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NLS honors Washington State and  
Florida libraries for outstanding service
By Mark Layman
The National Library Service for the Blind 
and Print Disabled honored two of its 
cooperating libraries this spring for their 
outstanding service to readers with visual, 
physical or print disabilities.

The Washington Talking Book & Braille 
Library (WTBBL) in Seattle, WA, received 
the 2022 Regional Library of the Year 
Award, while the Pinellas Talking Book 
Library (PTBL) in Clearwater, FL, received 
the Sub-regional Library/Advisory and 
Outreach Center of the Year Award.

The two libraries—among more than 90 
in the national network of NLS-affiliated 
libraries—were honored in a ceremony 
on May 18 during the 2022 National 
Conference of Librarians Serving Blind and 
Print Disabled Individuals, which was held 
virtually. 

Each library received a $1,000 award 
and a commemorative plaque. They will 
be honored at a luncheon at the Library of 
Congress in Washington, DC, when pan-
demic conditions ease.

“The Washington Talking Book & Braille 
Library and the Pinellas Talking Book 
Library couldn’t be farther apart geograph-
ically, but they share the spotlight today for 
the many innovative ways they identify and 
meet the needs of their patrons and con-
tribute to their communities,” Librarian of 
Congress Dr. Carla Hayden said. 

The Washington Talking Book & Braille 
Library serves more than 7,200 patrons, 
including 1,118 new patrons it enrolled last 
year. The library transitioned to a dupli-
cation-on-demand service model, creating 
customized digital cartridges containing 
books requested by individual patrons 

More on the 2022 NLS National Conference, Pages 4–5
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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 1-888-NLS-READ or by completing the online 
form at www.loc.gov/thatallmayread.
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Pinellas Talking Book Library staff members (left to 
right) Juliet Relyea, Whitney Harrison, Library Manager 
Meagan Magee and Martha Frenchek.

and eliminating the need to stock copies of 
books on cartridge or anticipate demand.

WTBBL hired an outreach librarian who 
gave numerous presentations to public 
libraries, service organizations and retire-
ment homes and care facilities. The library 
mailed letters to 1,500 optometrists and 
ophthalmologists directing them to a web 
page where they could request a visit or a 
call from WTBBL and find materials on the 
NLS program. The library also produced 
four promotional videos that highlighted 
various aspects of its operations.

WTBBL partnered with the Washington 
State Department of Services for the Blind 
to deliver closed-circuit television video 
magnifiers to patrons with low vision. And 
it was one of the first NLS network libraries 
to participate in the pilot test of a refresh-
able braille display, or eReader.

“We are very committed to spreading 
the word about WTBBL and NLS services, 
improving access to reading materials and 
connecting as many people as possible with 
the service—and, once they are patrons, 
ensuring their service is prompt and they 
have all the support they need from day 
one,” Director and Regional Librarian 
Danielle Miller said.

Florida’s Pinellas Talking Book Library 
signed up 347 new patrons last year, bring-
ing their total to more than 4,800. The 
library continued regular phone and mail 
service the entire year and re-opened its 
doors last May. When other NLS-affiliated 
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libraries in Florida had to close or reduce 
services, PTBL picked up much of the slack 
—meeting the needs of not only its own 
patrons but of blind and print-disabled 
readers across the state.

The library created a new partnership 
with Preserve Vision Florida. The library 
advertises Preserve Vision Florida’s vision 
screenings on its social media outlets; in 
return, Preserve Vision Florida gives NLS 
applications to its patients who qualify. 

PTBL served its patrons with more than 
books. From March 2020, when the COVID 
pandemic started, through 2021, it gave 
out masks to patrons who had no other 
method of acquiring them. It mailed fleece 
pet blankets to patrons who called and said 
they had a pet in need. And it created a free 

large-print calendar for patrons.
It also helped its volunteers by starting a 

program to reimburse them for their trans-
portation costs to and from the library.

“Everyone has a right to accessible library 
services,” PTBL Manager Meagan Magee 
said. “The PTBL staff will continue to find 
innovative and resourceful ways to provide 
those services and have a positive impact 
on our community.”

