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INTRODUCTION 
 

The education of handicapped children in countries like Cambodia is a main 
concern. A report written in 2002 by the NGO “Save the Children” mentions that 
less than 10% of Asian handicapped children attend school… 

That is why Krousar Thmey decided in 1994 to react and be the first 
Cambodian organisation to offer blind and deaf children a way to come out of their 
isolation by opening the first school for blind in Chba Ampeou right on the outskirts 
of Phnom Penh. The first school for deaf opened in 1997 just next to the one for 
blind. 

To make it possible Krousar Thmey had to adapt the schooling to the 
disabilities of the children. The first step was to build tools to enable blind children 
to read and write. Therefore Krousar Thmey developed the Khmer Braille and 
opened the first Braille bookmaking workshop in Chba Ampeou. 

Since 1994 three more schools for blind children opened in three different 
provinces: Battambang, Siem Reap and Kampong Cham. Moreover Krousar Thmey 
opened this year the first integrated class for blind children within a public school 
in Sihanoukville. We would like to open more classes like this one over the years to 
come. 

In October 2003 a total of 158 blind children received adapted schooling. To 
face this increasing number of blind pupils a second Braille bookmaking workshop 
opened in Battambang in 2001. 

In those schools children learn to read and write Braille. The bookmaking 
workshops translate all the scholar handbooks from the Ministry of Education and 
provide the four schools as well as the integrated class with the requested Braille 
books. With these books the blind can follow the official curriculum and even be 
integrated in public schools. Children are thus independent in their schooling and 
this contributes to reversing the negative mentality towards the handicapped in the 
Cambodian society. 

This report sums up the activities of the Braille Bookmaking Workshop in 
Battambang during the semester july 2003 - december 2003. It will besides keep 
you updated with today’s Krousar Thmey programs. 

Please feel free to contact us for any other information. 

∑ krousar-thmey@bigfoot.com 
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1. The story of an alphabet :  the Khmer Braille 

1.1. Braille history reminder 

Braille has been an effective way of communication for blind people since 
1829 when it was invented in Paris by Louis Braille. Louis Braille lost his sight at the 
age of three as a result of an eye injury. As a young boy at school he became 
frustrated with the large and bulky raised letter alphabet used to learn reading and 
writing skills. Later in his life a French artillery officer named Charles Barbier de la 
Serre gave him the idea of reading by a tactile code. After many years of 
experimenting Louis Braille developed a successful reading and writing system that 
today is used worldwide. 

1.2. Braille system description reminder 

Braille is a tactile system of raised dots representing letters of the alphabet. 
To read Braille the fingers gently glide over paper that has been embossed with the 
Braille code. 

For note taking a pointed instrument is used to punch out the dots on paper 
held in a metal frame. The readable raised dots appear on the other side of the 
paper. In other words the letters must be written in reverse so that when the 
students turn the page they are able to feel the bumps in the right direction. 

The basis of the Braille system is known as a Braille cell. The rectangular cell 
is comprised of six dots numbered in a specific order. Each dot or combination of 
dots represents a letter of the alphabet. A single cell can be used to represent an 
alphabet letter, number, punctuation mark, or even a whole word. Sixty-four 
combinations are possible using one or more of these six dots.  

1.3. The early stages of the Khmer Braille 

In 1994 when Krousar Thmey decided to open the first school for blind 
children in Cambodia no tools existed for the specialised education towards those 
children. A very basic Khmer Braille had been developed in the Cambodian refugee 
camps based on the Thaï Braille. Krousar Thmey started on what already existed 
and developed this language.  

