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News

Creativity abounds in NLS and network 
libraries’ response to the coronavirus
By Mark Layman
The past three months of coronavirus-related shutdowns and work disrup-
tions have posed unprecedented challenges for the National Library Service 
for the Blind and Print Disabled (NLS) and its network of libraries across 
the country. 
But they also have presented opportunities to rethink long-standing prac-
tices, leading to new practices that are more efficient and economical—and 
more importantly, that enhance service to our patrons.  
In this issue of “News” we’ll tell you about some of the ways that NLS and its 
network libraries have adapted to meet these challenges—sometimes with 
temporary workarounds, but other times with more fundamental changes 
that set us on exciting new paths going forward.

Continued on Page 2

Digital talking-book cartridges, thumb drives and mailing envelopes cover a table at the home of Braille Institute 
Library Reader Services Manager Tina Herbison and her husband, IT Services Administrator Ralphael Herbison. 
Zack Tawatari, a multimedia journalist for regional streaming news service Spectrum News, visited the Herbisons 
in May for a story about the ways the Los Angeles library is continuing to get books to NLS patrons in Southern 
California while on-site services are suspended. Read more on Page 4.
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The Program
The National Library Service for the Blind and Print 

Disabled (NLS), 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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State and local stay-at-home orders forced 
many of our network libraries to close in 
mid-March, while others remained open 
with limited service. The NLS headquarters 
building in Northwest Washington, DC—
like other Library of Congress buildings on 
Capitol Hill—was open to only a handful 
of essential employees. Though NLS never 
closed for business, its employees began 
teleworking from home. Operations of a 
number of NLS contractors and vendors 
also were disrupted, delaying production 
and shipment of many NLS products.

NLS was forced to cancel all in-person 
events that were part of its exhibits pro-
gram through at least late September. Its 
biennial national conference, originally 
scheduled for May in Lincoln, Nebraska, 
will now take place virtually in the fall. 

But in other ways, it was business as 
usual—almost. Large-print bimonthly edi-
tions of “Talking Book Topics” and “Braille 
Book Review” were mailed to patrons, 
posted in accessible formats on the NLS 
website (www.loc.gov/nls) and made avail-
able in ebraille (electronic braille) on BARD, 
the Braille and Audio Reading Download 
website. New issues of popular magazines 
were also posted on BARD.  

New or updated reference guides and top-
ical bibliographies were posted to the NLS 
website, and fresh content was regularly 
added to the NLS Facebook page (www.
facebook.com/ThatAllMayRead/) and 
Music Notes Blog (http://blogs.loc.gov/nls-
music-notes/). Several open positions also 
were filled—although face-to-face intro-
ductions will have to wait until employees 
return to work in the office.

Meanwhile, work began or continued on a 
variety of new initiatives. 

The librarians in the Collection 
Development Section (CDS) created new 
topical guides to help network libraries 
identify titles of interest to specific readers. 
Telework also gave CDS and the Production 
Control Section the opportunity to speed 
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up the transition to using ebooks (elec-
tronic books), instead of hardcopy books, in 
the production of audio and braille titles—a 
change that saves both time and money. 

Pilot testing of a refreshable braille dis-
play, or eReader, custom-made for NLS is on 
track to begin mid-summer. The eReader 
will have 20 cells and a braille keyboard, 
and users will be able to download ebraille 
books from BARD directly to the device. 
Wider distribution could begin next year. 
Commercial braille displays’ high cost puts 
them out of reach of many braille readers, 
so development of a basic device that can 
be loaned to patrons—as audiobook play-
ers have been for decades—has been a high 
priority for NLS.

The Marrakesh Treaty to Facilitate 
Access to Published Works for Persons 
Who Are Blind, Visually Impaired or 
Otherwise Print Disabled (www.loc.gov/
nls/about/organization/laws-regulations/
marrakesh-treaty/) took effect in the US 
last year. The treaty, which now covers 
about 90 countries, makes the production 
and international transfer of accessible 
books for people who are blind or visually 
impaired easier, by establishing limitations 
and exceptions to traditional copyright 

law. NLS is working with the Library of 
Congress’s Office of General Counsel to pro-
mulgate a federal regulation that is neces-
sary to allow it to begin implementing the 
treaty. Once that happens, NLS patrons will 
have access to more braille and audio books 
in Spanish, Chinese, Tagalog (Filipino) and 
other languages. 

Work has also continued on improve-
ments to the BARD Mobile apps for iOS and 
Android devices and on moving BARD’s 
storage to the cloud, which will allow for 
better service as more patrons discover the 
advantages of online delivery of books.  

