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Robert Anderson called theological schools to examine the presence, or absence, of persons with disabilities among their ranks, urging institutions to reach for relationship with scholars who bring unique perspectives to theological study.
 It is useful to think not only of those scholars within particular institutions but within the broad field of biblical studies and theological scholarship, and of factors which have influenced their courses of scholarship. In some cases, lack of tools to study has hindered a scholar from pursuing work effectively. Disempowerment due to disability-related barriers can be discouraging; but ancient leaders model wisdom in this situation. St. Jerome encouraged church leaders who were blind not to grieve their lack of physical sight but to rejoice in their theological understanding.
 Certainly, achieving theological understanding in spite of lack of tools to work effectively is a thing in which to rejoice. When tools are available which can empower a scholar to succeed, the entire community can influence that scholar to continue to work in the area of best scholarship.

Case Studies

The presence of scholars with disabilities in biblical and theological studies is not new,. The Jewish Virtual Library documents that a large number of people who were blind functioned in the Ancient Near East as Talmudic Sages.
 According to the article, "In addition to Bava b. Buta, who was blinded by Herod (BB 4a), mention may be made of Nahum of Gimzo (Ta'an. 21a), Dosa b. Harkinas (Yev. 16a), and R. Joseph and R. Sheshet in Babylon (BK 87a), as well as a number of anonymous blind scholars (cf. Ḥag. 5b; tj Pe'ah, end)."

The fact that scholars who are blind have practiced as Christian exegetes and teachers is documented as far back as the fourth century. Didymus the Blind, lacking modern tools to read and move about independently, produced commentaries with the aid of colleagues and prepared students in his local community to participate in philosophical debate as they traveled throughout the region.
 The employment of scribes was not uncommon during this time period; and while Didymus' teaching arrangement was unusual, it was clearly successful.

Today's biblical scholars who are blind include John Hull, a British professor of New Testament studies, philosophy, and theology.
 Hull's retinas detached during his teen years;
 and he taught himself braille in order to gain access to the Bible.
 However, his initial loss of sight was temporary. The detached retina was repaired, and he obtained his degrees as a sighted person. When he began work on a publication requiring significant work in Greek and Aramaic, to be published in 1974, he also began losing his sight.
 Due to difficulty finding people who were able to read material in these languages, he changed his focus to philosophy, social sciences, and theology.

The success of Didymus the Blind illustrates the potential of the creative scholar who partners with others when necessary to accomplish the goals of scholarly study. The experience of John Hull illustrates the need for tools that allow scholars who are blind to function without relying on others to provide access to original language materials. Many scholars have devised strategies to work in settings where partial levels of access exist. This paper will discuss the strategies available for meeting the needs of biblical language scholars who are blind, the limitations of those strategies, and the potential areas of research and development in this field.

Research Strategy

In her study regarding the experiences of secondary and post-secondary foreign language learners who are blind, Kimberly Morrow noted that the body of literature regarding the language learning needs of this population was very small.
 Morrow provided a review of literature, a description of her own experience as a language learner who is blind, a review of her qualitative research examining the experiences of language learners who are blind, and suggestions for accommodations based on her findings. Morrow's research concerned learners of modern languages. The body of literature concerning biblical language pedagogy is small; and there is no existing literature concerning biblical language teaching methods to meet the needs of scholars who are blind. In order to determine these methods, one must look for solutions from the fields of foreign language teaching and general knowledge of blindness.

In order to merge information from the fields of biblical studies and disability service, the authors surveyed biblical language scholars who are blind and university staff who provide special services to accommodate the needs of scholars who have disabilities. The aim of these surveys was to determine what the experiences of students has been, the attitudes of faculty and staff regarding student needs and abilities, and the potential for improvement in service to biblical scholars who are blind. Weaknesses of the research included very small sample size, questions that allowed for vague or inaccurate data, and question wording which may have biased respondents regarding the motives of the authors.

In addition to conducting surveys, the authors engaged in several discussions via email, phone, and face-to-face meeting which provide further insight on issues facing all individuals involved in the education of scholars who are blind. While many of these discussions did not take place as part of the formal research process, they form part of the background for the discussion and it is thus appropriate to site some of them.

Are Scholars Who Are Blind Studying Biblical Languages?