The first step was to find a Braille equivalent for all the Khmer letters. As 
there are 33 consonants and 26 vowels in the Khmer alphabet, this was quite a long 
job. It was done on the basis of what had been created in the refugee camps. Some 
letters are translated by 2 or 3 cells of six dots. Moreover some Khmer letters are 
written under or on the others. For example, the vowel “i” is always written on a 
consonant. To write “mi”, you write an “m” and above it an “i”. But you can not 
reproduce this in Braille and that is why other systems of representation had to be 
found. 
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For numbers Krousar Thmey use the same signs as in any other countries. But 
when we write there is not only letters they are a lot of other signs !! Punctuation, 
accent, symbols (ex : ?, «, =, $, …) So step by step we have to find equivalent for 
every sign. 

1.4. Development of this system 

The education for the blind in Cambodia is still in evolution as it started only 
ten years ago. Indeed each year we open a new grade : in 1994 we only opened one 
grade 1 and in October 2003 we had to open one grade 10 for the children who are 
here since the beginning. For them we need to translate each year new signs 
especially in scientific topics. For example, the children in grade 10 will start 
studying this year molecular chemistry so all the molecular formulas need to be 
translated in Braille. 

To produce all the required mathematics symbols, physics notations and 
chemistry formulas a small group of people working with the blind gather together 
each summer in Phnom Penh (see press articles part). In Battambang school a 
research group also meet every saturday to work on new Braille signs. 

For mathematics they use an American Braille book but they do not have the 
equivalent for chemistry and physics so they really have to invent the symbols. We 
tried to investigate in France for existing books on the subject but nothing seems 
to be available. Maybe you could have a look to see what is available in your 
country. 

You can see an example of those signs on the next page. It is very difficult to 
represent all the small signs that we use as every sign must be written with one or 
more groups of six dots. Especially in chemistry the writing is not linear anymore 
and for blind it is one more difficulty to discover where the signs are located on 
the paper! 
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2. The making of a book 

In this part we will describe how  printed books from the Ministry of 
Education become Braille books used by blind students in their classes. 

As we provide a formal education to all the blind children we need to give them 
adapted tools to follow the national curriculum. This is why we translate all the 
scholar handbooks from the Ministry of Education into Braille. We are lucky that in 
Cambodia all the teachers use the same methods and thus the same books. For 
example in primary school children study only four topics (Khmer, mathematics, 
social sciences and natural sciences) and therefore it only exists four books for 
each grade. 

2.1. Typing and translating the text into Braille 

In Battambang only one staff works in the workshop: Miss Em Sochinda. She 
is helped by the school director M. Sokpheak and also one staff from Chba Ampeou 
workshop to whom she notifies any problem or asks questions over the phone. 

Since there is another Braille bookmaking workshop in Chba Ampeou the 
staff split the work between the two workshops. In Battambang are typed and 
corrected mainly mathematics and chemistry books. This to account for staff 
resources and also help available on site by M. Sokpheak as he used to be a 
chemistry teacher and is competent for maths issues. He can therefore correct or 
explain any problem related to those subjects. 

They can use two different computer softwares to carry out this job : 

- DBT (Duxbury Braille Translator). With this software you need to know Braille 
very well. While using this program one uses only six keys : each one 
corresponds to a dot in Braille. So for every letter or every symbol the 
equivalent is typed in Braille. Translating a book is quite a long process with 
this software but as the typist can see the result straight away on the screen 
there are very few mistakes. 

- KBT (Khmer Braille Translator). With this program you can type in Khmer and 
then press the button “translation”. The software automatically translates the 
text into Braille. This software is more performing than DBT but the problem is 
that you can only type text with this software. So for all the scientific topics it 
is not possible to use it as they are too many symbols… 
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2.2. Reading through the book and correcting 

Once the book is totally translated in Braille and saved onto the computer a 
copy is printed in Braille. 

Miss Em Sochinda then reads through the book and corrects any mistake. 

 

Miss Em Sochinda at work. 

 

2.3. Printing all the required books with a modern technology 

In the bookmaking workshop there is one embosser available. We call 
“embosser” a machine which produces the Braille script. 

It uses a very modern technology and print Braille on both sides of the 
paper!! This process is really economical because paper for Braille is very 
expensive and it now enables the use of only half the quantity of the paper 
required by the old process. 

