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Materials Development 
Division Chief Michael 
Katzmann shows Hispanic 
Association of Colleges and 
Universities interns Belen 
Arriaga and Hannah Laurette 
Noël a lobby display that 
highlights NLS’s evolving 
technology, including the 
digital talking-book machines 
now in use (second shelf) 
and models submitted by 
college students in a 2002 
design contest (third shelf).

NLS 2019: Harnessing technology 
to enhance the reading experience
By Mark Layman
The National Library Service for the Blind 
and Physically Handicapped has been cir-
culating books and magazines in braille 
and audio for nearly 90 years. From the 
start, it has harnessed the latest technology 
to help people who are unable to use stan-
dard print materials continue to experience 
the joys of reading.

That innovative spirit is driving more 
than a dozen projects currently underway 
at NLS that are exploring new products 
and services—including, for the first time, 
offering refreshable braille displays, also 

known as eReaders, to patrons. 
“Rapid advancements in technology are 

giving us new tools to connect with current 
and future patrons in whatever way is most 
convenient for them,” NLS Director Karen 
Keninger said. “In some cases, that means 
providing the technology for people who 
don’t have it. But more and more, it means 
maximizing the compatibility of our service 
with the devices people already have.”  

NLS has a long history of innovation, 
going back to its earliest days in the 1930s. 
At the time, standard commercial pho-
nographs played only 78 rpm records. In 
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The Program
The National Library Service for the Blind and Physically 

Handicapped, Library of Congress, publishes books and 
magazines in braille and in recorded form for readers who 
cannot hold, handle, or see well enough to read conven-
tional print because of a temporary or permanent visual 
or physical disability.

Through a national network of state and local libraries, 
the materials are loaned free to eligible readers in the 
United States and to U.S. citizens living abroad. Materials 
are sent to readers and returned by postage-free mail. 
Most books are also available for download on the NLS 
Braille and Audio Reading Download (BARD) website, 
https://nlsbard.loc.gov.

Books and Magazines
Readers may borrow all types of popular-interest 

books including bestsellers, classics, mysteries, romances, 
westerns, poetry, history, biographies, religious litera-
ture, children’s books, and foreign-language materials. 
Readers may also subscribe to more than 70 popular mag-
azines in braille and recorded formats.

Special Equipment
Special equipment needed to play the audiobooks is 

loaned indefinitely to readers. Amplifiers with head-
phones are available for eligible readers who are also 
certified as hearing-impaired. Other devices for playback 
machines are provided to aid readers with mobility 
impairments.

Eligibility
You are eligible for the Library of Congress program if:

• You are legally blind—your vision in the better eye is 
20/200 or less with correcting glasses, or your widest 
diameter of visual field is no greater than 20 degrees;

• You cannot see well enough or focus long enough to 
read standard print, although you wear glasses to cor-
rect your vision;

• You are unable to handle print books or turn pages 
because of a physical disability; or

• You are certified by a medical doctor as having a read-
ing disability, due to an organic dysfunction, which is 
of sufficient severity to prevent reading in a normal 
manner. 
How to Apply You may request an application by call-

ing toll-free 1-888-NLS-READ or by completing the online 
form at www.loc.gov/thatallmayread.
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partnership with the American Foundation 
for the Blind, NLS provided its patrons with 
custom-made machines to play the 33-1/3 
rpm records (LPs) on which its talking 
books were recorded. That was years 
before LPs and 33-1/3 rpm record players 
reached the commercial market.

Over the next three decades, NLS dis-
tributed many models of record playback 
machines, including one that operated at 
8-1/3, 16-2/3 and 33-1/3 rpm to accommo-
date the changing specs for recorded books 
and magazines. Cassette tapes and several 
models of cassette playback machines—
including one that also played records— 
followed beginning in the 1970s. 

In 2009, NLS rolled out a digital talking-
book machine (DTBM) that plays books and 
magazines on cartridges using standard 
flash technology—with one important 
difference: as required by the 1996 legis-
lation that exempted NLS from copyright 
law, the book and magazine files must be 
encrypted. To date, 550,000 DTBMs have 
been produced.

