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for the Blind and Physically 
Handicapped, with Librarian 
of Congress Carla Hayden 
(second from right).  
Photo by Shawn Miller.

NLS honors Pittsburgh, PA, and 
Staunton, VA, libraries for their 
outstanding service in 2018
By Mark Layman
NLS honored two of its cooperating librar-
ies on May 16 for their outstanding service 
to readers who are visually or physically 
disabled.

The Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh, 
Library for the Blind and Physically 
Handicapped (CLP-LBPH) in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, received the 2018 
Network Library of the Year Award, 
while the Staunton Talking Book Center 
(TBC) in Staunton, Virginia, received 
the Subregional Library/Advisory and 
Outreach Center of the Year Award. 

The awards were presented at an event 
in the historic Thomas Jefferson Building of 
the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C.

“Each year the Library of Congress rec-
ognizes the work of state and local librar-
ies that provide braille and talking-book 
services to people who 
cannot use print materials,” 
said NLS Director Karen 
Keninger. “The programs 
and services these two 
libraries offer are outstanding examples 
of the innovation seen throughout our net-
work of cooperating libraries nationwide, 

More photos 
from the awards 
luncheon, Page 4
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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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NLS Director Karen Keninger with (L to R) Staunton 
TBC representatives Sarah Skrobis, Elaine Cronin and 
Ilia Desjardins. 

as well as their commitment to ensuring 
that all may read.”

Librarian of Congress Carla D. Hayden, 
who attended the event, praised the two 
libraries for “the incredibly creative things” 
they have done to expand access and edu-
cate and engage their readers.

“A library is at its best when it can focus 
on the needs of its users and patrons, and 
serve its community by overcoming the 
barriers that prevent access,” Hayden said. 
“These libraries take this commitment to 
heart every day, ensuring that individuals 
in their communities have access to mate-
rials they need in order to foster lifelong 
learning and a joy of reading.”

U.S. Rep. Ben Cline of Virginia, whose dis-
trict includes Staunton, and Michael Gamel-
McCormick, the disability policy expert in 
Pennsylvania Sen. Bob Casey’s office, also 
attended the event.

Mark Lee, Library Service Administrator 
for the Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh-
LBPH;  Mary Frances Cooper, President 
and Director of the Carnegie Library of 
Pittsburgh; and Karlyn Voss, Director 
of External and Government Relations 
for the Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh, 
accepted the award for CLP-LBPH. Sarah 
Skrobis, Director of the Staunton Public 
Library; Ilia Desjardins, Talking Book 

https://nlsbard.loc.gov/login//NLS
http://www.loc.gov/nls/
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Center Supervisor; and Elaine Cronin, a 
Reader Advisor in the Talking Book Center, 
accepted the award for the TBC.

Outreach was a big part of CLP-LBPH’s 
success last year. Library employees vis-
ited 131 sites in 15 counties, spreading 
the word about the braille and talking-
book program to more than 3,400 people. 
CLP-LBPH also put an emphasis on mul-
ticultural outreach; its staff comprises 
speakers of Spanish, Serbian, Hindi, Tamil, 
French, Italian, Portuguese and American 
Sign Language. In an effort to respond to 
the needs of users, the library translated 
all of its welcome packet materials into 
Spanish.

The CLP-LBPH was one of the first large 
libraries in the NLS network to pilot a 
new duplication-on-demand program 
that allows libraries to download audio 
files from NLS servers and create talking-
book cartridges customized with patrons’ 
requests.

CLP-LBPH’s programming included a 
virtual story-time via conference call for 
children who are blind or have limited 
vision, and Accessible Movie Afternoons 
with audio description, tactile elements 
and foods related to each movie’s plot. In 
conjunction with the Pittsburgh Society of 
Sculptors, the library presented a tactile 
art exhibit, “Somatosensory 2018: Relating 
to the Senses,” where attendees with visual 
impairments could feel the features of the 
sculptures while listening to descriptive 
recordings by the artists.

The library’s 24 staff members and 197 
volunteers, who contributed nearly 13,000 
hours of their time, served 15,421 registered 
users throughout Pennsylvania last year.