While the vast majority of students surveyed studied Greek and Hebrew, surveys of support staff indicated that some students have also studied Latin. Average duration of study was two years for students of Greek at both the graduate and undergraduate level. Length of Hebrew study varied widely with some students completing one year or less, some completing two years, and one completing numerous years of study. Informal discussions indicated that some students have attempted to study Aramaic, and a small number of students have expressed interest in other languages.
Barriers to Language Study for Scholars Who Are Blind
Surveys and discussions indicate that while scholars are succeeding in biblical studies and have done so for many years, they often do so after confronting significant barriers. Surveys and discussions indicated that barriers include lack of knowledge of solutions available, lack of textbooks in accessible formats, lack of staff who are qualified to provide support to students with disabilities, Lack of knowledge of factors affecting the language learning process for scholars who are blind, and Lack of equipment to meet the needs of students who are blind. Discussions with scholars who are blind indicated that concerns existed regarding faculty and staff attitudes regarding the ability of blind scholars to succeed in biblical studies. Evidence of negative attitudes included faculty and staff comments such as, "That language is very hard," "Perhaps you should study elsewhere," and display of negative cultural attitudes about blindness by faculty who are natives of cultures where people who are blind are not afforded positive opportunities for study and service as they are in the United States.
A number of solutions have been implemented in response to these barriers. A few students were exempted from language study and graduated without the requisite credits. Others changed tracks to degree programs that did not require language study. Students who lacked accessible textbooks or writing methods studied with the help of readers or scribes. Some students who lacked appropriate support from faculty and staff conducted their own research, proposed an alternative program of study using accessible texts, and brought their own technology into the classroom in order to succeed.
Today, technology allows access to many texts via hardcopy or specialized braille display; and it is possible for the scholar to produce text on a computer using a keyboard. Scholars who have access to such technology can now participate more actively in a range of biblical studies than they could in the past. Some scholars have taken advantage of these options and are now serving as clergy in various roles. A few are pursuing advanced academic study.

Making Language Study Possible
Enabling language study for the scholar who is blind requires providing access to both the reading and writing medium. Some scholars, referred to as "scholars who are visually impaired" or "scholars with low vision,"  obtain access to written materials using devices or software which enlarge text. These scholars can generally use the same texts that their sighted counterparts are using. They may need some modifications in the classroom in order to see demonstrations on blackboards, handouts, etc. While it is important to understand how to assist the scholar with low vision and efforts must be made to encourage that these learners identify themselves so that their needs can be met, this paper is primarily concerned with the use of technology to accommodate scholars who cannot use enlarged materials. These scholars, for the purpose of this paper, are referred to as "scholars who are blind." It is these scholars whose needs mystify department heads and faculty. 

Blindness is a low incidence disability; and while disability services staff are knowledgeable regarding resources needed to meet the needs of scholars who are blind, it is sometimes the case that a small university has seldom or never served one. In these cases, support staff and faculty can find themselves equally unfamiliar with the practicalities of implementing accommodations when faced with the challenge of assisting the scholar who is blind in accessing original language materials and communicating using original language characters. The faculty member, who is unfamiliar with disability-related technology, and the staff member, who may be unfamiliar with biblical languages, must build bridges of communication in order to create successful experiences for the scholar who is blind. A very brief overview of some tools available for use will begin that bridge-building process by enabling faculty members to communicate more clearly with staff members and scholars who are blind.
The Screen Reader

A screen reader is an application or software package which interprets the text on a computer screen in a manner which is easily accessible to an individual who is blind or visually impaired. The information is conveyed via speech output through a speech synthesizer as well as tactually with the use of an external Braille display. A Braille display is like a computer monitor in that it provides direct access to what is on the screen. However, the amount of information is limited, as only one line of braille is displayed at a time. The press of buttons on the display or keys on the computer keyboard causes the pins on the display to refresh, allowing the user to change the area of the screen being displayed. The display also refreshes as the cursor changes location. With the aid of a screen reader, a blind or visually impaired individual is able to access and utilize most any program or computer application that a sighted user is able to access.

