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Spotlight on Quality: Kathleen Kappel 
Blind and physically lumdif.afrJml 111aders rely on fhe J 12 NLS cooperating libraries across lhe WUrth)' 

and in U.S. temtories to pn:J1Iide braille and rec()fded boolls and magazines. In 2010 mort than 26 

million (,opies of NLS lilles were circu.lated to a readership exceeding 900,000. 

These liararies pnnride 1fU)re titan reading m(deriniJ. Many oJJtn· services that not ollly tm"idr their 
patrons' n:ading exJmienas but also suppcrt indeperuJerrce in other areas oj thei,.lives. 

This article, fIre fourth in a series that profiles librarians who exemplifJ' tlte highest aspirations of 

the NLS mission, features Kathlten "Kalil;" Kappel, director of tire Carnegie Libm.ry oj Piitsmt1glr $ 

Ubrary JOT the Blind and Plt)'sically HnndiCfJpped (LBPH) since 2002. w/w IUlS lInn decades oj 
experience in library service tq individuals with disabilities. 

NLS: Carnegie LBPH serves 36 counties in 
Western Pennsylvania; how many patrons 
do you serve? How many staff members 
and volunteers do you have? 
Kathl: We have approx imately 10,000 pa­
crons served by 22 full-time staff members. 
Vision and Voice, our volunteer program, 
currently boasts 60 active vo lunteers wh o 
perfonn many valuable (asks. Some nar­
rate, monilOr. and edit maSter recordings 
for our Pennsylvania Collection, which 
comprises titles about PeOJlsylvania his­
lory, works by regional authors. and stories 
sel in our Keystone State. O dle rs inspect 
and rewind audiocassette books, assist with 
mailing projects, and accompany staff on 
outreach trips, 

And, of course, there are o ur Pioneers, 
who repair malfunctioning equ ipme nt. 
Withom lhem o ur supply of working au­
diocassette players would dwindle even 
more rapidly. These volunteers are very 
sell~ufficient. orde ring parts, assigning 
tasks, recruiting new volunteers with tar­
geted experience when necessal),. and 
even making their own coffee! This is vol­
untee rism at its best. 

Nl.S: You a '"e activel)' involved in fostering 
pannerships with vario us groups, espe­
cially with the di sabled and special-needs 

communities. How do these partnerships 
come abollt? 
Kathi: We talk about LBPH's mission every­
where and ""ith ('l)CT)'01lt, nct:\yorkin g when­
ever and wherever possible. This might 
involve providing speakers for diverse 
groups, both profit and nonprofit, and 
discovering o thers' passions. F,·ie nds and 
famili es, congregations. and sociaJ service 
groups are all good venues. 

What [ find most fun is connecting 
dots--being creative in forming unusual 
or unexpected partnerships, then coming 
up with a match that is beneficial to both 
LBPH and the partner. 

One such match is our Ready and Able 
program, a j o int effort with the PiHsbm gh 
Public Schools Communi ly-Based Voca­
tional Education Office. Studel1l anel 
young adult volunteers with autism edit 
new digital masters and have convened 
all of our previollsly recorded titles from 
analog lO digiml rormal. The program has 
helped tlle volun teers learn workplace 
protocol, social skills, and the use of pub-­
Iic transportation-all whUe improving 
and expanding the library's collec tions. 
It's been so Sllccessful that it has been ex­
panded to include volunteers with physical 
disabilities from United Cerebral Palsy of 
Pittsburgh. 
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The PrOl:ram 
TIre N~\ional Librnry ~tv~ for lho.: Blind and 
l'hysicaUy Handicapped, Librory Of COngre3S, 
fl'.Ibl ishcs books :lIld magazines in bl11 ill t and in 
recorded fo.m for n::Kkrs who ""n~ hold , hasldlc. 
or $Cl! welll"flOugb ro rcad convemional prinr 
bcCilUi5e of a lcmponry or permartC1l! ,'isual or 
ph»,i<:al handicap. 

