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Left, Betty Roberts, an NLS patron and employee 
of the Clovernook Center for the Blind and Visually 
Impaired, labels NLS Braille-on-Demand books 
with print and braille labels before they are packed 
for shipment. Above, freshly embossed Braille-
on-Demand books await their cover labels at 
Clovernook’s production facility. Photos courtesy 
of Clovernook Center for the Blind and Visually 
Impaired.

Patrons excited over NLS Braille-on-Demand pilot:  
‘I shed a tear when receiving my first book’  
By Claire Rojstaczer
NLS network libraries have often offered 
more forgiving loan periods than your 
average public library. But starting this 
summer, patrons have the ability to order 
braille books and keep them indefinitely. 

The Braille-on-Demand program is the 
brainchild of Patron Engagement Section 
head Tamara Rorie and Collections Division 
chief Alice O’Reilly. “In 2019 or 2020, while 
working on NLS’s braille modernization 
project, we were doing some brainstorm-
ing,” Rorie recalls. “With the rise of the NLS 
braille eReader, we expect more and more 
braille circulation to become digital. But we 
wanted a way for people to still get things 

in hardcopy when they had a compelling 
reason to want that format.”

Electronic braille, Rorie explains, “is not 
always easily navigable. A new ebraille for-
mat is under development that will include 
navigation points the way our talking 
books do, but that’s in the future.” That 
makes hardcopy sometimes the superior 
format for books that patrons want to be 
able to easily rifle through and jump from 
section to section, like craft and cooking 
manuals—or old favorites where they want 
to bookmark specific passages for reread-
ing. 

The answer: Braille on Demand, which 
launched as a pilot program on June 20. 
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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 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 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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Any NLS patron can request one hard-
copy braille book per month using the 
form found online at www.surveymonkey.
com/r/NLSbrailleondemand. 

Rorie expects the 
one-book-per-month 
limit to expand once 
the pilot stage is over. 
But she’s not worried 
about people ordering 
more books than NLS 
can supply. “People 
may want lots of 
books, but storage is 

still a problem,” she 
points out. “Braille books are big. If they 
order too many books, they won’t have any-
where to put them.”

With the program new, though, demand 
is high. As of August 15, Clovernook Braille 
Printing House—the vendor awarded the 
Braille-on-Demand production contract—
had received requests for 382 books, repre-
senting 177,000 pages of braille. 

“It’s really exciting to be providing access 
in a new way and to be a part of what I 
see as the future of braille production,” 
says Sam Foulkes, Clovernook’s director of 
braille production. “Demand is coming from 
all over the country and shows no sign of 
slowing down.” NLS has even had a handful 
of requests from overseas patrons, mostly 
in Europe. (In addition to US residents, NLS 
serves US citizens living abroad.)

The most popular title so far? “A Treasury 
of Knitting Patterns,” a classic 1960s guide, 
with seven copies requested. Crossword, 
Sudoku and cooking books are also pop-
ular, Foulkes notes, but “The Fellowship 
of the Ring” and “Harry Potter and the 
Sorcerer’s Stone” are leading the pack after 
the knitting book. As the program moved 
into its second month, requests for “The 
Two Towers” and “Harry Potter and the 
Chamber of Secrets” started to climb the 
ranks as well, as patrons sought to acquire 
complete copies of their favorite series.

Tamara Rorie
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As the pilot progresses, NLS is learning 
what works and what doesn’t. “Originally, 
we required patrons to submit a new form 
each month,” says Meg Greene, the NLS pro-
duction controller in charge of monitoring 
patron requests. “But that was a burden for 
some patrons. Now we let them list up to 
three books on one form, and I queue their 
requests for future months.” 

Greene also notes that she’s 
received almost a dozen 
requests for talking books, 
which aren’t part of the 
Braille-on-Demand program. 
“I think sometimes they use 
the form as a way of letting us 
know they would like the book 
to exist in braille, even though 
it doesn’t.”

About 15 percent of the 
braille books patrons have 
requested couldn’t be 
embossed from the files avail-
able. “It’s mostly the older ones 
that have problems,” Foulkes 
explains. “Any [ebraille files] 
NLS has from before the 1970s 
were digitized from hardcopy specifically 
for use on BARD, and so don’t necessar-
ily contain the formatting required for 
embossing. And in the 1970s and ’80s peo-
ple were using different tech and software 
to produce electronic braille files than we 
do today.” Older books frequently have 
page widths or page breaks set wrong, or 
other encoding problems that make them 
incompatible with modern braille emboss-
ers. “Essentially, we’re performing quality 
assurance on the NLS electronic braille 
library,” Foulkes says. “We open the file, 
and if it can’t be embossed, we tell NLS, and 
NLS fixes it.” 