Several screen readers are available for use with the PC, allowing for choice in the manner in which one works with various programs. Some screen readers feature higher degrees of accessibility with particular software packages over others. One’s choice of screen reader is highly dependent upon personal preference, combined with the degree of accessibility needed with particular applications that one will be using. The most popular and widely used commercially available screen reader is JAWS, manufactured by Freedom Scientific. Window Eyes, manufactured by GW Micro is also popular. Other screen readers exist, some of which are free and can be loaded onto a thumb drive. These screen readers do not provide the advanced features available to users of JAWS and Window Eyes; but some people are using them because of their low cost
Braille

Braille is a tactile writing system which is used to represent the characters of written language. It was invented by Louis Braille, a Frenchman, in 1829. The Braille code is based on a six-dot cell, three dots high by two across. Braille characters are formed using various combinations of the six dots. Braille displays include two extra dots at the bottom of the cell; and these are generally used for marking cursor position and displaying information about highlighting, etc. However, the two extra dots are also occasionally used in "eight dot braille," a special kind of braille used in technical notations where more dots are needed due to the number of characters in a coding system. 

The vast majority of modern printed languages have a corresponding Braille code. Braille codes must be differentiated from transliteration schema. Braille codes are properly referred to as "Hebrew braille," "Greek Braille," etc. In the Hebrew Braille code, for example, Braille symbols represent each letter of the aleph bet as well as the nikkudot, the dagesh, sheva, and some trope symbols. There is no difference in the spelling, grammar, syntax or the like between a text printed in Hebrew and in Hebrew Braille. Harry Brevis, who worked with the committee responsible for finalizing the development of the American Hebrew Braille system after first developing his own system for representing Hebrew in braille, explains the important differences between a transliteration scheme and a legitimate language representation, using Hebrew as an example.

Since I was not satisfied with any available embossed code, I was forced to utilize phonetic transliteration of the text into English symbols. From the outset I recognized that, in order to make the transliteration   intelligible,  I  would  have  to  devise symbols for sounds not present in English as well as for Hebrew  letters  which have the same sound, but are represented by different  symbols. The  word hachamim ("sages"-the initial h is a guttural), in the very first mishnah of the tractate, illustrates the problem. I used the X-symbol in English Braille for the het, and the ch-symbol for the guttural  chaj, undoubtedly showing the Spanish and German influence. I similarly adopted new symbols for consonants and vowels without counterpart in English Braille.

Braille has historically been written using either a handheld device called the slate and stylus, on which the user punches each dot manually, or a machine called the Perkins brailler, which is similar to a typewriter. The Perkins brailler has six keys representing the braille dots, a spacebar, backspace, and line advance keys. Modern technology includes methods for computerized braille input, software which transcribes documents from print to braille, and machines which emboss braille at high speeds on heavy paper. Braille transcription software is sometimes misnamed "translation software." This misnomer is important to understand, as the language of the document does not change in the process of turning a document from print to braille.
For many scholars who are blind, braille is an essential tool in the language learning process. For those whose blindness was acquired early in life or is congenital, braille is often the native literacy tool learned from childhood, as print is for readers who are sighted. These scholars often find that second languages are best learned using braille.
 When presented with auditory material on exams, both blind scholars at Anderson University, who were native braille readers, found it extremely difficult to perform grammatical analysis. When presented with exam material  in braille, the two scholars performed at a level equal to or superior to sighted classmates. These results should not be used to indicate that scholars who are blind have naturally superior language ability. However, they indicate that providing the proper tools enables scholars who are blind to achieve their personal potential, whatever that may be.
For those whose blindness was acquired later in life, braille is not a native literacy tool. Scholars who learned braille late in life will experience varying levels of success in its use; and this will affect their learning process as second language readers. Their general fluency with braille may be slow; and their fluency may be further affected by other factors depending on health factors related to the cause of their vision loss. For example, people who are diabetic sometimes experience reduced sensitivity in their fingers. Some people who learn braille later in life experience enough frustration that they give it up. Others find it to be of benefit. Michael Justice, a graduate of Dallas Theological Seminary, illustrates this in his testimony. When he began his study, he did not know braille; so he chose the M.A. program, which did not require any language study. He later learned braille and returned for a Th.M. degree. He says:

After completing my M.A.(BS)as a visually impaired student, I decided to pursue the Th.M. Through God’s grace and an average Braille reading proficiency, I was able to do the Greek and Hebrew studies. My preaching and teaching improved drastically due to the confidence I gained by using my language skills along with my previous studies in God’s Word. Now as a pastor, I am equipped with tools for a lifetime of ministry.