NLS’s 2020 digital outreach campaign 
launched June 1 on a limited basis. The  
initial phase makes use of promoted key-
word searches on major search engines. A 
person who searches for “audiobooks for 
the blind” on Google or Bing, for example, 
might get an ad for NLS along with their 
search results. The ads drive people to a 
streamlined website, www.loc.gov/ 
thatallmayread, to complete an information 
request form.

Read on for short takes on a few of the 
creative ways that NLS network libraries 
have found to serve patrons and colleagues 
over the past few months.

_____________________
Washington State: “There are a lot of peo-
ple in the wider State Library whose work 
can’t be done remotely, so they are focus-
ing on doing trainings,” explained Danielle 
Miller, director of the Washington Talking 
Book & Braille Library (WTBBL). 

“The State Librarian suggested we 
develop webinars to help different areas of 
the State Library learn about each other. I 
jumped on it, and we were the first.” The 
resulting webinar focused on WTBBL’s 
audiobook production department and 
drew an audience of 80 state employees to 
its livestream. It’s now available online at 
https://bit.ly/WTBBLWebinar.

WTBBL is already planning future webi-
nars, exploring topics from how automatic 

selection works to what the duties of read-
ers’ advisors are.

They’re also continuing their audiobook 
production efforts. Narration is on pause 
while the office’s eleven studios are closed, 
but staff are working from home to review, 
edit and upload to BARD books farther 
along in the production process. “Once the 
library’s phased reopening begins, we’ll 
prioritize bringing narrators back for cor-
rections to almost-finished books before 
beginning new book production,” Miller 
said. 

WTBBL has also begun a collection devel-
opment effort focused on bullying and dis-
crimination, selecting material and creat-
ing catalog records.  
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California: Regional online news service 
Spectrum News produced a feature about 
the ways the Braille Institute Library in Los 
Angeles is continuing to get books to NLS’s 
Southern California patrons while on-site 
services are suspended. The story featured 
Reader Services Manager Tina Herbison 
and her husband, IT Services Administrator 
Ralphael Herbison, who are working from 
home to download NLS talking books to 
thumb drives and digital cartridges and 
mail them to patrons. 

“It’s just gratifying for me. It just keeps 
me going knowing that I’m helping some-
body,” Tina Herbison told Spectrum News. 

“It really gets me excited, and gives me a 
lot of passion when I hear how grateful and 
how life-changing these books are to the 

library patrons,” her husband added.
The Braille Institute celebrated its cen-

tennial last year. The Herbisons have 
worked there for more than 30 years.

You can find the story and video here: 
https://bit.ly/BrailleInstituteStory. 

The Herbisons pack thumb drives and digital car-
tridges containing talking books to mail to patrons.

Iowa: Blogs and podcasts have been a 
part of the Iowa Library for the Blind and 
Physically Handicapped’s outreach efforts 
for a long time, but with the pandemic 
transitioning most of its staff to temporary 
work-from-home status, they’ve ratcheted 
up their efforts. Braille Bits Online, which 
enhances a correspondence course in braille 
reading developed by the library with a 
twice-weekly Zoom discussion group and 
a weekly podcast, “was supposed to launch 
in the fall, but we moved it up,” Library 
Director Sarah Willeford said. That and the 
monthly Library News Podcast have drawn 
more than a thousand listeners from around 
the country. 

Part of that growth was driven by promo-
tional efforts from the Iowa Department of 

_____________________
Education. With that audience in mind, the 
library has launched a series of YouTube 
videos for educators that cover the basics 
of BARD, BARD Express and other library 
offerings. 

Patrons, meanwhile, have the oppor-
tunity to dial in to live book readings by 
volunteer narrators and are still receiv-
ing books in the mail thanks to a few 
staff making regular trips into the office. 
The library has increased the number of 
books per cartridge to 20 to compensate 
for slower turnaround. “Patrons love it,” 
Willeford said, “so we will be keeping the 
20 books per cartridge.” In fact, all of their 
efforts are planned to continue into the 
future, even after the library returns to 
regular operating status.

_____________________
Machine-repair volunteers: NLS equip-
ment repair volunteers have been fixing 
NLS phonographs, cassette players and 
digital talking-book players for 60 years, 
saving taxpayers millions of dollars. 

During the pandemic, these volunteers—
many of them retired telecom workers in 
the Pioneers service organization—have 

been repairing talking-book players at their 
homes. With the national warehouse that 
stocks new batteries and other parts tem-
porarily closed, no parts or battery orders 
are being filled or accepted by NLS. So the 
volunteers are using their own supplies, 
exchanging parts back and forth to keep 
the work going. 

—Vignettes by Gabrielle Barnes, Claire Rojstaczer and Mark Schwartz
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By Mark Layman
Many of the 5,000 or so books that NLS 
produces in audio and braille each year are 
current bestsellers or other recent titles. 