For most of NLS’s history, patrons could 
only receive materials by postage-free mail 
or pick them up at NLS-affiliated libraries. 
As digital delivery became ubiquitous for 
all types of media, NLS launched its Braille 
and Audio Reading Download (BARD) ser-
vice in 2009. (The web-based braille down-
load service that NLS had started ten years 
earlier was combined with BARD.) The 
BARD Mobile apps for iPhone and Android 
devices came along a few years later. More 
than 105,000 books are now available on 
BARD—and in the 2018 fiscal year, NLS 
patrons downloaded more than 4 million 
braille and audio books and magazines.

We won’t be adopting technology for 
its own sake. The goal is to use  
technology to enhance the reading 
experience for our patrons.”

—Karen Keninger, NLS director

“
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“Just as cassettes replaced records, 
and flash cartridges replaced cassettes, 
digital distribution through BARD and 
BARD Mobile is replacing physical media,” 
Keninger said. 

Projects now underway are preparing 
NLS for a future where service is centered 
around BARD.  

NLS is exploring the use of a voice user 
interface, similar to commercially available 
virtual assistants, to navigate the collec-
tion and play books on a smartphone or 
smart speaker. “With a voice user inter-
face, patrons could use BARD even if they 
don’t know how to use a PC, a mouse or a 
keyboard, or if they have a disability that 
prevents them from doing so,” said Hugh 
Buitano, an NLS engineer working on the 
project. 

Unlike methods used to date for 
online distribution of books, this project 
will stream audio to a patron’s device. 
Streaming audio has several advantages 
over downloading, Buitano said. “With 
streaming, people can listen to a book as 
soon as they select it, without waiting for 
it to download,” he explained. “The book 
doesn’t have to be saved to a hard drive, so 
the playback device can be simpler. Best 
of all, streaming audio is mobile. Patrons 
can start listening to a book on their device 
at home and then, if they leave the house, 
pick up wherever they left off on their 
smartphone.”

Another project is exploring solutions for 
NLS patrons who can’t use BARD because 
they don’t have a computer or Internet 
access. “We recognize that many patrons 
don’t have high-speed data connections, so 
we’ve been testing an easy-to-use wireless 
device that will allow them to download 
books from BARD via public cellular sys-
tems,” Keninger said. 

One project that’s close to becoming real-
ity will provide braille eReaders to patrons 
who can’t afford to buy their own. At the 

Library’s request, Congress changed NLS’s 
authorizing legislation in 2016 to allow 
it to distribute braille devices in addition 
to audio players. NLS partnered with the 
Perkins Library in Boston to test the effec-
tiveness of distributing and reading braille 
files on eReaders. As a next step, NLS hopes 
to award a contract soon to purchase 4,000 
devices specifically designed to read NLS 
braille materials.

While all this is going on, NLS continues 
to expand its collection by acquiring more 
commercial audiobooks—nearly 1,700 in 
fiscal 2018. Before 2013, NLS almost always 
used its own recording studio staff or 
outside studios to record books. “Our con-
tracts with commercial publishers allow 
us to get best-sellers and new releases to 
our readers much faster—and at a lower 
cost,” Keninger said. Many of those com-
mercial titles are available only on BARD, 
another reason for NLS to make it easy for 
its patrons to go “digital first.”

Without doubt, all these advances are 
exciting, but Keninger is quick to emphasize 
the deliberate pace of innovation behind 
the scenes at NLS. “We won’t be adopting 
technology for its own sake. The goal is 
to use technology to enhance the reading 
experience for our patrons—to make it 
easier and more efficient, to improve their 
quality of life. That’s what NLS is all about.”

Among the NLS talking book playback machines  
available in the 1980s was a model that played both 
records and cassettes (second from right). 
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By Mark Layman
It was at Y. Rathan Raj’s retirement party 
last September that Donna Koh decided 
she would like to be NLS’s next Overseas 
Librarian.