Limitations and Possibilities When Working with Braille
Because braille is a writing system that can be used to represent any language, it is theoretically possible for a person who is blind to study any language. However, some limitations exist regarding the use of braille for language study. Lack of textbooks in accessible format was the top concern cited in surveys of support staff and students. In years past, texts were transcribed using a process of hand-copying which could take many months. It is now possible to transcribe texts using a software package called the Duxbury Braille Translator (DBT). Even so, special attention must be paid to text formatting, and the text must be checked for accuracy. The use of computer software does not replace the work of the human braille transcriber. It only makes it more efficient.

Very few braille transcribers are currently qualified to work with texts in Hebrew or Greek. The certification process applies only to work with English braille. Standards exist for transcription of foreign language material; but braille transcription is considered a volunteer activity rather than a profession, and education in these standards is not uniform. Transcription errors or omissions can seriously hinder the learning process. This is especially true in Hebrew texts, where diacritical marks are often omitted or transcribed incorrectly due to lack of knowledge or misperceptions on the part of the transcriber regarding the importance of the particular markings. In prayer books, the dagesh and sheva are dropped in order to save space since most readers are familiar with the pronunciation of these liturgical texts. In grammars, it is inappropriate to omit these symbols; however, they are often omitted.
The problem of lack of access can be greatly improved by using texts that may be rendered on-screen or imported into DBT. In order to be imported into DBT, texts need to be available in Word 2007 format or earlier and utilize Unicode fonts to represent biblical language characters.
The second limitation of braille is the fact that all languages do not currently have a representation system. Latin, Greek, and Hebrew have well-defined representation systems, though efforts are underway to refine a system for representing the Hebrew cantillation marks. A system exists for representing the Arabic language in braille; however, it is not taught in the United states, and no instructional texts exist using this writing system. There are no braille representation systems for Ugaritic, Akkadian, or Syriac. Therefore, in order to study these languages, a person would need to develop a writing system after first learning the basic functions of the standard writing system. It is possible for this kind of development to occur given the right combination of vision, research interest, and devotion on the part of the scholar, faculty, and others involved with the process of study.
A Note About Unicode

In discussing the possibilities regarding development of braille systems for additional languages, a word is necessary concerning Unicode. Rod Decker explained that in order to display Greek or Hebrew on older computers, fonts needed to be used to "trick" the computer into interpreting the data from the keyboard as Greek or Hebrew. If the data was then displayed on another computer which had a different font installed, the data would appear as English characters.
 (p. 4) This method has been employed by users of the BibleWorks software and other similar programs for many years, even as they have migrated to newer computers. The difficulty for scholars who are blind is that screen readers do not read this font information, even when it is present, so while the sighted person looking on may see the correct language, the scholar who is reading on a braille display will read only English characters. This creates challenges for the use of software such as BibleWorks as well as for the exchange of documents which have been prepared using BibleWorks fonts.

The solution to these problems was to develop a way for computers to identify all characters in all languages uniquely. This mechanism is called the Unicode Standard.
 Several free and commercial fonts allow control of the way that Unicode characters are displayed.
 The fact that these fonts utilize Unicode characters means that computers will interpret the linguistic data when documents are exchanged. Screen readers will also interpret the linguistic data, even when the font does not display correctly onscreen to the sighted user. Using current technology to map the Unicode characters of a given language, it is possible to instruct a screen reader to communicate with a braille display so that the characters of a language can be displayed once the new writing system is developed. This makes it possible for scholars who are blind to access texts which take advantage of Unicode fonts and are displayed in formats that are compatible with screen readers.
Special Learning Needs of Scholars Who Are Blind

Given a textbook in usable format, scholars who are blind are often able to participate in biblical language study courses along with those who are sighted. They may experience learning challenges particular to the differences between visual learning and the use of blindness-related adaptations. Scholars who are blind are a diverse group with varying learning styles. The discussion of blindness-related learning challenges is not an indicator that all scholars who are blind will experience the same difficulties in learning new languages. On the contrary, it provides background information that can help in troubleshooting if problems occur.