To print on both sides of a page the embosser punches marks on one side of 
the paper and punches marks moved from half-a-space on the right and half-a-
space down on the other side. By doing so no space is wasted. 
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We can represent it like that : 

 

 

 

 

 

Depending on number of children in the class for which they edit a book we 
print one book per child. For instance this year three students started to learn in 
grade 10. So before the beginning of the school year we had to translate all the 
books required for grade 10 and print 3 copies of each. 

We also edit books for the school of Kampong Cham and the school of Siem 
Reap. And each year we have to print new books for the children in Chba Ampeou 
as each year they are more and more : for instance last year there were 43 blind 
pupils studying in this school and since October 2003 there are 55 ones. 

boss : those marks are read on 
the recto of the page. 

gap : those marks are read on 
the verso of the page. 

2.4. Bending the books 

Each book is binded at the very end before being used by children. Different 
colours are used for the front page for the staff to distinguish the subject but also 
the grade. 

2.5. Use by the pupils 

At the beginning of each school year every class is provided with as many 
books as there are children in. So every child can have his own book and follow the 
lesson on it. When they go to the public school the pupils bring the required books 
with them. They can thus study like any the other children. The teacher can ask 
them to read a paragraph or to do an exercise and the child can do it normally. As 
the teachers are trained to Braille language by Krousar Thmey it helps them 
correcting the exercises. 

However the children are not allowed to bring the books at home as they 
may forget them, lose them or spoil them. 

2.6. The end of books lives 

Depending on the quality of the paper used a book can last between 2 to 5 
years. After that the dots become flat and it starts getting difficult to read 
properly. In that case a new book is printed to replace the old one. 

Regularly the books have to be replaced because the Ministry of Education 
updates its program or the teaching methods. To take into account this change new 
handbooks have to be translated and thus it all starts again. 
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Books stored on shelves inside the workshop. 

 

3. The workshop 

3.1. Workshop routine 

The workshop in Battambang produces books in close cooperation with the 
second braille bookmaking workshop located in the School for blind children of 
Chba Ampeou. 

Thus the battambang workshop edits book of chemistry and mathematics 
whereas the workshop from Chba Ampeou edits books of sciences, history, physics, 
house work, Khmer language, geography, earth, moral of culture, population 
learning, social learning, house work, etc...  

By editing should be understood typing and correcting the braille books on a 
computer. Once a book has been edited it can then be exchanged by floppy disk 
between the 2 workshops for further printing. 

3.2. Books production 

The table below presents a summary of the number of books printed in the 
workshop during the year 2003. 
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Subject 
Grade / 

Number of 
books 

Number of books 
printedF 

History & Geography 7/b1 & b2 18 

History & Geography 8/b1 & b2 18 

Geography 7/b1 10 

Geography 8/b1 & b2 18 

Geography 8/b1 9 

Social learning 3/b2 6 

Social learning 2/b1 & b2 21 

Khmer language 
7/b1, b2, b3, b4, 

b5, b6 & b7 
35 

Khmer language 2/b1 4 

Khmer language 
8/b1, b2 

4/b1 
22 

Chemestry 7/b1 9 

Chemestry 8b1 & b2 18 

Mathematics 7/b2, b3 & b4 27 

Mathematics 8/b1 9 

Mathematics 8/b1 & b2 18 

Moral of culture 7/b1 & b2 18 

House work 7/b1 & b2 18 

House work 8/b1 & b2 18 

Population learning 8/b1 & b2 18 

Physics 8/b1 & b2 18 

Sciences 8/b1 & b2 18 

 TOTAL 350 
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Since braille translated books get thicker than the books from public school we 
sometimes make up to 7 braille books out of one « normal » book (see Khmer 
language) ! 

Because books are being reused every year and passed over from one pupil to 
another we don’t always need to print new versions. 

