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SUMMARY
Recent advances in computerized text processing will not only revolutionize methods of
publication, but may also increase the availability of information for the handicapped—
especially for blind or visually impaired individuals. In this paper we discuss the feasibility
of a direct translation of typesetter input into Braille output with special emphasis on
scientific and mathematical text. To do so we use the TEX computer typesetting system
as a paradigm; however, the essence of our conclusions is true for other systems too. We
briefly describe the present state of a related implementation project. Our study derives
several recommendations concerning the standards for mark-up languages and for Braille
encodings. They strongly support the development of “semantic” mark-up.
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INTRODUCTION

Recent advances in computerized text processing are revolutionizing our methods of pub-
lication and dissemination of information. One could hope that they also have a positive
impact on the integration of handicapped individuals into the exchange of information
and thus into society in general. Our particular concern which led to this paper was the
availability of information—especially scientific texts—for blind readers. We focus on
problems arising in the translation of typesetter input into standard Braille output; how-
ever, many of our comments would also apply,mutatis mutandis,to other unusual types
of output like voice synthesizers, for instance[1].

Traditionally, printed information is accessible to a blind person either as Braille en-
coded hardcopy or acoustically through a reader. Several benefits for the blind can be
expected to result from the introduction of “electronic publication” methods. They in-
clude the following:

� large volume production of Braille coded texts;
� fast access to documents on demand;
� simplified information exchange between blind and sighted individuals;
� high quality document composition by a blind person.

Some of these expectations and the available technology are discussed below in greater
detail.

The main issue of this paper is to present the results of a feasibility study into the
possibility of an automatic translation of typesetter input into grade II Braille and Nemeth
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Braille (the Nemeth Braille code is used as a “standard” in North America to represent
mathematical and scientific notation). We mainly consider scientific texts with a special
emphasis on mathematical textbooks and research papers. The typesetting system used
as a paradigm is TEX[2]; however, we believe that this choice of a system does not affect
the essence of the result of our investigation. In the course of this study we addressed
the following items:

� development of a Braille output driver;
� development of a macro package to supersede the plain TEX macros;
� potential changes to the TEX source code;
� potential changes to the Braille transcription rules.

Our conclusions can be summarized as follows:

� An automatic translation of TEX input into standard Braille output is impossible in
a very strict sense.

� The major reason for this difficulty is the fact that TEX and—to some extent—also
the Braille codes emphasize the “syntactic” aspect of typesetting (or mark-up).

� These problems are not specific to TEX or Braille; they would arise as well with
most other mark-up systems when used for uncommon output devices.

Our findings add another set of arguments in favour of “semantic” (or descriptive) mark-
up to the ongoing discussion concerning mark-up standards[3].

The paper is structured as follows:Section 2briefly introduces the problem. InSec-
tion 3 we give a brief survey of Braille standards.Section 4contains a description of
computer equipment designed specifically for the blind.Section 5reviews those basic
properties of the TEX system which are referred to in this paper. A survey of Braille
transcription and other work related to this paper is given inSection 6. In Section 7we
discuss general aspects of the translation of typesetting system input to Braille output and
then—as an example—outline issues which are specific to TEX. Sections 8–11deal with
the following special aspects: Braille printer drivers, literary grade II Braille, Nemeth
Braille, and the textbook transcription standards. In these sections our main point of in-
terest is to derive criteria for designing translatable mark-up systems. The conclusions are
summarized inSection 12.In Section 13some directions for future work are indicated.

The final remark in this introduction concerns our list of references. The literature
on computerized Braille is vast. Therefore, our list is necessarily incomplete as far as
computerized Braille production in general is concerned. However, we made every at-
tempt to ensure that all publications specifically relevant to the relation between computer
typesetting mark-up and Braille printing are listed.