Mispronunciation of Characters

Because the same set of braille dot configurations is used to represent characters in each language, problems can occur in reading when a scholar begins to learn a new language. These problems may become complex if the scholar has learned multiple languages in the past owing to the fact that a single dot configuration may be exchanged for multiple phonetic sounds. For example, the dot configuration representing the English letter j also represents the Spanish letter jota, the Hebrew letter yod, and the Greek letter omega with acute accent. The dot configuration for the English blend "ou" also represents the Greek upsilon with acute accent, and the Hebrew tav with dagesh. A few of the dot configurations are selected based on similarity of print-to-English correspondence, e.g. the Greek omega with no accent. In both print and braille this representation resembles a w. The multiple representations of the same dot configuration can result in mispronunciations during oral reading which sighted scholars do not experience. It is not necessary for a sighted professor to learn all of the dot representations in order to troubleshoot miscues. It may simply be helpful to identify the character that has been mispronounced in order to determine whether the scholar has misidentified the letter or mispronounced a known character.

Related to the discussion of mispronunciation is the question of how many characters the scholar who is blind learns when learning a new language. Whereas scholars who are sighted learn the alphabet and a set of diacritical marks which are used over or above each letter, those who are blind learn a different set of characters depending on how the language is written in braille. In Hebrew, each vowel has a definitive symbol; there are set symbols for the bgdkpt letters; and there is a symbol for the dagesh and sheva. Currently, only a limited set of cantillation marks is used in Hebrew literature which is in wide circulation. This limited set of cantillation marks is what has been used in textbooks which have been transcribed according to official braille standards.

Greek, on the other hand, includes a new symbol for each accented vowel. This is done in order to save space in braille. Since braille is read from left to right, including separate accent symbols would have been practical but would have made braille very bulky. These symbols "stack" with other symbols to form letters with breathing marks or even capital letters with breathing marks, letters with iota subscripts, etc. The Greek scholar who is blind thus learns an extra twenty or so symbols. Some scholars have difficulty remembering these symbols. One may recall that a particular symbol is an omega of some sort and even be able to use it correctly in a word but not be able to name it when asked.

Challenges Concerning The Visual Nature of the Course

Mobility International, USA, proposes five questions to consider in planning for course accessibility.

Does the teacher focus mostly on grammar, reading and writing to prepare students for higher-level literature courses? 

Is the course focused more on conversation, culture and immersion activities?

Is the course taught in another country where language will be practiced with native speakers and will be necessary for daily living? 

Will students have access to language labs to incorporate audio and other multimedia learning options? 

Will there be a lot of written handouts, online assignments, or films in the classes and writing on the blackboard or whiteboard? 

These questions apply most often to learners of modern languages; but they point to some of the challenges faced by scholars who are blind in learning biblical languages. These challenges concern the use of charts in textbooks, completion of parsing exercises, accessing handouts, learning in immersion classrooms, and biblical language ulpan experiences abroad.

Frederick Greenspan noted the tendency of Hebrew textbooks to include numerous charts demonstrating forms.
 Greek texts also include such charts. The inclusion of information in chart form is problematic for several reasons. Charts can be designed to present relationships in any number of ways. The information may be intended to be read down each column, and the columns may be loosely related. On the other hand, the rows may be designed to be read across but compared loosely to the rows above or below. Finally, the columns and rows may be related in a very complex manner; and understanding this relationship may be crucial. In the first two cases, the tables may be reformatted for easier reading in braille without greatly destroying the informational relationships being presented. In the last case, the presentation of the information in tabular form is essential. However, because space on a braille page is limited in comparison to that on a print page, with the text on one braille page being equal to approximately one third of the text on a print page, tables often do not convert well into braille. Presenting information from complex tables with many rows, and especially those with tables inside tables, is impossible. Furthermore, many people who are blind do not have adequate spatial skills necessary to process these complex relationships. Creative alternative solutions are needed to overcome this challenge.
Parsing exercises, which typically require underlining key phrases, drawing arrows between nouns and modifiers, etc., present unique challenges for scholars who are blind. In designing a solution, it is important to develop one in which the scholar can note what is parsed in order to communicate it to others and also recall the meaning of the parsing notation later. Two scholars at Anderson University developed their own parsing notation systems. The systems reflected the priorities and thought processes that each student used in performing the exercises. This observation reflects an important caveat in the teaching of scholars who are blind: each scholar is an individual. The thought process of the individual is an important part of scholarship that must be preserved. Scholars who are sighted have great freedom to individualize their note-taking styles by highlighting, using different colors, making notes in the margins, etc. Scholars who are blind are often pressured into utilizing the same technology as others, engaging in similar routines, etc.
Accessibility of handouts presents challenges to scholars and support staff, and faculty alike. Challenges may concern the formatting of text for use with braille transcription software, the use of features of braille transcription software to transcribe documents in multiple languages, or problems with compatibility of language fonts and screen readers when documents are exchanged electronically. Scholars who are blind have varying levels of technical skills, with some having quite low levels of skill in use of technology that has been recently purchased in response to their need to access biblical language material. In some situations, lack of adequate documentation resulted in a scholar troubleshooting a technical situation in order to resolve an access challenge. Such a situation was reported by Marina Orsini-Jones, et al.
 A similar situation resulted in the development of downloadable braille tables for the JAWS screen reader and documented instructions for the configuration of Windows 7 and XP to work with Greek and Hebrew keyboards.
Immersion classrooms and biblical language ulpan programs present similar challenges for scholars who are blind. Both rely heavily on pictures, real objects, and actions to teach vocabulary. Morrow presents a case study from a German immersion classroom which illustrates the problems.

