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Staff of the Iowa Library for the Blind and Print Disabled (left to right) Tyler Swett, Leslie Heinzler, Denise Bean, 
Deena Cross, Karen Cunningham, Roxanne Book, Marcella Edmonds, Jodi Aldini-Zepeda, Karen Eis, Angie 
Houk, Tim West, Sarah Willeford and Jerry Cole.

NLS honors Iowa and Virginia Beach 
libraries for outstanding service 
One library is in the heart of America’s corn 
belt. The other is in one of the East Coast’s 
most popular vacation destinations. 

But both stand out for their work in serv-
ing blind and print disabled readers during 
the most difficult of years.

In a virtual ceremony on May 11, the Iowa 
Library for the Blind and Print Disabled in 
Des Moines was named NLS’s 2020–2021 
Regional Library of the Year. The Bayside 
Area and Special Services Library (BASS) 
in Virginia Beach was named Subregional 
Library of the Year. 

“These libraries met the challenges of 

the past year with tenacity and creativ-
ity,” Librarian of Congress Carla Hayden 
said during the ceremony, which took 
place during the biennial meeting of NLS’s 
Midlands and Western regional confer-
ences. “When the world around them came 
to a stop, they kept moving forward, find-
ing new ways to expand access and engage 
their readers and their communities.”

The Iowa Library for the Blind and Print 
Disabled, a unit of the Iowa Department for 
the Blind, has more than 5,700 registered 
patrons and circulated 411,899 items last 
year. It never missed a day of service even 
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The Program
The National Library Service for the Blind and Print 

Disabled (NLS), Library of Congress, is a free braille and 
talking book library service for people with temporary or 
permanent low vision, blindness, or a physical, perceptual 
or reading disability that prevents them from using regular 
print materials.

Through a national network of state and local libraries, 
the materials are loaned free to eligible readers in the 
United States and to US 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  
magazines 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 regular 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 have a reading disability that is of sufficient sever-
ity to prevent reading in a normal manner. 
How to Apply You may request an application by call-

ing toll-free 888-NLS-READ or by completing the online 
form at www.loc.gov/thatallmayread.
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as the pandemic forced most of its 14 staff 
members to work from home. Their work 
was supplemented by volunteers who con-
tributed nearly 5,000 hours of service. 

The library connected with its patrons 
virtually, through podcasts, blogs and 
a YouTube channel. Its Instructional 
Materials Center provided accessible educa-
tional materials to more than 100 students, 
helping them and their teachers transition 
to online learning. Recognizing that older 
patrons might feel isolated at home, library 
staff worked with volunteer narrators to 
set up a weekly program to read Westerns 
and mysteries over the phone and lead dis-
cussions with patrons. They also created 
virtual programs for young readers and 
their families. 

The library is one of a small group that 
is participating in a pilot test of NLS’s new 
refreshable braille display.  

“Iowa is a small state, and we have a small 
library compared to so many others,” the 
executive director of the Iowa Department 
for the Blind, Emily Wharton, said in a let-
ter nominating the library for the award. 
“However, our library is mighty, and its 
impact is huge. Its heart is even bigger.”

The Bayside Area and Special Services 
Library (BASS) in Virginia Beach has nearly 
700 registered patrons and circulated 
29,855 items last year. 

As part of its outreach efforts to the 
Virginia Beach community last year, library 
staff members gave presentations to pub-
lic library branches, the local Parkinson’s 
disease association, and Library and 
Information Science graduate students 
at Old Dominion University, among other 
groups. Staff members also serve on gov-
ernment boards that promote diversity 
and inclusion and advocate for people with 
disabilities. The library also collaborated 
with local government to create accessible 
documents for training and development 
programs.

https://nlsbard.loc.gov/login//NLS
http://www.loc.gov/nls/
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“When the announcement came in mid-
March to close libraries and limit the num-
ber of staff in our buildings, the staff at 
BASS demonstrated their passion to serve 
by quickly and successfully adjusting to 
meet the needs of our customers without 
compromising our programs or services,” 
Library Manager Susan Paddock said. 

