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Tactile Literacy
Fact Sheet
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'Tactile literacy’, means using touch to explore, learn, and communicate.
Reading and writing using braille is a well known application of tactile literacy. There are many more ways someone can use the sense of touch to gather or share information.
Using the tactile sense 
Everyone uses their sense of touch.  Someone who is blind or deafblind may use it more and in ways a person with full vision may not.  When using the sense of touch to identify surroundings and location, hands can identify walls, furniture, fences, trees, and other objects. Feet can recognize the ground texture, even when covered by shoes or socks, identifying surfaces such as carpet, hard floor, gravel, grass, or sand. Any body part with adequate sensation can gather information from something it is in contact with.
A cane can foreworn an individual of changes to ground surface or level. Surface indicators can alert to hazards such as stairs, road crossings or train platforms. Rails and banisters provide tactile information of travel direction, turns, entry and exit points.
Tactile accessibility
Not all places and situations are accessible. People who rely on touch will have difficulty in a lot of places where access by touch has been overlooked.
When someone who is blind or deafblind is trying to understand where they are and what is around them, allow them time to become familiar with ground surfaces and other tactile cues. 
This will assist development of tactile literacy and support independent travel.
Many objects and appliances have controls and settings that can’t be felt. For example, appliances with flat surfaces or turning dials. Raised or other tactile markers can help someone know where the controls are and how to use them.
Many boxed, canned and bottled food, toiletries and other items feel the same. The containers can be marked in different tactile ways. Then they can be recognised using touch. 
There are some items designed for tactile users, such as
· watches
· labellers
· adhesive markers
· card and board games
· rulers and measuring tapes
· chopping boards with raised edges and adjustable guides
· medicine organisers
Communication
Using objects
People who are developing communication may use familiar objects to communicate. Doing this might be called using Objects of reference, Object symbols or Tangible symbols. For example a ball can mean “play with me” or giving someone an empty cup may mean “I’m thirsty”.
Objects can be used to make calendars. Each object represents an activity in a person’s day. This can help someone understand what they will be doing during a period of time. It also gives them a way to make choices about activities they do.
Sign language and touch
People who cannot access signed communication with sight, may do so through touch. Touch cues can be used to signal something via specific touch on particular body parts. Signs can be made into a person's hands so they can feel the movement, hand shape and orientation and location of the signs. The deafblind alphabet is a tactile adaptation of a signed alphabet.
Social haptics rely on touch to enhance deafblind communication. These messages might be about emotion, facial expression, a map of the environment.
Protactile combines tactile sign with other ways to make tactile communication more understandable.  Some people with deafblindness use it. It is gaining recognition as a distinct language.
Vibration and other tactile forms
There is research on communication systems based on vibration. Examples include morse code, braille and deafblind alphabets converted to vibrating signals. Tadoma is a method that uses touch on specific parts of the face and throat to understand speech. The tactile block alphabet is felt in the palm.
Written communication
Moon
Moon is a tactile reading format. The symbols are created with braille dots but are shaped similarly to print characters. Moon symbols are much larger than braille, making Moon easier to read by those without the required finger sensitivity.
Braille
Braille is a reading and writing system based on a 6-dot character. By using different combinations and positioning of raised dots, letters of the alphabet, numbers and punctuation are represented. Braille is read by moving the fingertips along the rows of characters. There are a range of technologies available for writing braille.
Services for tactile literacy
Orientation and Mobility Instructors and Occupational Therapists with experience in providing blind and low vision services and Specialist Teachers in vision impairment can support the development of tactile literacy. Other members of the team, where vision and hearing impairment occur together may include the Deafblind Consultant, Communication Guide and Deafblind Interpreter.
For further information and bibliography see the Tactile Literacy Information Sheet
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