Professor Schlegel reiterated how critical the visual element is in her over-all teaching style. "In most foreign language teaching styles, particularly in mine, the visual element is very important. When I teach in class. I am very animated; I use a lot of body language in my teaching. I draw on the board a lot. … If I point to something and ask, 'What is this?' it is a way for the student to think of the name of the object without wondering what the name is in English before he/she thinks of it in German. . . In my first-semester German class, … I start off with objects in the classroom that I can point to, things that I can act out, things I can draw on the board. Once the students have a basic concept of vocabulary, I then put the vocabulary into basic structures that they can readily comprehend. Comprehension is the first step in learning a foreign language; once students have the comprehension, they can learn to process and create the language on their own. In my classroom, what you see is the association that you make. It could, of course, be adapted to what you hear or to what you feel, but that is very difficult to do in a regular classroom setting when you have so many other students' needs to consider."

Morrow's study indicated that Professor Schlegel did not familiarize herself with her student's methods of study or attempt to engage adequately with him. She stated, "I do not know braille and cannot even sign," implying incorrectly that a correspondence existed between the two methods of communication; and she assigned responsibility for his instruction and evaluation to his tutors. She stated that he did not speak German in class, which she required.
 She might have been able to assist with his development as a scholar if she had engaged directly with him.

Currently, the authors have located no ulpan programs which offer university credit and which accept scholars who are blind. One Hebrew ulpan program exists for blind people who are immigrating to Israel. It is not equipped to serve Hebrew scholars. 

In order for a scholar to succeed in an immersion or ulpan setting, hands-on experience with real objects would be a critical component. Adequate description would allow for action words and names of objects which cannot be touched to be learned from context. When necessary, limited use of English should be permitted so that new words can be "phased in." Engagement with faculty in any language setting is crucial in order for the scholar to progress.
Accommodating the Scholar Who is Blind
Accommodating the scholar who is blind requires provision of access to text, enabling written communication, provision of accessible of handouts, accessibility of lecture materials, and modification of classroom teaching strategies as appropriate. It is important to remember that there is no single way to accomplish this. The following information serves as a starting point for considering possibilities.

Access to Text

In an email, Ray McAllister, who graduated in 2010 with a Ph.D. from Andrews University, cited seven types of material which he believes scholars should be able to access independently in order to engage fully in biblical study: (1) original language text; (2) Translation into vernacular modern speech and idiom; (3) original language grammars; (4) original language morphologies; (5) lexica; (6) commentaries; and (7) textual-critical information. Currently, the ability to access materials in these seven areas is scattered. Access requires use of multiple modalities, creative thinking, and sometimes curricular modification.

When working with braille texts, scholars have traditionally used hardcopy materials which come in as many as twenty or thirty volumes and are often very heavy. With the advent of software-based transcription, scholars are beginning to use electronic-format braille texts. These files may be used with braille displays or printed using a braille embosser. These files contain special characters which instruct the computer to communicate directly with the braille display rather than using the screen reading program to translate text from the screen. If a sighted person looks at the contents of one of these files, it will appear as unintelligible text. However, to the reader who is blind, it will be understandable as the text of a Greek grammar, Hebrew Bible, etc.