 

4. News about our handicapped program 

4.1. Speech language therapy project 

This year 2003/2004 will be very special as a new program started concerning 
teachers for deaf children. Indeed a French volunteer, professional speech 
language therapist, arrived in July 2003 to work with Krousar Thmey during 1 year. 
She will help the teachers in each school for deaf children and will introduce them 
various technics to improve communication with their pupils. She started by giving 
general knowledge about speech language therapy during the annual training and is 
now spending 2 months in each of the 4 schools. She just came back from Siem 
Reap school where she set up new groups ; for example a group of children learning 
how to read on the lips and another workshop on sounds. 

This is a complementary job to the action taken by the organization « Enfants 
sourds du Cambodge » where a team of hearing aid specialists come every 6 
months in our schools to follow up, equiped children and provide new comers with 
hearing aid. 

4.2. Cooperation with various NGO 

Krousar Thmey attends monthly meetings with other NGO working with blind 
children such as ABC (Association for the Blind Cambodians), HKI (Helen Keller 
International), IRIS (International Resources for the Improvement of Sight), 
CARITAS, Medicam, DAC, CAO (Cambodian Optometry Association), etc... One of 
the results of those meetings is for instance the new English lessons that will start 
this year in two of our schools (Kampong Cham and Chba Ampeou) ; next year 
should start English lessons in the 2 schools of Battambang and Siem Reap. 

4.3. Press articles 

2003 Human rights Prize 

Year 2003 finished with a great piece of news as Krousar Thmey was awarded 
the 2003 Human Rights Prize by the French Republic. Together with 4 other 
international NGO Miss Cheam Kosal, director of Krousar Thmey in Cambodia, 
received the prize from the hands of the French Prime Minister M. Jean-Pierre 
Raffarin in Paris on 11th December 2003. We received a donation of 15000EUR. 

Krousar Thmey   13



Braille Bookmaking Workshop in Battambang 

This decision was made to recognize the work that we have ben carrying out 
since 1996 in the town of Poipet at the Khmer-Thai border. Krousar Thmey opened 
a village made of 20 small wooden houses which welcomes single mothers with very 
low income and each house is surrounded by a small garden where they can grow 
fruits and vegetables. They don’t need to pay any rent and Krousar Thmey even 
helps some of the poorest families : the only condition for them being to send their 
children to school. 

Today 20 mothers and 81 children benefit from this program. 

Article released in the daily Khmer English Newspaper « Kampuchea 
Thmey Daily » on 8/01/04. 

Annual training 

As every summer teachers from Krousar Thmey and also teachers from public 
schools gathered in Phnom Penh to receive training during 2 months (see press 
article below… unfortunately in French !). Various sessions were organized in 
different subjects : mathematics, sign language and of course braille ! 

The two bookmaking workshops staff also organized special meetings during 
that time. They indeed form a research group of 7 people - 3 from Battambang 
school, 2 from Chba Ampeou and 2 from Kampong Cham) to think about new braille 
signs that could solve some problems reported by children. It is espacially in high 
grades mathematics and chemistry subjects that most of the difficulties appear. 
Those sessions took place between 1/08/03 and 18/09/03, 7h/day, 5 to 6 
days/week. 
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This annual training is always a good opportunity to exchange experiences and 
get new ideas from other colleagues. Miss Em Sochinda enjoyed going back to Chba 
Ampeou wokshop as this is where she had her 9 months training before starting in 
Battambang workshop. 

 

Article released in the daily Khmer French newspaper « Cambodge Soir » on 
13/08/2003. 
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Thanks to your regular donations 
blind children can read and learn 

in their braille books. They can 
follow the same lessons as their 
« normal » friends at the public 

school and enjoy a better 
adapted schooling. 

Miss Khorn Mom - grade 4 - reading aloud to her classmates at the public 
school of Battambang.  

On behalf of them, THANK YOU 
VERY MUCH ! ! ! 
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