students
also found the tactile experience book
to be interesting; and they enjoyed shar-
ing reading time with Mary and her
book. The classroom teacher soon
requested more books. Peers and adults
have been encouraged to read the books
aloud only when Mary is moving one

Tactile experience books can
improve children’s motor skills,
social skills, and life skills.
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”My Garden Walk” by Mary

Title cover: “My Garden Walk” by Mary: Glued to the
center of the cover page were several pebbles from the
path on which Mary had walked.

Page 1: Brailled sentence at the bottom of the page

read. “I went for a walk in the school garden. I found

1 piece of tree bark.” Glued to the center of the page
was a large piece of tree bark.

Page 2: Brailled sentence “On the ground were 3 stones. Count them with me.”
3 stones, one small, medium, and large, were glued onto this page.

Page 3: Braille sentence, “I have 4 limbs from a tree.” Arranged in increasing size
were 4 limbs from various trees.

Page 4: Brailled sentence, “I picked 3 leaves, one large, one medium, and one
small.” In descending size, three different leaves were glued onto the cen-
ter of the page.

Page 5: Brailled sentence, “I petted one bunny rabbit.” In a plastic Zip-lock bag
glued to the center of the page was bunny fur found on the ground near
the bunny’s cage.

Page 6: Brailled sentence, “I picked a flower.” One flower from a bush was
attached to the center of the page.

Page 7: Brailled sentence, “I had fun walking with Ms. Joan.” Stapled to this page
was the elastic from the handle of a discarded cane like the one used by
Mary.

hand across the Braille while her inter-
preter signs the words into her other
hand.

toothbrush, dental floss, trial size
toothpaste, Q-tips, comb, ponytail
holder, and a small piece of wash-
cloth.

e Things in Mommy’s Purse—This book
was stored in a large straw purse. It
consisted of 7 pages, and all items
were removable for easy exploration

Other Tactile Experience Books

Peers have also been involved in the
tactile experience books enjoyed by
other students on Joan’s caseload. One
of the favorites is a book titled, “Things

and manipulation. Objects included
compact case, comb, small spiral
notepad, credit card, pen, lipstick, and
Velcro-closed wallet in which coins
and a dollar bill had been placed. The
text on each page read, “I looked in
Mommy’s purse and found....”

Benefits

Tactile experience books offer a host of
benefits to students with visual impair-
ments. Because they describe personal
experiences, children request that they
be read, memorize their content with
ease, and are eager to pretend to read
them aloud to listening adults. Early
book skills are mastered, grapheme-
phoneme connections are initiated, and
the pleasure of reading with adults and
peers is reinforced.

Tactile experience books also can be
used to present children with visual
impairments opportunities to practice
other important skills, including those
in the motor domain. One 2-year-old
who is totally blind learned the difficult
skill of opening a paper bag and placing
an item in it on a windy day. Almost all
of the young students with whom we
have used tactile experience books have
learned how to open and close Zip-lock
bags, skills to which they previously
had not been introduced. For many oth-
ers, further fine motor practice has been

for My Hair” (see box). This book con-
sists of 10 pages with large items
attached with Velcro for easy removal
and replacement and small items placed
in Zip-lock bags. Even though the young

Title Cover: “Things for My Hair” A hairbrush was
attached to cover with Velcro.

Things for My Hair

students with visual impairments did
not participate in making this book,
they have enjoyed putting bobby pins,
bows, clips, and scrunchies in their own
hair, as well as into the hair of their
peers and teachers.

Another creative teacher, Alysa
Crooke of Pensacola, Florida, also used
a hair theme to describe a field trip
taken by one of her students to a local
beauty parlor (see box, “Chloe’s
Makeover”). The following are two
other books we have seen:

e My Bathroom—Repeated at the bot-
tom of each page of this book is the
text, “In my bathroom there is....”
The artifacts included were soap,
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Page 1: “Shampoo to clean my hair. Conditioner to
make it soft.” Small travel-size containers filled with
a little shampoo/conditioner attached at the center of
the page with Velcro.

Page 2: “A brush and combs for my hair.” Two combs and one small brush were
attached to the page with Velcro. A large brush was attached to a string
and hung outside of the book.

Page 3: “Hair rollers to help curl my hair.” Various sizes and makes of rollers
were placed into a small plastic bag. The bag was fastened at the top of
the page with Velcro.

Page 4: “Large and small barrettes hold my hair in place.” Various sizes and
types of barrettes were placed in a bag, and the bag was fastened at the
top of the page with Velcro.

Page 5: “Bobby pins hold my hair in place.” Large, small, and medium-size
bobby pins were placed in a bag that was attached to the page.