Several first-year Greek grammars are available in braille; however, only two Hebrew grammars and two intermediate Greek grammars are available in braille. Original biblical texts in Greek and Hebrew are available for use in hardcopy braille or using braille displays with computers. Morphologies, commentaries, lexica, and other background information are not typically available in alternative formats. For this type of information, technology provides a great advantage to the scholar who is blind.

Audio materials are available from a variety of resources. These resources vary in quality and affordability. Beginning scholars often ask how they will learn the proper pronunciations of their language of study. Since preferred pronunciation schemes vary from one university to another in both Hebrew and Greek, and since no two audio resources use the same pronunciation system, it is impossible to recommend specific resources to best meet the needs of scholars who are blind.

Software solutions such as Logos provide resources in electronic formats which allow for varying degrees of usability. There are limits at this time to the accessibility of software which has been tested for use with screen readers. In order to be fully usable, it must (1) use Unicode fonts; (2) use an interface with all controls fully accessible, meaning that the type and contents of the control are read by the screen reader; and (3) allow for the text to be accessible to the screen reader and braille display. It is preferable that the software also have an export function so that text can be fed to braille translation software via Microsoft Word.
No software meets all of these criteria in its current version. Some of the interface screens in BibleWorks 9 are accessible while others are not. BibleWorks 9 does not use Unicode fonts for original language grammars. This results in English characters being displayed to the screen reader. Logos 3G comes closest to meeting accessibility recommendations; but Logos 4 has a less than accessible interface and text is inaccessible to screen readers. Logos is working to develop a "read aloud" feature; however, this does not meet the needs of the scholar whose goal is to examine text critically. In the absence of full accessibility, faculty or staff can take advantage of export features in Unicode-based software programs to access text for scholars who are blind.
Gaining access to new text which is not available in braille or electronic form presents the greatest challenge. When working with English text, many scholars choose to scan texts they need into the computer, converting them into documents using a process called optical character recognition. The Fine Reader software, manufactured by Abbyy, will recognize Hebrew and Greek with some limitations. FineReader does not recognize Hebrew vowels or trope marks; nor does it recognize Greek breathing marks. Therefore, a scholar wishing to access original language material via scanning and OCR must cope with some significant limitations. Scholars with advanced reading ability cope by learning to read without Hebrew vowels and Greek diacritics. These limitations make OCR an impractical method for accessing certain kinds of text (e.g. morphologies or books that examine grammatical features of text).
Enabling Written Communication

It is as essential that scholars who are blind learn to communicate in written form as it is that sighted scholars learn to form written letters. Several options exist which enable this. In Windows 7, native support exists for Hebrew and Greek., including polytonic Greek. Other keyboards, which are based more on phonetic correspondence, are available for download. Some keyboards include key assignments which conflict with screen reader commands. It may be helpful to try more than one keyboard before settling on the best one for an individual scholar. When working with a scholar who is learning the keyboard, it is important to understand that the guides to keyboard layouts are generally graphical in nature; and screen readers will not read them.

Making Your Handouts Readable

In order to prepare handouts for hassle-free transcription and easy reading when sharing with scholars who are blind:
1. Use headings to position text logically according to hierarchical structure.

2. Use paragraph style rather than pressing tab to mark paragraphs.

3. Allow word wrap to fix your lines; do not press enter at the ends of lines.

4. Most importantly, use a Unicode font. If you are accustomed to typing using the BibleWorks keyboard, install a Unicode-based keyboard so that your documents will be compatible with all computer systems.

Working in the Classroom

To improve the experience in the classroom:

1. Verbalize as you write on the board. Call out the characters as you write them, identify what you are underlining, etc.

2. Avoid drawing unnecessary attention to the scholar's blindness (e.g. by saying, "I'm going to describe this for you, Sam, since you can't see it.") Your descriptions help not only the scholar who is blind but also sighted scholars who have nonvisual learning styles.

