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We tried using a Braille alphabet chart to read the Braille on the Chanukah cards
we’re decorating, but some letters and words were missing, and some dots didn’t
match the chart. Why is that?

We’re glad you asked!
Let’s start with capital letters and punctuation.

Each braille character (called a cell) is made up of six raised dots arranged in a rectangle. If
you feel the Braille on the Chanukah card, you’ll notice that the first cell has only dot six
raised (right bottom corner dot)

A single “dot six cell” tells you that the next letter is a capital letter. So, that first dot you
feel on the Chanukah card isn’t a letter or a word at all—it simply tells you that the next
letter (in this case, “W”) is uppercase.

Punctuation also exists in braille, just like in print. Specific braille cells represent
punctuation marks such as periods, commas, and exclamation points. That means some
of the cells you feel on the Chanukah card are punctuation—not letters.

Now let’s talk about the words.
There are two main “grades” of Braille: Grade 1 and Grade 2.

People who are blind first learn Grade 1 braille, and once they’ve mastered it, they move on
to Grade 2. If someone learns Braille as a child, they usually begin reading Grade 2 Braille
around age 8 or 9.

Grade 1 braille (also called uncontracted braille) consists of 26 combinations of the braille
cell dots — one for each letter of the alphabet
For example, in Grade 1, the word “from” is spelled out letter by letter: f-r-o-m.

But braille takes up a lot of space! The standard spacing makes each cell roughly the size
of a 30-point font, so full words quickly fill a page. To help with this, Grade 2 braille (also
called Contracted Braille) uses contractions and abbreviations to represent common
words or groups of letters. This saves space and increases reading speed.



The Chanukah card you are decorating is written in Grade 2 Braille, using the contractions
and abbreviations a Braille reader would expect.

For example, on our Chanukah card the word “from” is shown using just the letter “f,”
instead of spelling out the full word.

Common letter combinations in Grade 2 braille are contracted as well.

You will notice this when you read the word “Chanukah” on the card. You will feel just one
cell for the “ch” sound—not separate cells for “c” and “h.”

There are almost 200 contractions and abbreviations in Grade 2 braille that readers
memorize. These include whole words like “but,” “and,” “can,” and “have”, as well as

parts of words like “ch,” “sh,” “th,” and “ing.” There are also short-form words like “ab” for
“about” or “tm” for “tomorrow.”

To help you translate the Braille on your card, use both a Braille Alphabet Key and the
Braille Punctuation and Grade Key below.
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What about Hebrew Braille? Is it Grade 1 or Grade 2?

Another great question!

Hebrew Braille is uncontracted, meaning every word is spelled outin full. There are no
contractions or abbreviations in Hebrew Braille—this includes both Israeli Hebrew Braille
and International Hebrew Braille used by JBI Library (Israeli Hebrew Braille does not
include vowels, while International Hebrew Braille does)
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