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The Six-Dot Code
Read the text. Level 3 · 644 words

1 Run your finger across the buttons in an elevator, and you might 
feel small patterns of raised bumps. Those bumps are braille, a 
way of reading and writing with your fingertips. Blind people all 
over the world use it. Amazingly, it was invented by a teenager.

An Accident in the Workshop
2 Louis Braille was born in 1809 in Coupvray, a small town near 

Paris, France. His father made saddles and harnesses for horses, 
and little Louis loved to play in his workshop.

3 One day, when Louis was three years old, he picked up one of his 
father’s sharp tools and tried to punch a hole in a piece of leather, 
the way he had seen his father do it. The tool slipped and hurt his 
eye. Soon an infection spread to his other eye. By the time he was 
five, Louis was completely blind.

4 Louis was bright and curious. He went to the village school with 
the other children and listened carefully. He became one of the 
best students in his class.

A School in Paris
5 When Louis was ten, he won a place at a special school for blind 

children in Paris. The school had only a few books that its students 
could read. Their letters were large and raised, pressed into thick 
paper. Each book was huge and heavy, and reading was slow, 
because you had to trace every letter with your fingers.

6 When Louis was twelve, a visitor came to the school. Charles 
Barbier, a former army captain, had invented a code of raised dots 
that he called “night writing.” He hoped it would let soldiers share 
messages in the dark without lighting a lamp. Barbier’s code was 
clever, but it was hard to use. A symbol could need up to twelve 
dots, too many to feel with one fingertip, and the symbols stood 
for sounds instead of letters.

Six Small Dots
7 Louis loved the idea of dots, but he knew he could make it better. 

He worked on his own code for years, at night, on weekends, and 
during summer vacations at home. By the time he was fifteen, he 
had it. His code used a small space called a cell, with just six dot 
positions arranged in two columns of three. Each letter was a 
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different pattern of raised dots, and every pattern fit under one 
fingertip.

8 Six dots may not sound like much, but they can be arranged in 63 
different patterns. That is enough for every letter of the alphabet, 
plus numbers, punctuation marks, and even musical notes. Louis 
loved music, and he played the organ and the cello.

9 In 1829, Louis published a book that explained his system. He 
later became a teacher at the same school where he had been a 
student. His students loved the dot code, but for years the school 
did not officially use it. Some teachers thought blind students 
should read the same raised letters that sighted people used.

A Gift to the World
10 Louis Braille died in 1852, when he was only 43. Two years later, 

the school in Paris finally made his system its official way to read 
and write. Over time, it spread around the world, and today it is 
used in many languages. It is named after its inventor: braille.

Timeline
1809 Louis Braille is born in France.
1812 A tool in his father’s workshop hurts his eye.
1819 He starts at a school for the blind in Paris.
1821 He learns about Barbier’s night writing.
1824 He finishes his six-dot code.
1829 He publishes his system in a book.
1854 His school makes braille its official system.

11 Today, you can find braille on elevator buttons, signs, menus, and 
medicine boxes. Some blind people read braille on electronic 
displays, where tiny pins pop up and down to make the dots. And it 
all began with a boy who would not give up on reading.
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Name Date

The Six-Dot Code: Questions
Answer the questions about the text.

1 What is the text mostly about?

a. life in Paris b. army night codes c. how braille was invented

2 What made Louis blind? birth a tool a fever

3 Why was Barbier’s night writing hard to use?

a. It had too many dots. b. The dots were flat. c. It used letters.

4 Find a word in paragraph 7 that names the small space with six dot positions.

5 Louis Braille’s school used his code right away. true false

6 Use the timeline. How old was Louis when he finished his 
code?

10 15 20

7 Use two details to show that Louis did not give up.

8 Why did Louis use six dots, not twelve? Use paragraphs 6 and 7.
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Answer key For the teacher or parent

The Six-Dot Code: Questions
Answer the questions about the text.

1 What is the text mostly about?

a. life in Paris b. army night codes c. how braille was invented

2 What made Louis blind? birth a tool a fever

3 Why was Barbier’s night writing hard to use?

a. It had too many dots. b. The dots were flat. c. It used letters.

4 Find a word in paragraph 7 that names the small space with six dot positions.

cell

5 Louis Braille’s school used his code right away. true false

6 Use the timeline. How old was Louis when he finished his 
code?

10 15 20

7 Use two details to show that Louis did not give up.

He lost his sight at five but still became one of the best students in his class.

He worked on his code for years, at night, on weekends, and on vacations.

8 Why did Louis use six dots, not twelve? Use paragraphs 6 and 7.

Twelve dots were too many to feel with one fingertip. Every six-dot pattern

fits under one fingertip, so a reader can feel each letter at once.
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