Koh had been a Reader Services Librarian 
in the NLS Music Section since the spring of 
2015. She enjoyed that job, but it was a “not 
to exceed” position with a time limit.

Raj, who was Overseas Librarian for 
twenty-nine years, “talked during the party 
about the connection he felt with our over-
seas patrons,” Koh recalled. “He said they 
were like family. I was thinking, ‘That’s 
me!’ That was one of the most gratifying 
parts of my Music Section job, too, getting 
to know the patrons.”

So Koh applied—and started the new 
year with a new job: serving some 250 NLS 
patrons who are American citizens living 
abroad, in places as near as Mexico and 
Canada and as far away as a marina in Cape 
Town, South Africa. 

Librarianship is a second career for 
Koh, who grew up in Seoul, South Korea, 
and moved to Canada with her family 
as a teenager. “Everybody in my family 
played a musical instrument,” she said. 
Hers is the piano. She has a bachelor’s 
degree in Music, Piano Performance from 

Meet Donna Koh, the new NLS Overseas Librarian
McGill University in Montreal and a mas-
ter’s degree and doctorate in music from 
Temple University in Philadelphia. She 
also met her future husband while she was 
studying at Temple.

She taught piano for many years and 
managed a music school in Rockville, 
Maryland, before a mysterious health con-
dition that took two years to diagnose put 
her on a new career track. While research-
ing the medical literature for treatment 
options, she said, “A lightbulb went off: ‘I 
want to help other people find reliable and 
up-to-date health information!’” She got a 
master’s degree in Library and Information 
Science from the University of Maryland 
and worked five-plus years as a consumer 
health librarian for a National Institutes 
of Health contractor before coming to the 
Library of Congress and NLS.

Digitizing NLS’s world-class collection 
of braille music scores became one of 
Koh’s passions. With an NLS coworker, 
she presented a paper on the subject 
at the Society for Imaging Science and 
Technology’s 2018 conference, and 
her NLS Music Notes blog post on dig-
itizing braille music was linked by 
Smithsonian magazine and other media 
outlets. Another article she wrote will be 

A mysterious illness led new NLS 
Overseas Librarian Donna Koh to 
switch careers from music education 
to librarianship.
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published this year by Music Reference 
Services Quarterly. 

And even though she has a new position 
at NLS, she will keep her commitment to 
speak about teaching music to blind and 
visually impaired students at the Music 
Teachers National Association confer-
ence in Spokane, Washington, in March. 
“I’m very much into education,” she said. 
“Everyone should be a lifelong learner.”

One of Koh’s first projects as Overseas 
Librarian is transferring patron records 
from paper to NLS’s WebREADS library 
automation system. This will facilitate the 
move to Duplication on Demand for over-
seas patrons. Previously, for example, a 
patron who requested three books would 
receive three cartridges pulled off the shelf 
with one title on each. With Duplication 
on Demand, the patron will get all three of 
those books on one customized cartridge. 
That means faster service, with fewer 

cartridges to keep track of.
Of course, the fastest and most conve-

nient way for patrons to receive books is to 
download them from BARD, the NLS Braille 
and Audio Reading Download service. 
Encouraging more overseas patrons to use  
BARD will be another of Koh’s priorities.

Koh recognizes there may be a few bumps 
along the way as she takes on her new 
responsibilities. “Because of the transition, 
I know there are some patrons who haven’t 
received books in a while,” she said. “I want 
them to contact me so we can get them 
started again. If there are any problems, I 
want patrons to know I’ll see them through 
to the end and get them solved.”

She also hopes overseas patrons will 
help spread the word about NLS. “If you 
know of any other expats who are eligible 
to use the program, please let me know, 
so we can connect them with all that NLS 
offers,” she said. 