Page 6: “Ponytail holders keep my hair in a ponytail.” Same as pages 4 and S.

Page 7: “Clincher combs keep my hair back.” Same as pages 4 and 5.

Page 8: “Headbands keep my hair out of my face.” Same as pages 4 and 5.




Chloe’s Makeover

Ms. Margaret called Chloe and said,
“Please come over,

I have time today to give you a
makeover.”

Chloe was excited. She started to
squirm.

She had to wait on a lady getting a
perm.

“Let’s use a comb to comb your
hair nice.

Let’s use a pick. We’ll comb your
hair twice.”

Ms. Margaret said, “I know. Let’s
give your hair curls.

This hairstyle looks wonderful on
little girls.”

“Which barrettes would you like to
wear?

You have good taste. They look
great in your hair.”

Next, Chloe got her nails painted
and filed.

Ms. Margaret said, “Beautiful.”
Chloe just smiled.

Chloe was good, so she got a
TEATE o

A butter rum sucker, she was happy
to eat.

Ms. Margaret said, “You're done.
It’s time to pay.”

“Thank you, Ms. Margaret. I had
such fun today.”

provided in removing items from strong
Velcro, from fastening barrettes in the
hair of their friends, and from turning
open the cap on a tube of toothpaste.
Although seemingly very rudimentary,
these are exactly the kinds of skills that
adults assume young children with
visual impairments are learning, and
are surprised that they do not have
when they enter school.

Similarly, tactile experience books
can be used to reinforce spatial, tempo-
ral, and number concepts. They can
facilitate meaningful expansion of lan-

guage, social skills, and tactual percep-
tion.

As we described the creation and use
of tactile experience books to parents of
children with significant visual impair-
ments, we found that many parents are
surprised to think that their children
might be unfamiliar with common items
found in their home, how these items
are used, and how they compare with
one another. We have used these dis-
cussions as opportunities to help par-
ents better understand the impact of
visual impairment on development and
learning, and consequently, to appreci-
ate the critical importance of actively
involving children in the simple events
that occur around them.

Cautions

Although tactile experience books seem
simple to make, their creation requires
both time and careful planning, espe-
cially if the child is involved in the col-
lection of the artifacts and the making of
the book. Breaking the task into several
components is recommended to main-
tain the interest of the young child.

The parents and general education
teachers who have worked with us have
not been enthusiastic about including
artifacts that can cause a mess, such as
shampoo, toothpaste, or lipstick.
Although we tend to favor these kinds
of artifacts because students with visual
impairments have such few opportuni-
ties to experience them in other con-
texts, we recognize the potential prob-
lem. In the purse story described previ-
ously, it was decided to substitute clear
lip-gloss for the lipstick after a teacher
complained of the messy students.
Putting only small portions of liquid in
containers is one solution to the prob-
lem, so that any spill that is created is
small enough to easily clean (by the stu-
dent, we would hope).

In tactile experience books,
artifacts from an event
experienced by the child are
actually incorporated onto the
pages of a simple, sturdy book.

Finally, the objects included in books
for very young readers must not present
a choking hazard should they be put in
the child’s mouth. For infants and very
young children, adult supervision when
independently reading some tactile
experience books may be necessary.

Final Thoughts

Tactile experience books can support

the emergent literacy development of

young children with visual impairments

in a variety of ways. When tactile expe-

rience books are made available to early

readers, these students practice

¢ Turning pages.

e Orienting books.

¢ Exploring objects.

® Using the hand movements associated
with Braille.

e Experiencing independent pleasure
reading.

At the same time, these children
have the opportunity to see the connec-
tion between words that describe the
activities in which they engage and the
stories that they read—a key prerequi-
site for reading. They also gain experi-
ences with writing and the symbols of
the written language that they will be
using in school.

We have also seen how tactile expe-
rience books support the social inclu-
sion of preschool children with visual
impairments in their general education
classrooms. Children with visual
impairments have meaningful stories
from which to choose during reading
time, and can share these stories with
others, both as a competent “reader”
and as a listener.

Lamb (1995) observed that students
with visual impairment do not experi-
ence the same immersion in literature
that children with vision do. Swenson
(1999) agreed, noting that “because of
the scarcity of Braille materials, children
who are blind or have very low
vision...do not automatically participate
in...[early] literacy learning. Instead,
their ‘Braille immersion” must be delib-
erately orchestrated by teachers and
parents” (p. 11). The addition of tactile
experience books to the bookshelves of
young children with visual impairments
is an important “instrument” of that
orchestration.
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