THE PROBLEM

When one of us (H. J.) first heard the question of obtaining Braille output from TEX
input raised by M. Clark at the 1983 TEX users’ group meeting (see also[4]) he did not
imagine that he would get involved in precisely this kind of work. Two years later when
he met the first author (R. A.), who was then attending some of his computer science
courses, he was confronted with the question again. The idea for this research originated
from communication problems encountered during those computer science courses. The
instructor used TEX to typeset the texts of course material, assignments, and exams. In
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addition to the printed copy made available to every participant of the course, the student
(R. A.) also received a copy of the TEX input file by computer mail, which he could then
print on his Braille terminal. Although this was better than having no Braille material
at all, some of the TEX input was, of course, quite unreadable. To illustrate this point,
the reader should imagine having to read and understand a complex mathematical table
given by annhalign and a few macros.

It was then that we started thinking about how to automate the translation process.
The first idea was just to write a new driver which would transform aDVI-file into
Braille. We realized very soon, however, that this “quick solution” would not lead to
acceptable results. The next step was to investigate how the plain TEX macros would
have to be re-defined in order to achieve the desired result. Some quite subtle difficulties
have meanwhile convinced us that the goals cannot be reached without changes to TEX
itself. In fact, we are forced to conclude that the very structures of the TEX language and
the Braille transcription rules prohibit a universal translation algorithm.

A BRIEF SURVEY OF BRAILLE

Braille is a system of encodings of print in embossed dot patterns used for reading and
writing by the blind. Each Braille character occupies a cell of fixed size. It consists of two
columns of dots, numbered 1,2,3 and 4,5,6 from top to bottom. (There are also Braille
codes using two columns with four dots eac[5,6].) In this paper, Braille characters are
represented by dot images; as examples we list the Braille representations of the first
ten characters of the alphabet which, when preceded by the indicator for numbers, also
denote the ten digits.
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For instance, the symbol
�
�
�
�
�
� represents the character with the dots 1,2,4,5 raised.

There are 26 = 64 Braille characters altogether with
�
�
�
�
�
� used as the space character.

The dimensions of the Braille cell, according to the Library of Congress standards, are
given in[7].

Certain Braille printers also permit a graphics mode. However, in this paper we do not
consider Braille graphics at all, even though, in our experience with computer science
teaching, it has turned out to be quite an important issue.

Given the fact that only 64 Braille characters are available, it is clear that special
encoding rules had to be developed for different applications. Different languages use
different encodings (see[8,9], for instance). In this paper, we restrict our attention to the
Braille “standards” used in North America.

In addition to the variation according to language, there exist different “grades” for the
encoding: Grade I Braille, for instance, renders text with all details concerning punctu-
ation, capitalization, spelling, and numerals, whereas grade II Braille employs a system
of contractions and abbreviations[8,10]. Typically, a grade II Braille text is 30% shorter
than its grade I counterpart.
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Similarly, Brailling “standards” exist for special applications like music, phonetics,
computer codes, and mathematics—to mention only a few. For mathematics and science,
the Nemeth Braille code has the rôle of a standard in North America[11]. Other codes
for mathematics exist or have been proposed (see[12,13,14,15], for instance).

In addition to the various Braille codes there are transcription standards which concern
the format of the transcribed text. Again, these vary depending on the application. As far
as textbooks are concerned, the rules accepted in North America are listed and illustrated
in[15].

In this paper, we focus on transcription—or rather translation—of TEX input into
grade II English Braille for plain text and into Nemeth Braille for mathematics.

Several important observations need to be made with respect to Braille transcription:

� There are standards to be obeyed which cannot be changed easily; a substantial
change of the standards would necessitate re-training of readers and transcribers.

� Braille makes little use of planar information; most transcription rules call for linear
information representation.

� Braille coding is highly context-sensitive.
� Very often, the Braille encoding rules use the printed version of the document as

the source of reference rather than a semantic abstraction of it.
� The encoding rules do not appear to be designed with automatic transcription in

mind.
� There are few documented rules by which the Braille encodings of new features

could be derived automatically.

Some of these remarks will be addressed again in subsequent sections of this paper.

COMPUTER EQUIPMENT FOR THE BLIND

In this section we give a brief list of some equipment which can be attached to a computer
and used by a blind person.