Paddock cited a donation to the library 
that one patron made last summer as a 
show of gratitude. “The money I gave is but 
a trifle compared to the benefits you gave 
to this old man,” he told them.

NLS Director Karen Keninger praised 
NLS’s entire network of 94 cooperating 
libraries across the country. “The programs 
and services the Iowa and Virginia Beach 
libraries offer are outstanding examples 
of the innovation and commitment seen 
throughout our network—not just during 
the past year of unique challenges, but 
every year since our founding in 1931,” 
Keninger said.

The recognition of the Iowa Library for 
the Blind and Print Disabled had particu-
lar meaning for Keninger. She has been a 
patron of the library since she was a child, 
and she served as its director from 2000 
to 2008. Keninger retired as NLS director 
at the end of May and has moved back to 
her home near Des Moines. “I look forward 
to re-establishing a relationship with the 

A planning meeting at the Bayside Area and Special 
Service library with Londa Simmons, Carole Goff, 
Kaitlyn Hodges and one of the library’s newest staff 
members.

library and its staff and taking part in its 
wonderful programs,” she said. 

When pandemic restrictions ease, rep-
resentatives of the winning libraries will 
be invited to an awards luncheon at the 
Library of Congress.

NLS launched the Network Library 
Awards in 2005. A committee of librarians 
and consumer-organization represen-
tatives selects finalists from nominated 
libraries based on mission support, cre-
ativity, innovation in providing service and 
demonstrated reader satisfaction. A panel 
of network librarians then recommends 
one finalist in each category to the NLS 
director.

_____________________
Last summer, a regulation was published in the Federal Register to officially allow 
NLS to fully participate in the cross-border exchange of digital braille and audio 
books and musical scores under the auspices of the Marrakesh Treaty (see  
go.usa.gov/x6Bt5). Now NLS is able to immediately access materials in foreign  
languages that expand the collection to better match current demographics. 

As of June 1, the NLS catalog included more than 400 works obtained via the 
treaty, in French, Spanish, Polish, Arabic, German, Greek and English. Treaty 
partners that NLS has collaborated with include the World Intellectual Property 
Organization and its Accessible Books Consortium, the UK’s Royal National 
Institute of Blind People, Spain’s Organización Nacional de Ciegos Españoles  
and Germany’s Deutsches Zentrum für barrierefreies Lesen. 

NLS will soon begin publishing a guide to Marrakesh-obtained content called 
Foreign Language Quarterly. 

NLS foreign- 
language 
offerings 
grow, thanks 
to treaty
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By Claire Rojstaczer
By statute, NLS gives preference in lending 
to veterans. That’s been true since its cre-
ation in 1931. But why? The answer goes 
back to World War I.

“In the summer of 1918,” wrote Adelia 
Hoyt in her memoir about working for the 
Library of Congress Reading Room for the 
Blind, “a stream of wounded servicemen 
was steadily drifting back to our shores…. 
Among them all, none seemed more in need 
of help and sympathy than those 
blinded in battle.” The problem, 
Hoyt noted, was that there was 
nothing for them to read.

There were two reasons for 
that. First, at the time there were 
many competing systems of tac-
tile writing across the United 
States, from New York Point 
to Line Type. American Braille 
existed; so did English Braille. After much 
discussion, the American Association of 
Workers for the Blind had settled on a 
single braille code in 1917, but agreeing 
on a code did not make reading material 
instantly appear.

Second, many of the existing works in all 
the various forms of tactile writing were 
intended for children. Since 1879, Congress 
had appropriated funds for the American 
Printing House to produce educational 
materials, but no such provision existed to 
furnish books explicitly for adults.

The result was unsatisfying for adult 
readers. “Nothing but what they conceive 
to be the cleanest literature, no matter how 
insipid, can come under our fingers,” a con-
stituent once complained to Congressman 
Paul J. Kvale of Minnesota. “At one time it 
was seriously contemplated giving us an 
expurgated edition of the Bible.”