If there is a problem with a requested 
book’s files that will delay production, 
Greene calls the patron and asks if they 
want a different book that month. If there 
aren’t problems, Clovernook aims to ship 

the book within nine business days of 
receiving the request. That speed is accom-
plished partly by a different production 
standard than used for braille books sent 
to NLS network libraries. Comb-bound with 
cardstock covers affixed with simple print 
and braille labels, Braille-on-Demand books 
are intended to be affordable and quick to 

produce. “They’re sort of a 
cross between a book and a 
magazine,” Foulkes says.

Braille-on-Demand books 
also are text only. “If people 
request a book that has tactile 
graphics, they get what’s on 
BARD, which is text with the 
graphics omitted,” Rorie says. 
This might change in five or 
ten years, but for now, NLS 
simply doesn’t have access to 
reproducible master graphics.

None of that has dimin-
ished patron enthusiasm, 
which is often expressed in 
the comment section on the 
request form. One California 
patron admitted to hav-

ing “shed a tear when receiving my first 
book,” while another described it as “one 
of the most exciting programs NLS has 
created.” A Georgia patron wrote, “I love 
reading braille, and the idea of having a 
small library is great!” 

“My favorite comments are from folks 
who say they’re getting back into braille 
after having put it aside from a while, or 
getting into braille for the first time now 
that they feel like they can finally read it at 
their own pace,” Greene says.

Meanwhile, while a patron in her own 
right, Rorie admits she hasn’t made use of 
Braille on Demand yet: “I just haven’t had 
time!” But she knows what her first book 
will be: the braille supplement to “Behind 
the Wheel,” a Spanish language course. 
“Having the hardcopy will help me tremen-
dously in learning it,” she says.

Braille-on-Demand books are 
comb-bound with cardstock 
covers affixed with simple print 
and braille labels to speed pro-
duction and reduce costs. 
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By Donna Koh
NLS overseas patron Irene Lambert 
received the 2021 Chris Stark 
Distinguished Advocacy Award from 
Barrier Free Canada for her lifelong work 
as a disability rights advocate and commu-
nity leader. Lambert has been an overseas 
patron for more than 30 years. 

Lambert, 92, and her late husband, 
Robert, helped win passage of important 
laws protecting the rights of people with 
disabilities in Quebec, Canada, where they 
lived. After Robert’s death in 1990, Irene 
Lambert continued their work, implement-
ing new programs and educating the public 
to improve the lives of many with various 
disabilities.

Barrier Free Canada established the 
Chris Stark 
Distinguished 
Advocacy Award 
in 2020 to honor 
“individuals in 
our commu-
nity who have 
demonstrated 
superior and 
outstanding 
advocacy over 
a period of ten 
years or more as 
a leader.”

In announcing the 2021 award, Barrier 
Free Canada said Lambert “has and con-
tinues to advocate tirelessly for Canadians 
with disabilities [and] has fought countless 
battles in order to ensure that the rights of 
Canadians with disabilities are recognized 
and protected.”

Lambert was diagnosed with degenera-
tive vision as a child and gradually became 
blind. She was born in Canada, but became 
an American citizen—and as such, eligible 

for NLS services—after moving to the 
United States. When she and Robert com-
pleted their studies at the University of 
Pennsylvania in 1969, he accepted a faculty 
position at Loyola College in Montreal and 
she returned to Canada with him. 

Having rarely experienced any issues 
travelling with guide dogs in the US, the 
Lamberts were surprised to find that guide 
dog users were not welcome in restaurants, 
taxis and concerts in Montreal—including 
the Place des Arts, a major performing arts 
center. In an effort to resolve this issue, 
they met with the CEO of the concert hall 
to argue for the right of any guide dog user 
to purchase seats of their choice. But they 
were merely offered free tickets to a show 
with a sighted guide, which they promptly 

refused. When 
they looked into 
it further, they 
were shocked to 
learn that there 
were no laws in 
the entire prov-
ince of Quebec 
to provide equal 
access or rights 
for blind people.

At the 
Lamberts’ 
behest, a friend 

in New York City compiled notarized testi-
monies from blind concertgoers asserting 
that they regularly visited major US concert 
halls using their guide dogs without inci-
dents. The Lamberts also had representa-
tives from guide dog organizations affirm 
that the dogs don’t cause problems for 
other patrons. 