“The library receives substantial positive 
feedback from all types of library users,” 
wrote Glenn R. Miller, deputy secretary of 
Pennsylvania’s Office of Commonwealth 
Libraries, in his letter nominating the 

library for the award. “[It] shines with cre-
ativity and innovation.”

 The TBC, which serves about 300 patrons 
in four counties, is housed in Staunton’s 
public library, near the Virginia School for 
the Deaf and Blind. The TBC also empha-
sized outreach and engagement over the 
past year. It began a monthly newsletter 
and participated in Staunton’s Queen City 
Mischief and Magic Festival, where volun-
teers braille-embossed index cards with 
visitors’ names and a “wizard word,” then 
gave them an NLS braille alphabet card to 
decipher the code. 

TBC also co-hosted a book reading with 
local author Phyllis Staton Campbell and 
created a hands-on exhibit showcasing NLS 
services going back to its founding in 1931.

The library set up a low-vision table-
top display with lighted and hand-held 
magnifiers and converted an office into 
an accessibility room where patrons can 
use a text-to-speech screen reader, a page 
magnifier and a large table for private 
book readings. 

NLS created the Network Library Awards 
in 2005. A committee of librarians and con-
sumer-organization representatives selects 
finalists from nominated libraries based on 
mission support, creativity, innovation in 
providing service and demonstrated reader 
satisfaction. A panel of network librarians 
recommends one finalist in each category 
to the NLS director, who makes the final 
decision. Winning libraries receive a $1,000 
cash prize and a framed certificate.

“The [Carnegie Library of Pittsburgh] 
receives substantial positive feedback 
from all types of library users. It shines 
with creativity and innovation.”

—from the nominating letter 
of Glenn R. Miller, Pennsylvania 

Office of Commonwealth Libraries



  4 | N L S                                                                                   

News
APRIL–JUNE 2019 www.facebook.com/thatallmayread

Behind the Scenes 

Clockwise from top: Michael Gamel-McCormick (center), Disability Policy 
Director for Pennsylvania Sen. Bob Casey, chats between courses with 
Pittsburgh’s Mark Lee and Mary Frances Cooper; the Capitol Police 
Color Guard presents the flag to open the luncheon; U.S. Rep. Ben Cline 
talks with Staunton’s Ilia Desjardins and Sarah Skrobis; NLS Network 
Consultant MaryBeth Wise with Bre Ausbun of the National Federation of 
the Blind; Sue Hammer-Schneider, chair of the NLS Western Conference, 
Keri Wilkins, chair of the Northern Conference, and NLS Network 
Consultant Pam Davenport; Melanie Brunson of the Blinded Veterans of 
America leads the Pledge of Allegiance. Photos by Mark Layman.   

May 16, 2019
Washington, D.C.

The 2018 
Network 

Library of the 
Year Awards
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by Julia Evangelou Strait
When Greg Bowman presents a slideshow 
about the proteins he studies, their 3D 
shapes and folding patterns play out as 
animations on a big screen. As he describes 
these molecules, it might be easy to miss 
the fact that he can’t really see his own pre-
sentation, at least not the way the audience 
does.

Bowman, an assistant professor of bio-
chemistry and molecular biophysics at 
Washington University School of Medicine 

in St. Louis, Missouri, 
is legally blind—and 
an NLS patron. He 
leads one of the larg-
est crowd-sourced 
computational biology 
projects in the world. 
The effort is aimed at 
understanding how 
proteins fold into their 

proper shapes and the structural motions 
they undergo as they do their jobs keeping 
the body healthy. 

Proteins are vital cellular machinery, 
and understanding how they assemble and 
function—or malfunction—could shed 
light on many of the most vexing prob-
lems in medical science, from preventing 
Alzheimer’s disease and treating cancer to 
combating antibiotic resistance.

Appropriately called Folding@home, the 
project relies on the power of tens of thou-
sands of home computers to perform the 
complex calculations required to simulate 
the dynamics of the proteins Bowman and 
his colleagues are studying. With this net-
worked computing power, Folding@home 
is, essentially, one of the world’s largest 
supercomputers.

“There are some traditional supercom-
puting folks who might take issue with 
that characterization,” Bowman said with 
a laugh. “Rather than a single massive 

machine, Folding@home is a distributed 
computing network. Thousands of vol-
unteers all over the world download our 
software and contribute a portion of their 
home computer setups to the project. But in 
terms of raw computing power—the sheer 
number of calculations it can perform per 
second—it’s on par with the world’s biggest 
supercomputers.”