NLS launched the Network Library 
Awards in 2004. A committee of librarians 
and consumer-organization representa-
tives recommends finalists from nominated 
libraries to the NLS director based on mis-
sion support, creativity and innovation in 
providing service and demonstrated reader 
satisfaction.

Left: PTBL Manager Meagan Magee helps a 
patron use the BARD Mobile app on a tablet. 
Above: WTBBL Youth Services Librarian Erin 
Groth moved the library’s weekly multisensory  
storytime online during the pandemic and sent  
kits with sensory items to participating patrons.

Conference voices: George Mendoza 
On writing and painting
“My mother said, ‘You’ve got to dream big, take 
risks’ and she left me with three words: per-
sistence, persistence, persistence.  . . .  I dream up 
stories that probably nobody else can dream up, 
and I dream up paintings that probably nobody 
else can see, because they don’t see the way I see. 
Who would’ve thunk it: a blind guy gone wild with art and books!”
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Conference voices: Judith Heumann 
On what’s changed since she began fighting  
for disability rights
“One of the very important changes is a grow-
ing recognition of the breadth of disabled peo-
ple. In the US, we’re talking about 60 million 
disabled people. People’s disabilities come at 
various stages in their lives and cut across all 
categories of human beings. Equally important is the recognition on the 
part of disabled people that we are a movement. And while stigma is still a 
huge issue, which constrains people’s willingness to identity [as disabled], 
it’s slowly changing.  . . .  People are learning they’re not alone.”

 

NLS Director Jason Broughton, right, answers a ques-
tion from an attendee during a virtual open forum on the 
conference’s last day. Deputy Director Jason Yasner, 
center, on screen, hosted the forum. 

Expand. Engage. Empower. That was 
the charge to the 400-plus NLS network 
librarians who attended the 2022 National 
Conference of Librarians Serving Blind and 
Print Disabled Individuals, which was held 
virtually May 17–19. 

“Our theme this year expresses our goals 
for the years ahead,” NLS Director Jason 
Broughton said. “We want to expand our 
patron base, engage with all those who can 
benefit from our services and empower 
them with technology that lets them read 
when and where they wish.

“That theme also expresses our commit-
ment to the 94 libraries in the NLS national 
network and our other partners, like the US 
Postal Service,” Broughton said. 

NLS staff members gave updates on 
initiatives including development of a 
next-generation talking-book player, the 
rollout of refreshable braille displays and 
a partnership with the Department of 
Veterans Affairs to streamline registration 
of new patrons. Panels of network librar-
ians tackled topics such as ways to better 
serve young readers and patrons with 
reading disabilities.

 Featured presenters included social 
media star Molly Burke, disability rights 
activist Judith Heumann, mountaineer Erik 
Weihenmayer and writer and artist George 
Mendoza, whose artwork was featured on 
the conference banner. Senators Patrick 
Leahy (D-VT) and Roy Blunt (R-MO) deliv-
ered recorded messages to the conference. 

This was the second time the pandemic 
has forced NLS to hold the biennial confer-
ence online. 
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Conference voices: Molly Burke

On the importance of braille
“I’m so glad that I learned to read with my 
fingers [as a child], and to this day I’m a 
huge advocate for braille—which would 
shock any of my early braille teachers, 
with how much I fought it! But I believe 
every young person living with blindness 
needs to learn braille, because even though 
technology has come a long way and is 
much better now than when I was learning 
braille, hearing things doesn’t teach you 
grammar and literacy.”
 On the importance of technology
“Technology is the key to unlocking the 
potential of disabled people and allowing 
us to flourish and succeed and integrate 
more into society. It’s incredible to think 
about a future generation of disabled peo-
ple who don’t have to feel disabled because 
they grow up in an environment where you 
can ask doors to open for you and you can 
talk to your oven to turn it on.”

On the importance of books in accessible 
formats
“I spent so many years feeling isolated 
from these conversations, when I couldn’t 
read books like the Harry Potters and the 
Twilights. . . . I really believe so much of 
the bullying I experienced [in school] was 
due to what the sighted students perceived 
as a lack of an ability to connect with me, 
a lack of relatability. If I’d had access to 
things that could have allowed me to build 
that bridge, who’s to say how much easier 
schooling would have been for me to get 
through in terms of friendships and rela-
tionships? So it’s more than just reading—it 
allows us to connect with people around us 
in more meaningful ways.”