Teen talk. NLS Communications and Outreach staff member Gabrielle Barnes (standing) met with the 
Library of Congress’s Teen Board in February to talk about the braille and talking-book program. Every 
month, these Washington, DC-area students have an opportunity to learn from an expert at the Library. 
They, in turn, act as ambassadors from their schools and communities to the Library, help connect the 
Library with their schools, and advise the Library on teen-related issues.
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By Mark Schwartz
For Noa Hottin, traveling to Los Angeles 
from Alexandria, Virginia, was no big deal. 
Though he was only nine years old, he had 
already visited more than 20 countries—
and learned four languages.  

What was a big deal? 
Competing in the national 
Braille Challenge 2018, espe-
cially considering that he first 
learned to braille in French 
and the contests are for 
brailling in English.  

Noa got to L.A. after being 
one of the winners in the 
Freshman group (grades 3 
and 4) at a regional Braille 
Challenge in Baltimore, 
Maryland, months earlier.

Noa’s mom, Lisa Buzenas, 
said she wasn’t surprised by 
his success in the regionals—
nor was she surprised when 
he won first place in L.A. for the Freshman 
group.

“For the full month before the com-
petition, he read for an additional hour every 
day,” Buzenas said. At the Talking Book 
division of the Alexandria Library in 
Virginia, she and Noa checked out dozens of 
books, which he finished in a few days.

Noa has become a bit of a celebrity in 
Northern Virginia. He was the grand mar-
shal of the local Halloween parade last fall 
and appeared in a poster for the Alexandria 
Library system. A local TV station ran a 
story about him (watch it at https://wjla. 
com/features/spotlight-on-education/
alexandria-fourth-grader-braille-challenge-
noa-hottin). A few of his friends and educa-
tors are quoted in half a dozen newspaper 
articles about him, too, describing how his 
success has raised their awareness of the 
need for braille.

Media started to cover Noa when he 

became a winner at the regional challenge.  
Only the top 10 scores in each age group 
earned a spot at the national challenge, held 
in June on the campus of the University of 
Southern California.

The Braille Institute, located 
in Los Angeles, launched the 
Braille Challenge in 2000 to 
motivate students to develop 
their braille literacy skills 
so they could succeed both 
in school and in their future 
workplace. Now it’s an estab-
lished national and annual 
competition; in 2018, more 
than 1,000 students across the 
U.S. and Canada joined the 
Challenge. Each student was 
tested on reading comprehen-
sion, spelling, speed and accu-
racy, and proofreading, as well 
as charts and graphs.  

For the 2018 Challenge, 
preliminary competitions were held 
in 51 regions throughout the U.S. and 
Canada, with four age groups: Apprentice 
(grades 1 and 2), Freshman (grades 3 
and 4), Sophomore (grades 5 and 6), 
Junior Varsity (grades 7 to 9), and Varsity 
(grades 10 to 12).  

The Braille Challenge continues to be the 
only contest of its kind and uniquely brings 
many children who are blind and visually 
impaired together to improve their skills 
and create a community. “Braille is a crucial 
tool for many blind and visually impaired 
students because it opens the doors of lit-
eracy and drives education advancement 
and future employment opportunities,” 
said Peter Mindnich, president of the Braille 
Institute. “We continue to be more inspired 
each year by the passion and commitment 
of each contestant.”

You can find more information at www.
brailleinstitute.org/braille-challenge/.

Noa Hottin is featured on a 
poster produced by the 

Alexandria Library.

Virginia 4th grader wins national Braille Challenge
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Network
Exchange

New England: Marilyn Stevenson of New 
Hampshire State Library Talking Books 
Services, Vincent Livoti of the ABLE Library 
in Vermont and Alicia Waters of the Rhode 
Island Office of Library and Information 
Services presented “A Tale of Three Cities: 
Spotlight on Special Services” at the New 
England Library Association annual confer-
ence in October. The presentation focused 
on several NLS initiatives, including 
Duplication on Demand, increasing access 

to digital services and 
rural outreach programs. 
It was followed by a 
lively question-and- 
answer period. The 
regional librarians high-

lighted work in their own states and con-
nected those efforts to the broader goals of 
NLS.  