Because “the boys who were blinded 
in the recent war” were the focus of 
Congress’s concern, the first attempt to 

remedy the problem involved appropriat-
ing funds for the United States Veterans’ 
Bureau to buy books. Between 1924 and 
1927, the American Printing House for the 
Blind was contracted to produce 89 titles 
specifically for blind soldiers.

Eventually, however, Congress decided 
that selecting books was outside the exper-
tise of the Veterans’ Bureau. Several com-
peting alternative plans for funding books 
for the adult blind were advanced in a fight 

that became surprisingly intense. 
But Congressman Daniel Reed of 
New York spoke for many of his 
colleagues when, after months of 
debate, he reminded the House 
that “no service would be ren-
dered to the blind by entering 
into any controversy at this time 
as to just what we should do” and 
encouraged a swift resolution.

World War I had ended 13 years before, 
but its veterans still played a central role in 
his rhetoric. “The blind population of this 
country, especially in view of the number of 
soldiers who were made blind by the war, 
should receive more consideration than 
has been given to them,” Reed concluded. “I 
think they are entitled to it.”

Ultimately, the Pratt-Smoot bill was the 
proposal that carried the day. “Several 
agencies besides the Library of Congress 
have been suggested,” bill sponsor 
Representative Ruth Pratt explained in the 
final debate, “but I do not know any agency 
better designed to accomplish this end than 
the great national library.”

The Library of Congress had hosted a 
small reading room for blind visitors since 
1897, where Adelia Hoyt had once toiled 
to support newly returned veterans in the 
1910s. With the passage of the Pratt-Smoot 
bill, that room would transform from an 
institution with limited geographic reach 
into a truly National Library Service.

World War I blinded veterans and the founding of NLS

One of a series of 
stories in this 90th 
anniversary year 
exploring facets of 
NLS history. Read 
more at www.loc.gov/
nls/90th-anniversary.
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Emmy-winning engineer who helped bring 
NLS into the digital age retires after 16 years  

Michael Katzmann demonstrates the Gutenberg 
Cartridge Duplicator during the 2018 NLS national 
conference in Nashville.

By Claire Rojstaczer
Michael Katzmann had no previous experi-
ence working in accessibility for blind and 
low-vision individuals before coming to 
NLS. But in his sixteen years with the pro-
gram—briefly as head of the Engineering 
Section and then as chief of the Materials 
Development Division—the native 
Australian has made invaluable contribu-
tions to bringing NLS into the digital age.

“I’d been in the field of television for more 
than 20 years; my first job out of college 
was designing digital circuitry at a televi-
sion station in Sydney [Australia], including 
the digital part of its closed captioning sys-
tem,” says Katzmann, who announced his 
retirement from NLS this spring. “I wanted 
to apply my skills to different things.” 

When he came on board in 2005, NLS had 
just begun its digital transition. “The tech-
nologies behind the DTBM [the NLS digital 
talking-book machine] were well-estab-
lished,” he says, “but we were pioneering 
the use of flash memory for this function.” 
He arrived in time for the kickoff meeting 
for the development contract, and became 
deeply involved in every step of the way.

One of the early issues with the broader 
DTBM system involved mass duplication of 
talking-book cartridges. “A few companies 
were making duplicators for promotional 
flash drives, but those weren’t suited for 
our needs, somewhat because our car-
tridges used write-protection,” Katzmann 
says. 

So as a proof of concept, Katzmann 
developed his own system from scratch: 
the Gutenberg Cartridge Duplicator and 
the multiple cartridge-holding fixture 
known colloquially as the “toast rack.” 
The Gutenberg Cartridge Duplicator ulti-
mately allowed the development of the NLS 
Duplication-on-Demand model, which gives 

libraries more flexibility in circulating 
books to patrons.