There is a variety of Braille terminals. Typically, such a terminal has a display of up
to 40 Braille cells realized by 40� 6 = 240 pins that can be raised or lowered according
to the required dot patterns. A line of more than 40 cells is broken into several lines.
This operating mode makes reading long documents on a terminal rather awkward and
slow. The keyboard of a Braille terminal is either a “qwerty” keyboard or a 6-dot Braille
keyboard as used on Braille embossers or a combination of these. Some Braille terminals
are equipped with local back-up memory to facilitate “scrolling”.

As far as normal text is concerned, interaction with a computer is made much easier by
voice synthesizers which can be programmed to read the text on the screen. The sound
quality of present-day versions is not impressive, but one can adjust to it. However,
when technical text is shown on the screen, the voice synthesizer usually turns to just
pronouncing the single characters whereas a sighted person would read according to the
meaning of what is displayed. In part, this may be a problem of re-programming the
synthesizer. However, to some extent this is also related to the problem of appropriate
mark-up.

Braille printers are available for hardcopies. Some Braille printers even permit a graph-
ics mode. Hardcopies seem to be indispensable, however bulky they are.
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Various reading machines have been developed which convert printed material directly
into uncontracted Braille or voice output. They seem to work well only with normal
textual material under tight constraints concerning the type and quality of the paper and
the printing.

Recently a graphics display for the blind has been introduced[16]. Its largest version
consists of a matrix of 120� 120 pins which can be raised or lowered. Although the
resolution of this display is very low, it can serve a very important purpose, as many
simple graphics applications do not really require a higher resolution.

A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO T EX

TEX is a language for setting type by computer. Its first version was designed about ten
years ago; its revised and final version[2] has rapidly been accepted by the scientific
community as well as by major publishers of mathematics and computer science books.
Although TEX was designed with mainly mathematics typesetting in mind, it has mean-
while been shown to be quite adaptable to other typesetting tasks as reported at the 1987
TEX users’ group meeting[17,18].

The simplest way to think about TEX is to consider it as a programming language.
Every token in the TEX input file, which is produced by the author for instance, causes
some action: the setting of type, the calculation of parameters or dimensions, or the
arrangement of complicated structures. Thus, the TEX input file is a linear representation
of the two-dimensional layout of the printed paper. TEX includes powerful mechanisms
for alignments, line breaking, page breaking, etc. It grants the user control over minute
details of the setting process; at the same time, it gives the user a macro instruction
mechanism to program quite complex typesetting tasks.

A typical typesetting process with TEX works as follows: The TEX system receives
the TEX input file containing the document description. In addition, TEX needs metric
information about the fonts being used which is contained inTFM-files. TEX’s output is
sent to a so-calledDVI-file, which contains printing device independent instructions of
how to print the document. A separate program, specific for every kind of printer, will
then execute the instructions contained in theDVI-file to produce the printed document.
This program, theDVI-driver, uses information about the actual shape of the characters
to be used in the printing process. The relevant information is contained inGF-files or
similar, depending on the implementation.

The TEX system itself consists essentially of two layers. A small set of basic features
is defined by the actual TEX system. Most of the typesetting instructions of TEX are then
implemented using a set of control sequences and macro definitions, a macro package,
for short. TEX itself comes with the macro package ‘plain TEX’; other major packages
are LATEX[19] andAMS -TEX[20], for instance. These packages provide frameworks for
definitions of typesetting styles. However, in spite of being relatively high-level they
usually permit the user to access all of TEX’s primitives as well. Thus at any time the
writer can control every detail of the typesetting process if he/she prefers to do so.

Some aspects of TEX which are relevant to the subsequent study of TEX-to-Braille
translation can be summarized as follows:

� TEX represents the document layout in a completely linear fashion; however, it
employs primitives which express planar information.
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� Rather than being an encoding of the text to be typeset, the TEX input file is a
program for setting the document.

� TEX permits a mixture of high-level and low-level instructions; its “source” of
reference is the final printed version of the document rather than its semantics.

� TEX’s macro facility allows one to define arbitrary new symbols; its primitives
enable one to create any kind of layout.