The following year, one of Robert’s stu-
dents connected the Lamberts to the 
office of the Ministry of Health and Social 

NLS Overseas patron receives Canada’s Chris  
Stark Distinguished Advocacy Award

“Be curious, find a group 
whose mission is of partic-
ular interest, participate, 
and learn the resources. 
Activism, to me, is finding 
a place in a community 
whereby your voice, your 
talents or your presence 
contributes some good to 
the group dynamics.” 
—Irene Lambert, on 
becoming an advocate 
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Services, which at the time had no existing 
programs or services for blind and visually 
impaired residents of Quebec. 

Subsequently, a commission was estab-
lished to study the issue, and it recom-
mended that a law be passed assuring 
equal access for disabled people in educa-
tion, housing, employment, public access 
and other areas. 

An Act to Ensure the Handicapped in 
the Exercise of Their Rights became law 
in Quebec in 1978—a victory not only for 
guide dog users but also for all people with 
disabilities. 

Among her many other achievements, 
Irene Lambert successfully lobbied Bell 
Canada to offer free directory assistance 
service to people with print disabilities; 
served for 18 years as president of the 
Montreal Association for the Blind User’s 
Committee; helped organize the Montreal 
chapter of the Alliance for Equality of Blind 
Canadians; and is a longtime board mem-
ber of the Low Vision Self-Help Association. 

Donna Koh is NLS’s Overseas Librarian. 
Learn more about NLS’s Overseas services 
at https://www.loc.gov/nls/about/services/
overseas-services.

___________________

Inspector General reaffirms  
importance of free mail program  
used by NLS
The US Postal Service Inspector General 
recently issued an audit report of the Free 
Matter for the Blind or Other Physically 
Handicapped Persons program. Congress 
established the Free Matter program in 
1904 to provide free mailing services to 
people who are blind or cannot read or use 

conventional 
printed mate-
rial due to a 
physical impair-
ment. NLS relies 
upon the pro-
gram to send 
and receive 

reading materials to patrons.  
The audit report includes information pro-
vided by NLS representatives, whom the 
Inspector General interviewed as key Free 
Matter program stakeholders. The report 
reaffirmed the importance of Free Matter 
while also identifying areas for further 
research and training. 
The report is available at https://www.
uspsoig.gov/sites/default/files/docu-
ment-library-files/2022/22-068-R22.pdf.

Symposium features NLS 
talking-book narrators 
Joy Jones (below) joined fellow NLS Media 
Lab staff narrators Anne Marie Damman, 
Kimberly Schraf, Laura Giannarelli, Ryan 
Dalusung and Michael Kramer, along with 
James Langton of the Andrew Heiskell 
Braille and Talking Book Library, the NLS 

network 
library in New 
York City, 
for Voices in 
the Stacks: 
Celebrating 
the Audiobook 
at the Library 
of Congress on 
August 25.

The narrators read excerpts from talking 
books recorded for NLS during its first 
decade, such as “The Pilgrim’s Progress” 
and "Moby-Dick.”
Voices in the Stacks culminated a day-
long symposium at the Library on the 
past, present and future of audiobooks, 
hosted by NLS and the National Audio 
Visual Conservation Center. All pan-
els are archived online at www.loc.gov/
collections/event-videos.
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•  Increase the number of patrons we serve by 2.5 percent. One way we’ll do that is
by training Department of Veterans Affairs staff members to instantly sign up qual-
ified applicants who are military veterans. We’ve piloted that initiative in several
states with great results, and we’ll be rapidly expanding it. (Service to veterans has
always been a top priority for NLS, which traces its roots to government programs
to help military members blinded in World War I.) We also have developed a new
online information request form to make it easier for staff at our network libraries
to follow potential patrons through the application process.

•  Increase patron usage of BARD, our Braille and Audio Reading Download website,
to 25 percent. We will achieve that in part by making improvements to the BARD
interface, improving download speeds and increasing BARD’s capacity. More than
100,000 audio books and nearly 20,000 braille books are available for instant
download on BARD, and we add to that number every day!

•  Distribute an additional 3,000 braille eReaders, bringing the total in use to 9,000;
expand Braille on Demand, a new initiative in which patrons can order one hard-
copy braille book per month to keep indefinitely; and pilot the next-generation
digital talking-book machine, along with smart speaker applications.

•  Meet regularly with stakeholder organizations such as the National Federation of
the Blind, Blinded Veterans Association and National Industries for the Blind to
solicit their thoughts on how we’re doing.

With the expansion of digital braille, new modern IT systems and business practices, 
new digital devices for talking-book delivery, and new digital content delivery mecha-
nisms, NLS is preparing to meet blind and print disabled patrons where they are well 
into the 21st century. We look forward to working with the 94 libraries in our network 
to achieve these goals together!