Molly Burke, who lost her vision as a child to retinitis pigmentosa, is a motivational speaker 
and social media star who has two million followers on YouTube. In 2019 she wrote about 
her challenges and successes in “It’s Not What It Looks Like” (DB107216 in the NLS col-
lection). She was interviewed during the conference by Amanda Mita, head of the NLS 
Reference Section. Here are some excerpts from their conversation, edited for brevity.

On “It’s Not What It Looks Like” and why 
it’s only available as an audiobook
“The concept for the book was, essentially, 
things that I felt really passionate about 
sharing but never felt comfortable express-
ing through a YouTube video or online. I felt 
like these things needed their own special, 
private place, and that audiobook became 
where I put them. . . . So many people dis-
count audiobooks. You’ll hear them say, 
‘Listening to audiobooks isn’t reading.’ So 
I wanted to force people to have the expe-
rience of listening to an audiobook, people 
who would never think to download [one].
And I also wanted to show people how chal-
lenging it is when you really want to read 
something and there’s only one way to do it. 
Because [in] my life growing up, I never had 
options of what I was able to read or how 
to read—I got to read whatever the library 
had available to me.”
On the importance of able-bodied allies
“We need people fighting in our corner. 
We as a disabled community need our 
able-bodied allies. We need you to stand 
with us and fight with us in order for peo-
ple to listen and to create change.”

“Who’s to say how much easier schooling would have 
been in terms of friendships and relationships” if she’d 
had access to the popular books other students were 
reading, Molly Burke wonders.
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By Mark Layman
The American Foundation for the Blind 
(AFB) presented longtime NLS staff mem-
ber Judy Dixon, internationally known for 
her braille advocacy, with the Migel Medal 
on May 2 during its Leadership Conference 
2022 in Arlington, VA. 

The award was established in 1937 by 
M.C. Migel, the first chairperson of AFB, to 
honor those whose dedication and achieve-
ments have significantly improved the lives 
of people who are blind or have low vision. 
Previous honorees include Helen Keller and 
former senator Tom Harkin of Iowa, who 
authored the Americans with Disabilities 
Act.

Dixon was NLS’s consumer relations offi-
cer for 40 years. She retired in 2021, but 
has returned to NLS to work on special 
projects.

She has had an impact far beyond NLS 
as a member of the Braille Authority of 
North America, the World Blind Union’s 
World Braille Council, and the International 
Council on English Braille (ICEB). In 2020 
she was elected to a four-year term as 
president of ICEB, which coordinates and 
promotes the use of braille in the English-
speaking world.

“I’ve given a lot of speeches,” she said 
after the ceremony, “but I’ve never been as 
nervous as I was before this one.”

Debbie Dennis, chairwoman of the AFB 
board of trustees, praised Dixon as “a 
longtime champion of all forms of access, 
providing assistive technology and braille 
services while fostering the inclusion of all 
people regardless of their tech abilities.”

In accepting the award, Dixon reflected 
on the teachers and other adults who 
shaped her early life — one elementary- 
school teacher in particular. “She was 
very, very hard on us. She taught us 

braille, typing, mobility. She also gave us 
a lot of opportunities. We even came to 
Washington for three days in 1964 and met 
the president and did many other wonder-
ful things.”

In 1991, while in Topeka, KS, for work, 
Dixon looked up her former teacher—who 
she hadn’t seen since 1965—and invited 
her to dinner. “And I was able to tell her, 
‘I got a PhD! I got a job—a good job! And I 
married my husband and we have a house 
and I’ve been able to do all of this largely 
because of you.’

“I’m thinking about her so much this 
morning,” she continued, “and I’m so glad 
I did have the chance to tell her in person! 
So my message to everybody is to take that 
opportunity when you have it to thank 
that special teacher, that special adult, who 
motivated you and inspired you to become 
the person you are.”