The combination of these properties of TEX with some of the requirements of Braille
turns out to lead to inherently unsolvable problems in the task of automatic translation of
TEX input into Braille output. Details are addressed in subsequent sections of this paper.

We should like to emphasize that in this paper we use TEX only as a paradigm and
that our conclusions will apply to most existing computerized typesetting or mark-up
systems.

A SURVEY OF BRAILLE TRANSCRIPTION

Before the introduction of computers into the production process, Braille transcription
worked essentially as follows: a person who had been trained in the relevant Braille
codes would have a printed copy of the text in question and produce a Braille copy using
a Braille writing machine. Typically, such a Braille writing machine has six keys for
embossing a Braille character, one for each of the dots of the Braille cell, and a few
more keys for operations like ‘space’, ‘backspace’, etc. In the case of single copy, the
Braille is produced directly onto heavy stock paper. For large scale production, the Braille
is embossed onto zinc plates which are then applied under pressure to the heavy stock
paper[21]. The Braille version would have to be proofread and corrected; corrections
could require that complete pages be re-done.

Braille transcription is dificult, time intensive and costly. The training time for a tran-
scriber is given as between 6 months and a year[21]; even longer periods are required
for training in complicated codes like Nemeth Braille. A page of Braille takes about 30
minutes to produce on the average. This includes proofreading and corrections. Typically,
a page of print results in about two pages of Braille. Given these conditions, it is clear
that only a very small part of the printed publications can actually be transcribed. More-
over, access to less frequently demanded documents is very slow. Given the traditional
set-up, browsing through scholarly journals or recent technical reports is something a
blind reader can only dream of.

With the introduction of computers into the transcription process certain simplifications
became feasible. In the first step, the text is put into machine readable form. The task of
translating the input into Braille is then left to a computer program. Several programs exist
that afford the conversion from ASCII Braille to (literary) grade II Braille (see[22,23,24],
for example). Some successful attempts at computer-aided transcription of mathematics
have also been made[25]. However, to our knowledge, the automatic transcription into
the Nemeth Braille code for science notation is not offered by any software package up
to now. For technical texts, a typist with special training is still required, who would
introduce the correct transcriptions, like

‘.a’ for ‘ �’ denoting the Braille sequence
�
�
�
�
�
�

�
�
�
�
�
�
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for example. Whereas for “plain texts” one may hope to be able to rely on compositor
tapes[26] or automatic text reader output, for scientific texts, human interference in the
text acquisition step has not been eliminated so far. Thus the present moderately comput-
erized Braille transcription process is very expensive; we were given the figure of $3.30
as the estimated cost per Braille page of a technical text.

The introduction of computers into the Braille transcription process in this quite lim-
ited sense has resulted in a drastic decrease in production time. Fortier[21] reports a
typical turn-around-time of about a week from the reception of a book to the completion
of its Brailled version; by 1984, the University of Manitoba Braille Project produced
transcriptions at a rate of 30,000 pages per year. On a slightly smaller scale, our expe-
rience with the computer based Braille transcription service performed by the Computer
Braille Facility at the University of Western Ontario indicates the enormous advantages
of computer availability in the Brailling process. One has to realize, however, that even
this increased speed of Braille transcription does not—by any means—come close to
what is actually required to make access to information nearly as easy for a blind person
as for a sighted one.

It ought to be mentioned too, that computerization of Braille transcription will also help
with respect to text storage. Whereas keeping large numbers of zinc plates over extended
periods was economically and practically impossible, the availability of electronic or
magnetic storage media allows one to build libraries of sources of Brailled texts.

In view of our project, the following aspects of the Braille transcription process—as
it is performed today—deserve special mention:

� The file created in the input phase is expected to contain only plain ASCII text or
the ASCII equivalents of special Braille notation.

� Programs which produce grade II literary Braille from ASCII Braille exist. However,
no program produces Nemeth Braille automatically.

� Braille transcription programs do not produce output according to the ‘Code of
Braille Textbook Formats and Techniques’ automatically[15].

� For technical text, the input phase relies mainly on Braille experts who would retype
and encode the relevant parts of the texts.

� The printed copy of the text is the source of reference for the transcription process.