Bowman got started on this work in the 
lab of Folding@home founder Vijay Pande, 
PhD, of Stanford University. Bowman 
earned his doctoral degree at Stanford and 
did postdoctoral research there. After 18 
years at the helm, Pande chose Bowman 
to take over leadership, bringing Folding@
home into the next decade and beyond.

Bowman understands better than most 
what can go wrong when proteins—the 
raw materials that make up our bodies—
don’t fold into their proper shapes. 

Born with normal vision, he progres-
sively lost sight, becoming legally blind 
by age nine due to an inherited condition 
called Stargardt disease. A form of juvenile 
macular degeneration, it is caused when a 
protein that removes waste from cells in 
the retina doesn’t fold properly and can’t do 
its job. As a result, light-sensing cells in the 
retina become overwhelmed with waste 
and die, causing loss of central vision.

Bowman said the experience lit a passion 
for biology and a drive to understand what 
goes wrong when the proteins our body 
relies on don’t work properly. Ultimately, he 
would like to find ways to fix them. But as 
a young student, Bowman quickly realized 
his route into the field might look a little 
different than that taken by the average 
biologist.

“I learned that experimental biology is 
not very accessible to people who are visu-
ally impaired,” Bowman said. “Essentially, 
I see at low resolution, mostly with my 
peripheral vision. I can navigate hallways 

NLS patron leads international supercomputing project

Greg Bowman
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Reprinted with permission of the Washington 
University School of Medicine.

and laboratories, but I can’t read the small 
dial on a pipette, for example.

“As I came to realize this, I also fell in 
love with com-
puters,” he 
said. “I saw 
that the skills 
of computer 
science and 
mathematical 
modeling could 
be applied to 
biological prob-
lems. Plus, one 
of the many 
beauties of 
computers is 
that it’s really 
easy to zoom 
in on things . . . so I can read a scientific 
paper—or even just an email—for example.”

With Folding@home, Bowman and his 
colleagues are modeling proteins at the level 
of individual atoms in a fraction of the time 
it might take even powerful single comput-
ers. Measuring atoms as they bounce off one 
another requires time scales in femtosec-
onds—one quadrillionth of a second.

Folding@home has more than 110,000 
volunteer “folders” around the world who 
have shared a portion of their home com-
puting capacity. The program gives users 
some choice in what kinds of projects they 
contribute to, whether they are interested 

in boosting cancer research, preventing 
Alzheimer’s disease or fighting antibiotic 
resistance, among others.

Bowman 
has been an 
NLS patron for 
23 years. His 
mother, Leslie 
Bowman, for-
mer director of 
the Maryland 
State Library 
for the Blind 
and Physically 
Handicapped, 
began a new 
job this sum-
mer as direc-
tor of the 

Wolfner Talking Book and Braille Library in 
Missouri. His younger brother is a longtime 
patron of the program as well. 

Bowman is a firm believer in the work 
NLS does. “It’s extremely important to pro-
vide the visually impaired with the oppor-
tunity to read, especially children,” he said. 
“The non-fiction content is important for 
learning, while the fiction content is crucial 
for stimulating the mind and the imagina-
tion. Together, these greatly facilitate being 
a part of society.”

Bowman, who became legally blind at age nine, and his team listen to 
a presentation at their lab meeting. Photo by Matt Miller.

Alexandria librarian receives public service award
Alexandria (Virginia) Library Talking Book Service Librar-
ian Kym Robertson has received the City of Alexandria’s 
Commission on Aging’s Public Service Award. The award, 
given since 1990, recognizes those who have “advanced, 
improved or otherwise contributed to making Alexandria 
a more livable community for all ages.” Mayor Justin M. 
Wilson (left in photo) presented a plaque to Robertson at 
the Excellence in Aging Awards ceremony and reception at 
City Hall on May 14. Robertson has been the city’s talking 
book librarian since 2015. 
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New hire will help NLS build a “data-driven culture”
by Mark Layman
David Spett recalls listening to an NLS 
talking book about President Dwight D. 
Eisenhower with his grandfather on one of 
the bulky C-1 cassette machines that were 
the workhorse of the NLS program from 
the 1980s until 2010. His grandfather had 
become a patron in his later years after 
suffering a stroke. 