“That’s the part of my job I enjoy the 
most: seeing a problem and being able to 
apply my skills to a solution that makes our 
patrons’ lives easier,” Katzmann says. 

It’s a direct approach that he had ample 
opportunity to use earlier in his career, 
when as part-owner of Broadcast Sports 
Technology he developed technology for 
televising remote sporting events that has 
been used in the Olympics, America’s Cup 
yacht races and motorsports. His team 
won seven Emmy Awards for its pioneer-
ing work—trophies that are now lined up 
on Katzmann’s mantle. Lockheed-Martin 
thought the technology would be useful 
for assisting astronauts on spacewalks 
and brought Katzmann’s company on as a 
subcontractor in the 1990s (see photo on 
Page 8).
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Repair  
volunteers 
still an 
important 
part of 
the NLS 
program

Equipment repair volunteers—many of them retired telecom employees in the 
Pioneers, or retired General Electric employees in the Elfuns—have been an  
essential part of the NLS program for more than 60 years. In the 2020 fiscal year 
alone, they repaired 28,000 digital talking-book machines. At an estimated repair 
cost of $75 per machine, they saved NLS—and, ultimately, taxpayers—more than 
$2 million. 

To recharge the repair program after the disruptions caused by the pandemic, 
NLS recently began holding monthly teleconferences with volunteer groups. 
“The goal of the sessions is to inform, train and grow the volunteer repair group 
community,” said Kevin Watson, NLS Equipment Repair Officer. That’s especially 
important with new NLS products, like a braille eReader, on the way.

“Our equipment repair volunteers are extremely committed to the NLS program,” 
Watson said. “They build relationships with our network libraries and aren’t moti-
vated by the dollar, but by their desire to support people who are blind or have 
print disabilities.”

If you or a group you’re affiliated with are interested in joining the equipment 
repair program, contact Watson at kwat@loc.gov.

Though he’s never lost his engineer’s love 
for hands-on problem-solving—he recalls 
once spending a weekend whipping up a 
tool to help the Quality Assurance Section 
automate the process of checking whether 
producers had made corrections to audio 
files—his work at NLS has involved direct-
ing a large team spread across multiple 
sections.

That varied expertise is essential. “I’m 
excited about the next generation of ser-
vice we’re providing using smart speakers” 
equipped with voice user interface technol-
ogy, Katzmann says. “And every time I talk 
about it, I give praise to our bibliographers. 
We’ve developed a really viable method of 
search, browsing and discovery through 
our catalog using voice, something I hav-
en’t seen elsewhere—but it depends on the 
comprehensive nature of the records we 
have in our catalog. Without good records, 
it’s garbage in, garbage out.”

Under Katzmann’s leadership, NLS has 
also sped up the process for producing 
talking books and negotiated cooperative 
agreements with commercial audiobook 
producers that vastly expanded the NLS 
collection. It has developed a specification 

for a refreshable braille display and 
begun a pilot program of patron testing—
although, Katzmann hastens to add, “I 
can’t claim too much credit. Alice O’Reilly 
[now chief of the NLS Collections Division] 
was the prime mover on the commercial 
books, and Engineering Section head John 
Brown did most of the work on refreshable 
braille.” 

Katzmann has also engaged with the 
international community through his posi-
tion on the board of the DAISY Consortium, 
which develops and maintains standards 
for accessible books.

 While Katzmann turned over his 
DAISY board position to Brown in May, 
he describes his retirement from NLS as 
a “soft exit,” with some work continuing 
through this year. “I don’t want to leave 
anyone in the lurch,” he says.

For the short term, he’ll be staying in 
the United States with his wife Michaela 
and their two cats, Coco and Eccles—but 
eventually, he hopes to return to Australia, 
which he left in 1988. “The sounds of the 
birds, surprisingly, is the thing I find myself 
homesick for,” he says. “That, and the 
people.”
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Eight NLS network libraries began a field 
test of a digital book reader this spring. 