Our work addresses precisely these points. Instead of using the printed copy of the
text as the unique source of reference, we propose to use the author’s copy of the text
(or some equivalent version of the text in question)—in the case of books or scientific
papers, which have been prepared using a mark-up language like TEX, the source for
the transcription should be the TEX input file. This paper determines the potential and
limitations of this proposal.

REQUIREMENTS FOR AUTOMATIC BRAILLE TRANSCRIPTION

As indicated in the previous sections, the crucial problem in computerized Braille tran-
scription is that of obtaining the text in machine readable form with enough detail. In
addition to the actual text, the required information includes certain layout specifica-
tions similar to those outlined in[15], and linearized encodings of non-linear structures
and special symbols, like mathematical formulae. In both respects, it is of course not
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necessary that the input file conform to some specific Braille coding rules as long as a
translation respecting those can be achieved.

The trend in the publishing industry is clearly towards further computerization. As far
as the printing of mathematical texts is concerned, a model of future production processes
can be illustrated using the paradigm of TEX: the author supplies his text, marked up
with parameterized macros; the publishers check and correct the mark-up, add their macro
package and initiate the printing process. In fact, as mentioned above, other branches of
the publishing industry seem to envisage a similar model of the publication process with
the actual setting of type based on TEX or some other mark-up language.

In view of these remarks, it seems natural to postulate that the source of information
for the Braille transcription should be the same as the for the normal publication process,
that is, the typesetting input file. (Of course, certain copyright problems would have to
be addressed in this context.) This idea has several advantages:

� Since complete information about the appearance of the printed text is present in
the input file, no information needs to be added for the transcription process.

� Correctness or rather consistency of the Braille transcription is guaranteed.
� Corrections or changes made in the original are automatically included in the Braille

version.
� The Braille production of a text is nearly as fast as the normal printing because the

time-consuming input phase is eliminated from the process.
� Braille copies of a text can be produced on demand and on short notice. This

is particularly important with textbooks for blind students integrated into regular
curricula.

� Braille versions of short-lived but frequent publications (like newspapers or maga-
zines) can be made available quickly.

� Fast and reliable communication between sighted and blind individuals—even in-
volving complicated technical documents—is possible using computer mail (or a
similar information exchange process) if based on a common representation of both
the printed and the Braille version of the text.

With these ideas in mind we started to investigate the feasibility of a translation of TEX
input files into Braille output. TEX was chosen as the paradigm on which to base the
study for various reasons: TEX had been in use locally for some time, with some expertise
concerning the details of the system available; some major publishing companies for
mathematics and computer science books had adopted TEX; a large amount of ‘semi’-
published material in mathematics and computer science was typeset using TEX; there
seemed to be a trend towards having more and more of the local course material written
in TEX.

As mentioned before, TEX is only used as a paradigm and as a test case in this project.
Our observations and conclusions are not really specific to TEX. Similar ones could
probably have been obtained from the study of any other computer typesetting language
for technical texts.

Ideally, the goal of TEX-to-Braille translation is very simple: given any TEX input file,
the translation program would automatically produce a correct Braille version. As TEX
allows one to define one’s own environment by using macro packages, such auniversal
translation program would have to be based on the following components:
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(1) Braille “fonts” replacing the usual fonts with the necessary information contained
in TFM-files;

(2) a DVI-to-BRAILLE driver which knows about the characteristics of the Braille
printer to be used (of course, noGF-files or similar files are required);

(3) a re-definition of TEX’s primitives.

As is shown in the sequel, this rigorous approach is impossible due to certain incompatible
properties of TEX and Braille. Thus, we also consider an additional component:

(4) a partial re-definition of macro packages like, for instance, the plain TEX.

Of course this last component leads away from a universal translation program. Whether
this is acceptable will have to be determined by pragmatic considerations.