3. Educate yourself about web site accessibility. If you use reading material from web sites, be aware that the web site may be difficult for your scholar to use. Develop a contingency plan for such circumstances.
Partnerships for Success
Scholars who are blind who were interviewed for this study indicated a range of attitudes regarding language study. Some took it as a requirement for their degree while others were very passionate about the languages they chose to study. Some scholars indicated that staff and faculty anxiety about how to assist them dampened their enthusiasm for biblical language study. Support staff who responded to surveys indicated that they have broad concerns and varying levels of preparedness regarding the ability to meet the needs of scholars who wish to study biblical languages. Morrow indicated that foreign language faculty sometimes feel unprepared and anxious regarding the prospect of modifying visually-oriented presentations.
 Creating a positive partnership with support staff in which you become familiar with each other's roles and responsibilities will prepare you to work together to meet the needs of students with disabilities in biblical language study.

Morrow noted that Professor Schlegel felt that her work with her student would have had a greater chance of success if the student had disclosed his needs to her. Students fail to disclose their needs for a variety of reasons. Some are uncomfortable discussing their disabilities. At some institutions, disability support staff serve as intermediaries between students and faculty, providing documentation of disabilities and recommended accommodations. This sometimes discourages faculty and scholars from communicating with each other and instead creates a sense that accommodations can be formulated based on disability. Finally, scholars who are blind sometimes find it difficult to interpret social cues that indicate that a faculty member is free and approachable. Discussion of accommodations should be conducted privately, even if initial contact is made in the presence of other students. In order to facilitate disclosure, verbalize your contact information and office hours during your opening course meeting and invite scholars to discuss any special needs with you. If you collect such information in writing, invite the scholar who is blind to submit it outside classtime or meet with you privately. Your willingness to approach the scholar and initiate discussion of accommodation will encourage the development of a positive partnership in the learning process and may significantly reduce stress.
The Scholar Who is Blind in the Teaching Role

Occasionally, scholars who are blind choose to pursue advanced academic study which requires teaching experience. Such scholars typically have in mind standard career goals rather than specialized goals involving work with other peopld who are blind, even if they choose to participate in some types of advocacy or service with people who are blind as adjunct service. Use of technology allows them to to teach either blind or sighted students since data can be exchanged freely between machines. Scholars who are blind may be especially suited for teaching online courses, provided they are skilled in the use of technology and the online tools used by the institution are fully accessible with screen readers.
In order to function effectively in a teaching role, the scholar who is blind should have a working knowledge of the shapes of the letters and diacritics of the target language and the English alphabet. This may be gained using tactile models or audio descriptions. This knowledge enables the scholar who is blind to answer questions from beginning readers more accurately when letter names are still not identified correctly (e.t. "What is that word that begins with a w?") Some beginning readers, especially those with learning disabilities, persist in these difficulties for some time but will correctly parse forms despite misidentifying the names of letters. At Anderson University, it was the scholar who was blind who was able to assist such learners most effectively in mastering Greek during the 2009-2010 school year.
In the teaching situation, great emphasis must be placed on textbook accessibility and on the development of an effective means of communicating in the target language. The scholar must also master the concept of using a data projector and learn how much information should be displayed onscreen at a time and in what format. As an alternative, a teaching assistant may take dictation and write on the board among other things. If a teaching assistant is present in the class, the assistant should be careful not to take over the teaching of the class.

Needed Research

There is still much unexplored territory concerning access to biblical language material for scholars who are blind. Users of screen readers must keep expensive software up to date in order to keep pace with the rapidly-changing state of the mainstream software they use. A software program that has been redesigned can become a field for new research if its interface becomes inaccessible. For example, screen readers can no longer read the contents of controls in the Logos 4 interface; so both programmers at Logos and volunteers who are familiar with configuration of screen readers must work together to resolve the challenges.

Many people who are blind are now turning to use of the Mac and Iphone because of the implementation of Voiceover software as part of its Lion operating system. Support for biblical languages with braille displays on this system has not been evaluated. It is therefore unknown whether a scholar who is blind and who uses a Mac would be at a disadvantage when studying biblical languages. This is an option which should be researched fully, as biblical studies software companies are beginning to support both the Mac and Iphone. If Voiceover supports biblical languages natively, or it can be modified in the same way that JAWS can be, scholars who are blind and who use the Mac would have the same access to biblical language materials that their PC-using counterparts have.
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