From the director:  
NLS aims high in the new fiscal year

Jason Broughton 

___________________

NLS welcomes VA staff members
About 80 Department of Veterans Affairs staff 
members from around the country toured 
NLS on August 24 while in Washington, DC, 
for the Blinded Veterans Association national 
convention. 
At left, NLS Collections Division Chief Alice 
O’Reilly points out features of a braille map 
to members of one tour group. 

Each year around this time, in concert with higher-ups in the 
Library of Congress, NLS reviews and updates its goals for 
the upcoming fiscal year, which begins October 1. I want to 
share with you a few of the targets we’ve set for NLS in FY23:
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High-speed duplicating machines once 
used to make counterfeit music tapes are 
finding their way to NLS regional libraries. 
The new procedure is the result of a coop-
erative venture between the Recording 
Industry Association 
of America (RIAA) and 
NLS. 

Such machines, which 
are seized as evidence 
by local law enforcement 
agencies, were once rou-
tinely destroyed to pre-
vent their falling into the 
hands of tape pirates.

In the first of a series 
of donations nation-
wide, seven Telex 6120 
machines worth a total of $55,000 were 
given to the Braille Institute Library 
Services in Los Angeles. Each machine 
is capable of making 11 copies of both 
sides of a 60-minute tape in less than two 
minutes. 

“This equipment was being used to rip off 
both artists and consumers and now it will 
be used to enhance many people’s lives,” 
said Steven D’Onofrio, head of the RIAA’s 
Anti-Piracy Unit.

“In many cases, state and federal laws 
demand these materials be auctioned off or 
forfeited,” said Frank Creighton, associate 
director of the RIAA Anti-Piracy Unit. “The 

confiscated recording equipment is usually 
taken to a dump site and crushed by a trac-
tor to make the parts unusable.”

Two of the machines [given to the Braille 
Institute Library Services] were seized 

from a shed by Baldwin 
Park, California, police 
responding to a call for a 
domestic dispute. No one 
was arrested. The other 
machines were seized by 
the Los Angeles County 
Sheriff’s Department. Five 
people were convicted of 
violating consumer label-
ing laws.

Additional equipment 
turnovers have occurred 

or are scheduled to occur in Georgia and 
Texas. Taken together with the California 
equipment, a total of 18 pieces worth an 
estimated $108,000 are to be donated to 
NLS libraries. 

The machines [given to Georgia] had 
been seized by the Cobb County Sheriff’s 
Department from an illicit factory in 
Roswell, Georgia, capable of producing 1.8 
million cassettes a year, a potential loss of 
$18 million to the recording industry.

The machines [given to Texas] were 
seized by the Houston Police Department. 
The pirate had been producing 40,000 
counterfeit tapes a week in his house.

Looking Back: 1997
Seized tape equipment aids talking-book program
In September 1995, representatives of the Recording Industry Association of America 
(RIAA) gave a talk at the Library of Congress Copyright Office about the bootlegging of 
commercial cassette music tapes. When authorities seized the equipment used to make 
these illegal tapes, they said, it was usually destroyed. After the talk, Mary Levering,  
former chief of the NLS Network Division who was then working in the Copyright Office, 
told the RIAA representatives, “I know a community that could use this equipment.”  
NLS director Frank Kurt Cylke soon reached an agreement with the RIAA for the seized 
equipment to be donated to NLS network libraries.
The January–March 1997 issue of NLS News reported on the results of that agreement:

From 1997, Braille Institute Library Services 
staff members Shamsi Katebi, Tina Herbison, 
Tad Tadesse and Dr. Henry Chang, director, 
with the donated tape duplicating equipment. 
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I N S I D E

NLS patrons affected by historic flooding 
share stories of service’s importance 
Patrons often share stories with NLS about how much 
the service means to them—especially when times 
are hard. NLS’s network library in Frankfort, KY, 
received a digital talking-book machine (DTBM) and 
book cartridge that were damaged in the floods that 
devastated parts of the state in July. They belonged 
to an 87-year-old patron who was rescued from her 
home after wading in waist-deep water for hours. 
The cartridge was found floating in floodwater—but 
after being cleaned, it still played. The DTBM, unfor-
tunately, was beyond repair but could still be salvaged 
for parts. 
After the Kentucky library sent her a replacement 
machine, the patron called to thank them. “The books 
give me so much comfort and pleasure, now more than 
ever,” she said. 
Another patron in eastern Kentucky told NLS he made 
sure to take his DTBM and books on cartridge with 
him when he evacuated his home—and was eager 
to get his address changed so he could continue to 
receive books by mail while staying with extended 
family.
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