As a very pragmatic approach to the TEX-to-Braille translation problem we mention
the program described in[27]. There the transcription process is guided by a file which
for every “TEX instruction” contains “its Braille equivalent” and “a parameter” which
defines special actions to be taken. This approach cannot achieve universal TEX-to-Braille
translation when TEX is used at its full power for two reasons: first, the translation file
would have to be changed to include equivalents of the macros defined in the input—
depending on the parameter part, this could even involve inserting subroutines into the
translation program itself; second, as is explained in more detail below, the fact that TEX
and Braille emphasize the “syntax” component of the layout allows one to introduce TEX
constructs which have no unique Braille equivalent.

In the next four sections of this paper we discuss the requirements and implemen-
tation components for ideal TEX-to-Braille translation separately. The results are then
summarized in a section containing conclusions and recommendations.

BRAILLE PRINTER DRIVER

Among the components for a universal TEX-to-Braille translation system, theDVI-to-
BRAILLE driver is the simplest one to obtain. The assumption is that only such instructions
are contained in theDVI-file created by an appropriately re-defined TEX, which can
actually be executed by the Braille printer.

Our approach to building such aDVI-to-BRAILLE driver and theTFM-files for the
Braille fonts is based on a driver generator calledGENDRIV, which was developed by
K. Guntermann[28,29,30]. We use a version modified to run under VAX/VMS and sub-
sequently equipped with an “interactive” input program[31].

The driver generator takes a description of the printer, the fonts to be printed, and
the device-independent file format as input and producesTFM-file equivalents and aWEB
program as output. The latter, when linked together with a ‘kernel’ program, forms the
actualDVI driver.
GENDRIV makes certain assumptions about the printers. They are satisfied by most

dot-matrix printers. However, no Braille printer meets these requirements. Thus it was
not completely unexpected that certain problems would be encountered. After all, we
were trying to abuse that system. So far, as a proof of feasibility in principle, we have
created a small and incompleteDVI-to-BRAILLE driver. The specification of a complete
one is planned for the near future.
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Some of the reasons for going this seemingly complicated route of abusing a driver
generator rather than just writing a simpleDVI-to-BRAILLE driver directly are as fol-
lows:

� The specifications made for one printer can easily be modified if a different printer
is used. Generating a driver will be easier than writing one, once the process is well
understood and its pitfalls are known.

� GENDRIV allows one to create fonts based on graphics facilities of the printer. This
may later turn into a way of exploiting the graphics capabilities of certain Braille
printers.

� GENDRIV permits the definition of composite characters in fonts. For example, the
symbol =/ could be obtained by printing the slash over the equal sign on certain
dot matrix printers. TheDVI driver would take care of generating the necessary
instructions for the printer.

In particular, the last feature is quite useful in our context. Many mathematical characters,
which TEX expects to find as single characters in its special fonts, are rendered as character
sequences in Nemeth Braille. For example, the symbols\ and[ are transcribed as

�
�
�
�
�
�

�
�
�
�
�
� and

�
�
�
�
�
�

�
�
�
�
�
� ,

respectively. Typically, TEX expects to find these symbols in the fontcmsy10; with the
TFM-file of cmsy10 defined appropriately, theDVI-to-BRAILLE driver can take care of
this part of the transcription process automatically.

OBTAINING GRADE II BRAILLE

Several programs for the translation of plain text—in ASCII, say—into literary grade II
Braille exist (see[22,21,23], for example). In the TEX-to-Braille translation process, the
creation of the grade II version must precede all setting of type as the conversion into
grade II will change the amount of text to be set.

The obvious solution is to use a pre-processsor to perform this conversion—and this
is the solution which we are implementing despite its shortcomings.

Any pre-processor solution has to find a reasonable compromise between completeness,
correctness, and efficiency of the conversion process. A simple approach is to subject to
the grade II conversion only those parts of the input file which are clearly recognized
as text; that is, everything inside the first level of mathematics mode or inside macro
definitions would be ignored. Clearly, in this way certain parts which should be converted
are left unchanged, and incorrect conversions can arise from macros substituting parts of
words. Moreover, as an author may re-define the symbol indicating mathematics mode—
and, even worse, he/she may do so in some deeply nested macros—no simple general way
of distinguishing mathematics and text modes exists. Note that in plain TEX the various
modes can easily be abused—and are in fact “abused” frequently for special effects. For
instance, to set the raised footnote reference one commonly uses mathematics mode. To
create displayed text, the TEXbook recommends to use display style which again implies
mathematics mode ([2], p. 185).