But in the basement studio at the NLS 
building on Taylor Street Northwest in 
March, Laura Giannarelli was behind the 
microphone narrating a book published 
in 1897: “That Affair Next Door” by Anna 
Katharine Green. 

It’s the first book in the Library of 
Congress Crime Classics series, a collabo-
ration between the Library and Poisoned 
Pen Press, an imprint of Sourcebooks based 
in Scottsdale, Arizona. The Crime Classics 
edition of “That Affair Next Door” was 
published on April 7 in print and available 
the same day in electronic braille on BARD, 
NLS’ Braille and Audio Reading Download 
website, thanks to a cooperative effort 
among NLS, the Library’s Publishing Office 
and Sourcebooks.

The audio version that Giannarelli was 
narrating and the hard-copy braille edition 
were intended for simultaneous release but 
were delayed by work disruptions related 
to the COVID-19 coronavirus pandemic.

“Crime fiction, mysteries and sus-
pense stories are very popular with our 
patrons, so we knew they would be eager 
to read these books in accessible formats,” 
said Alice O’Reilly of the NLS Materials 
Development Division. 

She worked with Becky Brasington 
Clark, director of the Library of Congress 
Publishing Office, to make sure the NLS 
studio got the full text of “That Affair 
Next Door” once plans for the series were 
announced so it could produce a recording. 
Besides the original text, the Crime Classics 
edition includes features such as an intro-
duction by Leslie S. Klinger, winner of the 
Edgar Award for fact-crime writing, and 
discussion questions.

The NLS Collection Development Section 
lined up production of the book in braille 
and on digital cartridge, the audio format 
used by patrons who prefer to receive 
books in the mail from their NLS-affiliated 
libraries.

NLS Director Karen Keninger called the 
collaboration on the project a “big win all 
around.”

The Library of Congress, she said, “is 

Crime Classics series debuts with ebraille, print editions

Narrator Laura 
Giannarelli works on 
the recording of “That 
Affair Next Door” in the 
NLS Studio before the 
building was closed in 
March.
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committed to being a library for all people, 
and accessibility is a big part of that. This 
will allow our patrons to enjoy ‘That Affair 
Next Door,’ and future books in the Crime 
Classics series, much sooner than if we fol-
lowed the usual route to producing them in 
braille and audio.”

NLS distributes more than 20 million 
braille and audio books, magazines and 
music instruction and appreciation materi-
als to its patrons each year.  

Over the past 40 years, Giannarelli 
has narrated more than 1,000 
books for NLS while pursuing a 
career as a stage actor and director. 
But “That Affair Next Door” posed 
some unique challenges. 

“Contemporary writers often 
favor shorter sentences and more 
casual language,” she said. “A writer 
like Anna Katharine Green — espe-
cially since this particular book is writ-
ten in the first person by an upper-class 
woman of a certain age and temperament 
— uses long sentences with many subordi-
nate clauses and multisyllable words that 
we just don’t use frequently anymore.” 

She added, however, that the challenge 
allowed her to test her ability to “navigate 
the twists and turns of a sentence as it 
unfolds without ‘crashing’ — which is what 
we call it in the studio when you trip over 

your tongue and have to stop.”
“That Affair Next Door” introduced read-

ers to Miss Amelia Butterworth, an inquis-
itive single woman who becomes involved 
in a murder investigation after the woman 
next door turns up dead. She was the first 
woman detective to appear in a series, long 
preceding Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple.

“I found the plot to be really compelling,” 
Giannarelli said. “It kept me guessing vir-
tually to the last page. I can see why Green 

was an influence on better-known 
mystery writers who came after 
her.”

The next Crime Classics title, 
which came out in print in June, is 
“The Rat Began to Gnaw the Rope” 
(1943) by C.W. Grafton, father of 
best-selling detective novelist Sue 
Grafton. Titles in the series are 
drawn from the Library’s collection 

of hard-to-find and out-of-print books.
Notably, Poisoned Pen Press president 

Robert Rosenwald has a family connection 
to the Library of Congress: His grandfather 
Lessing J. Rosenwald, former chairman of 
Sears, Roebuck and Company, donated his 
personal collection of 2,653 rare books 
(https://go.usa.gov/xvCAn) to the Library 
of Congress, and there’s a room named 
for him in the Rare Book and Special 
Collections Division. 

_____________________
Mary Jane Kayes, the Outreach, Reference and Collection Development 

librarian at California’s Braille and Talking Book Library (BTBL) in 
Sacramento for 14 years, died on March 9 at age 70.

Kayes received her MLS from the University of Wisconsin–Madison 
and worked as an astronomy librarian there, an environmental sciences 
librarian at the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources and at 
hospital and public libraries in Lincoln, Nebraska, before returning to 
Northern California, where she grew up, in 2006.