Debbie Dennis (right), chairwoman of the AFB board of 
trustees, presented Judy Dixon with the Migel Medal on 
May 2 during AFB’s Leadership Conference 2022. 

Judy Dixon honored with AFB’s prestigious Migel Medal
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By Mark Layman
What do “The Collected Poems of Bertolt 
Brecht,” “Dave Barry’s History of the 
Millennium (So Far)” and Dr. Seuss’ “If 
I Ran the Circus” have in common with 
“The Complete Western Stories of Elmore 
Leonard,” John Updike’s “Villages” and 
Erich Maria Remarque’s “The Night in 
Lisbon”? 

Besides being among the 150,000-plus 
audio books and magazines on BARD, the 
NLS Braille and Audio Reading Download 
website, all are narrated by Michael Kramer.

So are nine books by fantasy author 
Brandon Sanderson, including “Rhythm of 
War,” for which Kramer and his wife of 30 
years, Jennifer Mendenhall, recently won 
an Audie Award.

Presented by the 
Audio Publishers 
Association, Audie 
Awards recog-
nize outstanding 
achievement by the 
authors, narrators, 
publishers and 
producers of audio-
books. This was 
the second shared 
Audie Award 
for Kramer and 
Mendenhall, who 
records profession-
ally as Kate Reading. A former NLS media 
lab employee, Mendenhall has won three 
solo Audie Awards. 

Kramer and Mendenhall “are two of the 
finest narrators with whom I have ever 
worked,” Celeste Lawson, head of NLS’ 
media lab, said. “Michael’s dedication to the 
Talking Books program is evidenced by the 
grace and industry with which he tackles 
any genre of literature and any project. 
We’ve been fortunate to have narrators of 

such high caliber working with us in the 
media lab.”

Kramer has been a narrator in the media 
lab since 1993. He spends eight to 15 hours 
a week at NLS, while also narrating books 
for commercial and independent publish-
ers at the home studio he and Mendenhall 
share. Kramer and Mendenhall recorded 
“Rhythm of War” for Macmillan Audio; it 
is in the NLS collection as a commercial 
audiobook, to which NLS has added naviga-
tion features and encryption.

Working in the NLS studio gives Kramer 
the opportunity to narrate a wider range of 
material than in his commercial recordings. 
Recently, for example, he narrated an issue 
of Piano Technicians Journal, one of more 
than 50 magazines in audio available to 

NLS patrons. 
“Rhythm of War” 

runs 57 hours, 
with Kramer and 
Mendenhall taking 
turns behind the 
mic depending on 
whether a chapter 
was written from 
a male or a female 
character’s point of 
view. 

Kramer said 
he particularly 
enjoyed “Rhythm 

of War” and is glad it was added to the NLS 
collection because “it really takes on dis-
ability—what it means to be broken and 
what it takes to heal.”

From his decades of experience, Kramer 
has learned “there’s a difference between 
getting the words right and telling a story.” 
In narrating a book, he said, “The goal is to 
engage the reader’s imagination with an 
author’s story in the clearest way—to, in 
effect, disappear.”

NLS talking books narrators win (another) award

The goal of a narrator, Michael Kramer says, is to “engage 
the reader’s imagination” and “in effect, disappear.”
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In-person outreach resumes this summer
After the pandemic forced the NLS exhibit program to 
go virtual in 2020 and 2021, we’re easing our way back 
to in-person outreach this summer with booths at four 
national conferences:

• American Council of the Blind, July 1–6, Omaha, NE
• National Federation of the Blind, July 5–10,  

New Orleans, LA          
• Association for Education and Rehabilitation of the 

Blind & Visually Impaired, July 21–23, St. Louis, MO
• Blinded Veterans Association, August 22–26, 

Washington, DC
We also will be participating in the 2022 American 

Library Association conference, June 23–28, in 
Washington, DC. If you’re there, stop by and see us—
we’ll be at the Library of Congress pavilion near the 
Hall B entrance. We’re participating in a workshop with 
our colleagues from the Veterans History Project on 
June 23 and giving tours for ALA attendees on June 24. 
For details go to https://2022.alaannual.org and select 
Conference Scheduler under the Schedules menu.  