Thus, a general pre-processor for grade II conversion would incorporate nearly all the
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syntax analysis and macro expansion features of TEX itself. At present, we opt for the
simpler version and accept a certain error rate. This allows us to use a modified version
of one of the existing grade II translation programs as the pre-processor.

OBTAINING NEMETH BRAILLE

Both Nemeth Braille and TEX input express planar information in a linear way. One
would assume that it is an easy task to translate one into the other. However, the two
linearizations turn out to be crucially incompatible in some respects. Some details are
given in the folowing.

The easiest part of Nemeth Braille transcription is to create the Braille versions of
the basic mathematical symbols, that is, most of those mathematical symbols which are
contained in TEX’s fonts. In fact, the major part of this task can be achieved in the
DVI-to-BRAILLE driver as mentioned above.

A few other simple parts of mathematics printing can also be implemented quite easily
by re-defining some of TEX’s primitives; fortunately, TEX has been designed with this
option in mind. Thus, with some but still little pain, exponents, subscripts, etc. can be
transcribed properly. We had considerable problems with the capital letters for instance.
In normal Braille text, capitals are usually not indicated as such. On the other hand,
the distinction has to be made in mathematics mode. The obvious ‘solution’ of making
all capital letters active did not work because then one could not use them in control
sequences any more.

Really serious problems arise from the following situations:

� TEX input uses the same syntactical structures for many different purposes. For
example, the caret symbol^ is used for exponents, upper limits of sums and integrals,
and just to raise text, as for footnotes. In Braille different constructs would be used
depending on the context or rather, the meaning of the symbol in any particular
instance. The very definitions of TEX make heavy use of such ambiguities. For Braille
transcriptions these ambiguities have to be resolved, a difficult, if not impossible
task.

� The author of a TEX input file may create his own symbols; if this is done using only
“high-level” constructs like normal characters, subscripting, superscripting, etc., an
analogous construction in Braille should yield the corresponding semantically equi-
valent symbol.1 Due to the lack of meta-rules in Nemeth Braille, this process is not
guaranteed to be successful. There is an even worse scenario, however: Assume that
the author uses “low-level” constructs like line segments and direct positioning to
create symbols (the Braille characters in this paper have been defined in this way).
Clearly, no adequate automatic Braille transcription can be given, even if the final
printed version of the author’s creation turns out to be a character with a well-defined
Braille representation.

The difficulties with automatic transcription of TEX into Nemeth Braille can be summa-
rized as follows:

1 Even in such cases, the freedom given in TEX results in serious ambiguities: A user could create a new
function symbol like ‘log ’ which requires roman type; if he/she does so without using thenmathop construct,
is the resulting string still in mathematics mode, that is, should grade II contraction apply? Of course, a user
shouldn’t do this, but it happens nevertheless.
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� Nemeth Braille does not provide meta-rules for its own expansion.
� TEX does not enforce a clear distinction between high-level and low-level constructs.
� TEX does not enforce semantic unambiguity of syntactic constructs.

These problems seem to render anautomaticand universal TEX-to-Braille translation
system impossible.

THE TEXTBOOK TRANSCRIPTION STANDARDS

So far, we have studied the problems posed by the textbook transcription standards as
defined in[15] only in a superficial manner. Whereas most of the constraints on the
layout seem to be easily implemented by re-definitions of some of TEX’s primitives,
other requirements related to cross-referencing with the printed version will turn out to be
feasible but quite costly in terms of computing resources. The studies indicate that some
of the problems encountered with Nemeth Braille transcription have their counterparts
with regard to the standards for transcribing textbooks. Again the crucial difficulty is
that TEX and—to some extent—also the Braille standard focus on “syntactic” rather than
“semantic” mark-up.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Assuming a computer typesetting environment, it seems to be natural to require that the
Braille transcription input be the same as the usual typesetting input. This would result
in a shorter publication delay of the Braille versions of publications, a decrease of the
cost of Braille production, an achievement which is necessary if one plans to meet the
demands of a modern society, which recognizes the special needs and abilities of its
minority groups. The case study of a TEX-to-Braille translation system has revealed the
following serious problems in the way printed documents and their Braille translations
are described at present:

(1) Issues of syntax and semantics are not clearly distinguished. Mark-up languages
allow for and make use of semantic ambiguities of syntactic constructs. In this way,
a semantics-preserving translation of typesetter input to Braille is made impossible.