The book reader, which resembles a 
smart phone, was built by RealSAM, an 
Australian company that provides a sim-
ilar product for the UK’s Royal National 
Institute of Blind People (RNIB). While the 
RNIB product can also be used for other 
tasks, the NLS product is a single-purpose 
device for searching the catalog and read-
ing books. And while RNIB patrons pay a 
monthly fee for that product, NLS’s would 
be loaned to patrons at no charge, just like 
digital talking-book machines. 

A key component of the book reader is 
its voice user interface (VUI), which allows 
patrons to browse the NLS catalog, search 
for specific titles, and navigate within a 
book using voice commands. The same 
VUI technology will be used in an NLS 
smart speaker that is under development 
and could be ready for field testing in the 
near future. Michael Katzmann, chief of the 
Program Delivery Division, says upcom-
ing versions of BARD, the NLS Braille and 
Audio Reading Download website, might 
use this VUI as well. 

As part of the field test, bibliographic 
records for books in the NLS catalog have 
been loaded into the powerful Solr (pro-
nounced “solar”) search engine. BARD is 
being upgraded to use Solr too. 

Unlike smart devices using the BARD 
Mobile app, the book reader streams audio, 
permitting playback to begin immediately 
rather than waiting for the whole book to 
download. An option to download books for 
offline use will be a future enhancement. 

The field test units also require Wi-Fi 
access. “It’s possible we could put SIM cards 
in and make them work on the cellular net-
work,” Katzmann says. “But that’s not some-
thing we’re evaluating in this field test.”

The book reader is self-contained with 
context-sensitive help and prompts. 

The eight regional libraries—in Arizona, 
Louisiana, Massachusetts, Michigan, 
Missouri, Nebraska, Pennsylvania 
(Pittsburgh) and South Carolina—are each 
testing the book reader with 18 patrons, 
plus staff. 

“We’re evaluating how they work, their 
usability, and patrons’ acceptance of the 
voice interface and satisfaction with other 
device-related issues, such as the need to 
charge them and the audio quality of the 
small speaker,” Katzmann says. “And if 
there are deficiencies, are they showstop-
pers or can we make improvements to 
make it a viable device?”

Participating libraries are collecting 
feedback from patron users as the field test 
goes along. Patrons testing the book reader 
are also sharing information with each 
other via a listserv. Data gathered from this 
field test will help NLS determine how to 
proceed  with both the device and the new 
interface. 

Besides the digital book reader and smart 
speaker, NLS is also working on a new 
model of the DTBM with online capabilities, 
with pilot units planned for this coming 
winter. So, Katzmann says, in the not-too-
distant future, “I think there will be not 
just one or two methods of delivering ser-
vice to patrons, but we may have several 
for patrons to choose from—smartphone, 
smart speaker, BARD Mobile, a hardware 
device.” 

NLS also is field testing two models of 
a refreshable braille display, or eReader. 
Distribution of eReaders will expand 
during 2021, fulfilling NLS’s longtime goal 
of providing a device to patrons who read 
braille but can’t afford expensive commer-
cial refreshable braille displays. 

Field test underway for NLS digital book reader



  8 | N L S                                                                                   

News
APRIL–JUNE 2021 www.facebook.com/thatallmayread

      PRESORTED STANDARD 
      POSTAGE & FEES PAID 
      LIBRARY OF CONGRESS 
      WASHINGTON, DC 
      PERMIT NO. G-103

Library of Congress
PIMMS
PO Box 9150
Melbourne, FL 32902-9150
Address Service Requested

I N S I D E

Library of the Year  
winners . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

Foreign-language  
offerings grow  . . . . . . 3

Blinded vets and the  
founding of NLS . . . . . 4

Repair volunteers  . . . 6

Book reader field
 test . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7

Michael Katzmann, NLS’s chief technology problem- 
solver—shown here testing the camera system on the 
Space Shuttle Discovery at the Kennedy Space Center  
in 1998—will retire this year. Story on Page 5.  