“He loved to read,” Spett said, “and the 
NLS program allowed him to continue to 
soak up information.”

Now Spett has been hired as NLS’s first 
data analyst. In announcing his arrival in 
March, Director Karen Keninger said his 
role would be “improving our data systems 
and building a data-driven decision- 
making culture.”

It’s not exactly the career path Spett 
saw himself on when he graduated from 
Northwestern University in 2008 with a 
double major in journalism and legal stud-
ies. There he had worked with the jour-
nalism school’s Medill Innocence Project, 
which investigated claims of prisoners 
who said they were wrongly convicted. He 
went on to become a legislative reporter in 
Pennsylvania, then worked with a program 
that trains college journalists.

“I liked journalism—I still do,” he said. 
“But I like many other things, like running 
projects and working with data.” 

His wide-ranging interests led him to get 
an MBA from Yale University, after which 
he worked in policy and data analysis  
jobs for the National Park Service, the 
White House Office of Management and 
Budget, and the Defender Services Office 
of the Administrative Office of the United 

States Courts. 
Spett said he is particularly interested 

in “the marriage of quantitative data and 
qualitative decision-making. You can’t look 
at quantitative data in a vacuum. . . . I like 
to think about what data to collect, how to 
collect it, and how systems are developed.”

Among the projects he was immedi-
ately tasked with is to plan how NLS will 
collect data on its braille eReader pilot 
project. Analyzing the cost of developing 
the next-generation talking-book player is 
another of his projects. 

Keninger is excited about the ways 
that having an on-staff data analyst will 
improve operations at NLS.

“The addition of a dedicated data analyst 
to the NLS team will allow us to do so much 
more with the information we already col-
lect about our services,” she said. “Analytics 
will help us strategize and build better 
processes to enhance patron service. We’re 
already gaining insights from side-by-side 
comparisons of data and we know that the 
benefits will only increase as we are able to 
track trends over time.”

Congratulations to Kim Charlson, director of the Perkins Braille & Talking 
Book Library in Watertown, Massachusetts, on winning this year’s Francis 
Joseph Campbell Award, given by the Association of Specialized, Government, 
and Cooperative Library Agencies! Look for more in our July-September issue.

Perkins 
librarian 
honored

   

Spett says he is particularly interested in “the marriage 
of quantitative data and qualitative decision-making.”
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Frank Kurt Cylke, who led NLS from 1973–
2011, died April 17 at the age of 87. Cylke 
oversaw major changes in the braille and 
talking-book program at both ends of his 
tenure: first the transition from records 
to cassettes and then, years later, 
from cassettes to digital car-
tridges and downloads. 

Cylke guided NLS as it coor-
dinated the development of a 
national standard for digital 
talking books, which made dig-
ital media more accessible for 
print-disabled users worldwide. He also 
initiated semiannual meetings with con-
sumer groups to gain insight into the NLS 
program and discuss ways to improving it. 

Cylke was recognized by peers and 
professional groups throughout his 
career. In 1982, he—along with the staff 
of NLS—received the American Library 
Association’s Francis Joseph Campbell 
Award for outstanding contributions to 

library service for people who are blind 
or have print disabilities. The ALA also 
honored Cylke in 1994 with its Joseph W. 
Lippincott Award for a lifetime of distin-
guished library service. 

In 2005, the National Federation 
of the Blind presented the 
Newell Perry Award to Cylke 
“in recognition of courageous 
leadership and outstanding ser-
vice.” The American Council of 
the Blind honored him in 2007 
with its Robert S. Bray Award 

for “his steadfast commitment to a digital 
talking-book program that will serve blind 
Americans throughout the 21st century.” 

Braille Institute Library Services in Los 
Angeles in 2010 created the Frank Kurt 
Cylke Digital Platinum Awards, which rec-
ognize outstanding individuals and orga-
nizations in the library community. And 
in 1992, Virginia Gov. L. Douglas Wilder 
named Cylke a Virginia cultural laureate.

Frank Kurt Cylke (1932–2019)