(2) Nemeth Braille lacks meta-rules to define new constructs. Thus, there is no ac-
cepted and automatic way to map an author-defined new symbol onto a new
Nemeth Braille symbol.

(3) The layers of detail of representation in a mark-up language like TEX are not
clearly distinguished. Thus, a clean style of writing a document description is not
enforced.

Admittedly, it may sound like a strange idea to use TEX, a system for high quality
typesetting, for printing on a Braille printer, a device with only very crude capabilities.
However, the idea of using the TEX input also as the input to Braille transcription seems
convincing when one considers the greater accuracy and speed of Braille production to
be achieved in this way.

From the perspective of translating typesetter input directly into Braille, one could
argue that TEX should not be given to the authors as a mark-up language—it provides too
much freedom. Instead, the source for both printing and the Braille transcription process
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should be written in a mark-up language which retains the semantics of constructs, avoids
ambiguities, and enforces a writing style which does not resort to purely syntactic, low-
level features. Such a system could and should be based on TEX or a similar powerful
typesetting language. However, as one would avoid assembly code in a program written
in Pascal, in the same way, one should avoid using basic positioning commands like
“nraise” in the author’s part of a document. Macro packages likeAMS -TEX and LATEX
took a few steps in this direction. However, they did not really propose or implement
the radically different, layered solution which seems to be required.

The problems encountered in TEX-to-Braille translation strengthen the arguments in
favour of “descriptive” mark-up[3] as proposed by SGML[32], for instance. Our criticism
does not imply that minute control over typesetting details should be unavailable to an
author. Instead, we advocate that the different layers of mark-up be carefully and strictly
separated. The text itself should only contain “semantic” and unambiguous mark-up.
Only in this way can text processing through media which the author did not foresee be
made feasible without change of the mark-up.

Of course, the low-level mark-up languages like TEX[2], SCRIBE[33], troff[34], etc.
allow the user to make this separation of layers of mark-up. However, the problem is that
they don’t enforce it. In fact this is a very familar situation in computer programming
as well. In this sense, the proliferation of low-level desk-top publishing systems without
enforced standards of descriptive mark-up may turn out to generate another Babylonian
language dilemma. Adhering to “semantic” mark-up does not preclude the usage of a
system like TEX as a basis (see[35] for instance).

Also the Braille standards may require certain modifications to render the code more
flexible. As an example, meta-rules describing construction methods rather than specific
constructions would help to match the Braille transcription to the way new document
structures are created.

FUTURE WORK

The project of implementing a TEX-to-Braille translation system seemed easy in the
beginning; it has turned out to be quite difficult, and in its full generality it is impossible.
After the feasibility study, which forms the basis of this paper, we shall continue this
work in two directions:

� As a short-term goal we want to obtain a completeDVI-to-BRAILLE driver and a
small usable subset of re-defined TEX primitives. This would allow us to obtain tran-
scriptions on a limited scale and thus gain some more experience with an automated
transcription process.

� As a more long-term goal, we plan to study principles of mark-up languages and
Braille encodings with the goal of laying out at least the foundations of a system
that lends itself to translation into both high-quality type and correct Braille. In
particular, we plan to study SGML more closely in view of Braille transcription.

We have been—and shall continue to be—asking agencies for the blind for advice; we
are grateful for the helpful recommendations we have received from them in the past.
We invite input and assistance from publishing houses, too. To us it seems important that
in the development of new mark-up styles, the concerns expressed above be taken into
account. The task of making information accessible to all parts of society is as important
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as ever; the introduction of computers in the production process could move us closer to
its realization.
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