“She was committed to serving the print disabled population of 
Northern California and active within our network, working on various 
committees and establishing friendships and professional associations 
with other like-minded librarians around the country,” said Mike Marlin,  
BTBL director. 

California 
librarian 
Mary Jane 
Kayes dies



7 | N L S

News
APRIL–JUNE 2020 www.loc.gov/nls

NLS Overseas patron amassed extensive personal library 
By Donna Koh and Mark Layman
Clement Delano Blakeslee was a man of 
wide-ranging interests who loved shar-
ing knowledge. Whenever he read an NLS 
talking book that he found particularly 
interesting, he would buy a print copy for 
his personal library and additional copies 
to give to friends. 

During his life, he filled his shelves with 
more than 5,000 nonfiction books. 

Blakeslee, an NLS patron for nearly 60 
years, died on April 20 in Calgary, Canada, 
at age 86. He had been in the NLS Overseas 
program, which serves American citizens 
living abroad, since 1972.

Blakeslee was born in Kansas during 
the Great Depression. Blind from birth, he 
attended the Kansas School for the Blind 
until he was 16, when he transferred to 
a local high school. He flourished there: 
he was inducted into the National Honor 
Society and elected president of his gradu-
ating class. 

He earned multiple degrees from three 
different universities. His areas of study 
included social psychology, cultural anthro-
pology, biology, philosophy, journalism and 
business. 

Blakeslee went on to teach at universities 
in the United States and Canada, including 
the University of Calgary, where he was 
a professor of sociology. He also hosted a 
public affairs broadcast on Calgary radio 
station CHQR. It was in Calgary that he met 
his future wife, Mary, a social worker who 
later became a children’s book author. 

David McElhanney, a volunteer for CNIB, 
the Canadian National Institute for the 
Blind, met Clem Blakeslee soon after Mary 
died in 2003. The two spent a lot of time 
discussing various topics that Blakeslee 
was interested in, including the latest 
NLS books that he was reading. According 
to McElhanney, Blakeslee had amazing 
recall of book titles, authors, authors’ 

backgrounds and the content of many 
books. 

One project McElhanney helped with was 
organizing Blakeslee’s huge library. When 
Blakeslee moved into a senior-living facility 
a few years ago, though, he no longer had 
room for his beloved books. So, with help 
from McElhanney and others, he set up a 
project to find good homes for them. He 
also planned workshops through an older 
adult learning and service organization to 
promote interest in his favorite subjects.

McElhanney continued to help in other 
areas of Blakeslee’s life, including setting 
up the Society for the Exploration of the 
Noosphere—the sphere of human con-
sciousness and mental activity, another of 
Blakeslee’s many interests. 

The two met weekly until late February, 
when Blakeslee was hospitalized. Naturally, 
McElhanney brought his friend’s NLS dig-
ital talking-book player with his latest 
talking books to the hospital. 

After Blakeslee’s death, a former student 
posted this tribute online: “When I was a 
student at the [University of Calgary] in 
the late 1960s, Professor Blakeslee was a 
teacher whose classes were ones students 
flocked to. My father used to listen to his 
radio broadcasts every night before going 
to sleep. … Professor Blakeslee was vibrant 
and inspiring and ahead of his time.”

Clem Blakeslee with some of his 5,000-plus books.  
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What do you do when life plays a new tune? 
In Missouri, they dance! 

Only four hardy souls were left to manage 
operations and keep service to NLS patrons 
running smoothly when the other 33 staff 
members of the Missouri State Library 
were sent to work from home in March 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
final four—State Librarian Robin Westphal, 
Director of Library Development Debbie 
Musselman, Director of Reference Services 
Laura Kromer and Director of Wolfner 
Talking Book and Braille Library Leslie 
Bowman (not pictured)—arranged a daily 
social distancing dance party in front of 
the State Librarian’s office to keep spirits 
high and celebrate life. At 2 p.m. every day, 
they meet with a fitting song, like this day’s 
“Since You’ve Been Gone” by Kelly Clarkson 
and “All by Myself” by Celine Dion.

Inside this issue of “News” you can read 
about other ways NLS and its network 

libraries across the country have been 
keeping spirits up—and the work mov-
ing—during these challenging times. 

We’ll also tell you about NLS’s role in 
making sure blind and visually impaired 
readers can enjoy the Library of Congress’s 
new Crime Classics book series. And we’ll 
share the story of an NLS Overseas patron 
who, even though he was blind since birth, 
built a collection of 5,000 print books 
during his lifetime—and made sure they 
found good homes before he died.  

A special issue of NLS “News”: Coping with the coronavirus