ABLE Library, by the way, is the new 
name for the former Library for the Blind 
and Physically Handicapped in Vermont. 
The name change took effect last fall. ABLE 
is an acronym that stands for the library’s 
primary services: Audio, Braille, Large 
print and Ebooks. 

“We’re still offering the same resources to 
our patrons, but under a more descriptive 
and contemporary name,” Livoti said. “The 
name was created and chosen through a 
collaborative process with our advisory 
board, almost all of whom are also NLS 
patrons. It has been a wonderful success 
and has helped us reach new populations 
with our services.”

• • •
Regional conference meetings: The next 
NLS national conference will be in 2020 
in Lincoln, Nebraska. Meanwhile, NLS net-
work libraries will meet in two regional 
conferences this spring. 

The Midlands and Northern Conferences 
will meet April 8–10 in New York City. The 
program includes sessions on working with 
patrons who have multiple disabilities, 

audio description training, and book clubs 
and summer reading initiatives. 

Adam Linn (right)—an 
NLS patron, writer, and 
contributor to NPR’s The 
Moth Radio Hour—will be 
one of the featured speak-
ers. (You can read Linn’s 
recent New York Times 
essay, “The Blind Man’s 
French Dog Problem,” at 
www.nytimes.com/2018/10/18/opinion/
blind-french-guide-dog.html.) 

 Find more information about 
the conference at lbphwiki.aadl.
org/2019_midlands_northern_conference.

The Western and Southern Conferences 
will meet May 7–9 in San Antonio, Texas. 
The theme is “Fiesta: Celebrating the 
Future of Reading.” One of the featured 
speakers will be Lisa Fain, author of The 
Homesick Texan Cookbook and winner of 
the 2014 James Beard Foundation Award 
for Best Individual Food Blog. She will talk 
about her latest book, Queso!, and how she 
used libraries to research the history of the 
popular party dish.  

The program includes sessions on work-
ing with Native American and special pop-
ulations, outreach to veterans, and produc-
ing and using tactile graphics. Find more 
information at https://nlsjointconference.
wordpress.com/.  

• • •
Missouri: To commemorate the 50th 
anniversary of man’s landing on the 
moon this July, the Wolfner Library has 
created the online bibliography NASA: 
Fiftieth Anniversary of the Moon Landing. 
It includes more than two dozen titles 
about the history of the U.S. space pro-
gram, its astronauts and ground crews, 
and the unmanned missions that continue 
to explore the far reaches of our solar sys-
tem. You can find it on the NLS website at 
https://go.usa.gov/xEdyZ.
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The United States has become the 50th 
member of the World Intellectual Property 
Organization’s (WIPO) Marrakesh Treaty, 
which eases the creation and international 
transfer of texts specially adapted for 
use by people with visual impairments or 
print disabilities. 

President Trump signed the Marrakesh 
Treaty Implementation Act last October. 
On February 8, Mark Cassayre, chargé 
d’affaires of the U.S. Mission to the United 
Nations in Geneva, presented the ratifica-
tion document to WIPO Director General 
Francis Gurry (photo at right).

When the treaty takes effect in the U.S. 
in May, some 550,000 accessible texts will 
become available to visually impaired per-
sons living in Marrakesh Treaty-adherent 
countries, according to the National 
Federation of the Blind. In addition to 
the United States, 48 countries and the 
28-member European Union have ratified 
the treaty.

“The United States’ formal membership 
in the Marrakesh Treaty marks a major 
achievement for our country and a signifi-
cant positive step forward for the millions 
of persons who are blind and visually 
impaired throughout the world,” said 
Karyn A. Temple, acting register of copy-
rights and director of the U.S. Copyright 
Office, which—like NLS—is part of the 
Library of Congress. “The United States 
will now join our fellow nations in promot-
ing greater accessibility to print materials 
around the globe.”

United States formally adopts Marrakesh Treaty 
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