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Workshop 208: BERT and Cosmo 

BERT 

BERT is an internet application to assist itinerant teachers of the blind -- and braille teachers specifically -- to 

stay in touch with students from off-site locations. Benefits include: 

 Reduces teacher travel time, providing more time with students. 

 Allows working with several students in a day, even if they are in different schools. 

 Keeps track of time spent online with each student. 

 Provides for live sessions with the student as well as assigned homework. 

 Lessons and homework are paper-based for simplicity. 

 Requires no prior knowledge of braille from the student. 

BERT is not intended to replace the braille teacher, and provides no benefit to the student without a 

teacher. Nor is BERT intended to replace face-to-face time with the student. BERT simply provides a new 

tool for making best use of the braille teacher's time. 

Cosmo 

Use of BERT requires a Cosmo Braille Writer to support the student. 

Cosmo is a nearly silent electronic braille writer. Six braille keys can be used to place braille on paper. 

Cosmo supports many weights of paper, from regular office paper through light card stock, including 

standard weights for braille publishing. No adjustments are necessary in Cosmo to support different weights 

of paper. 

When connected to a computer through its built-in USB port, Cosmo's control and alt keys can be used to 

control a supported application. 

For BERT use, Cosmo must be connected to a Windows computer. Macintosh support will be coming soon. 

The beginning BERT student will use the Cosmo keyboard exclusively, never touching the computer 

keyboard. 

Using BERT for Live One-on-One Teaching 

Any student who can use Cosmo can use BERT. Initially, BERT is to be used with the help of a teaching 

assistant. The teaching assistant takes care of setting up the workspace, ensuring that Cosmo and the 

computer are connected, and getting online and logged in to the BERT server. The teacher, remotely 

connected through the internet, takes things from there. 

The BERT teacher uses the same software as the student, but the software customizes itself to present 



additional information and options only useful to the teacher. For example, the teacher will see when the 

student -- perhaps with the help of a TA -- is online. The teacher then has the option to begin class with the 

student at any time. The student does not need to do anything after logging on until hearing instructions 

from the teacher. 

During live class, communications between teacher and student are by voice and in braille. Voice 

communications are carried via standard Voice Over IP protocols to maximize compatibility and minimize 

the need for support from IT staff to get going. If voice communications are not working through BERT, it is 

possible to use other means, such as Skype or an ordinary telephone connection. Because of privacy 

concerns, voice communications in the live session are not recorded on the BERT server. Braille 

communication is all recorded on paper at the student's end. And braille communication is also recorded on 

the BERT server, so that the thrust of a lesson can be reviewed later. Student and teacher alike can review 

the braille "log" of previous lessons, to serve as a reminder of lessons learned and, for the teacher, to help 

plan future lessons. The student leaves each lesson with the braille on paper, which makes later review 

even simpler; access to these lessons on the BERT server thus serves as a backup rather than a primary 

source for review. 

School administrators are also able to see a record of time spent in class with each student on BERT and the 

braille "log" for each lesson. 

Using BERT for Homework 

BERT has a feature for use with homework assignments. This works very similarly to the live teaching 

operation, though there are some important differences. 

The most significant difference is that the use for homework does not require that the teacher and student 

be online at the same time. 

Additionally, each homework assignment is given a name when the teacher uploads it to the server. The 

student can view all assigned homework on one screen, even if the assignments are from multiple teachers. 

The student can choose which to complete first and need not complete an assignment all at once. Any 

response that the student begins to give to a homework assignment is saved on the server, and so 

homework can be begun in one location and then continued someplace else, provided only that the student 

is able to move Cosmo from one spot to another. 

Like Live One-on-One Teaching, homework involves both audio and braille. The audio for homework is 

stored on the server. But teacher and student each get to review any new audio recording before it is made 

available for others to hear. As with Live One-on-One Teaching, the braille portions of a homework 

assignment are stored on the server and can be reviewed by school administration. Homework also allows 

for a text "memo" for communication between teacher and student. This, like the braille and audio, is 

stored on the server for later review. 
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