Through a n31ional oclwork of Slale and loeal 
libraries. the malerials are loaO<.'<I free to eligible 
readers in lhe Unlled Slates snd 10 U.S. citizens 
living abroad. Malerials arc sent to readers and 
returned by poslage-free m~ j l. 

Books and Ma~aziDN 

Readers may bonuw millypes of popular-interest 
books includi0\8 bcSl~lIefS, c lnsics, n')'5IcrlCS, 
weslcrns, pomy, history, biographies_ religIOus 
litef;llUre, children's booI\$, and foreign-language 
lnaleriais. Readers may a l ~o $Ubscri bc to more tllan 
scventy popular magazil'lCS in bf;lille and recorded 
fannals. 

Special Equipment 
Special equipmenl ni:'Cded 10 play lhe audiobooks 
is loaned indefinitely to readers. An amplifier with 
headphone is ava ilable for blind ~nd physically 
handicapped .ea~ who are al~ certified as 
halring impaired. Olhcr dcvices an: provided 10 
aid rC'llliefll with mobilil}' impainnents in using 
playback machin~. 

Eligibility 
You are eligible for lhe library of Congress 
program if 
- You arc legally blind- your v i~ion in the beuef 

eye is 201200 or lc s~ with correeling glasses, or 
your widest diametcr I,lfv isual Reid is no greater 
than 20 lIegrees; 

• You c.tnnO( ~e we ll enough or focus long 
Cfl~ 10 read standard prin!. although you wear 
glasses w correc l you. vision; 

• You are unable to haod.le pOut books or rum 
p;l~ b«allst o f a physical h;mdicap; or 

• YQtI arc cC11ificd by ~ medfc~1 doctor as having a 
reading di sability. due 10 an organic dysfuoclion. 
whielr is of sufficient severity to prevent reooing 
in a normal manner. 

How to Apply 
Yoo may rcqucr;t an .Ilf'IPl ication by writing NLS or 
calling toll-free I-$R8-NLS-READ, and yoor name 
will be refcm'd lO yom CQOpCrating libflU)', 
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Another sllccess is our Ellis 
School partnership, a pilot pro­
ject with a Piusburgh independenl 
schoollO produce digital maslers 
remo te ly. Students who pass tl\e ir 
a udition narrate books for our 
Pennsylvania collection in a spe­
cially designed area of the school. 
The equipment they use is also spe­
cially designed to compensate for 
ambient noises, so even without a 
soundproof booth, the sound qual­
icy is excellent. We pJan to expand 
tllis proglam to include universities 
and Olher secondary schools across 
o ur se rvice area. 

Some partnership possibilities 
are obvious, others not so. But all 
of them can be beneficial. 

NlS: The Carnegie Li.brary's LBPH 
received the NLS Network Library 
of the Yea '· Award in 2007 and tl\e 
AARP Award for Excellence that 
same year. VVhat other awards have 
you received, on behalf of the 1i­
brnry and personally? 
Kathi: In 2009 I was honored to be 
appointed by Governor Ed Rendell 
to the Pennsylvania Advisory Com­
mitlee for the Blind. In 2010 Carn­
egie LBPH was recogniz.ed as a Cen­
tennial J00 Supponer by the Blind 
and Vision Rehabilitation Services 
of Pittsburgh for our conu·ibutions 
over the past century. In 2008, we 
received the Senate of Pennsylvania 
Special Recognition Award, which 
is given 1O dIOse libraries thal make 
a profound impact o n the commu­
nities tJley serve. 

These are just a few of the awards 
the library, its staff, and volun­
teers have received over the years. 
There are many others, including 
the 2007 FrancisJoseph Campbell 
Award, given to former LBPH direc­
tor Sue Murdock fo r her pioneer­
ing efTons to automate libraries 
for the blind and phYSically handi­
capped, which cu lminated in the 
formation ofa siX-Slate, 15-library 
software consortium. 

NlS: '.¥hat are some of the more 
popular programs that Carnegie 
LBPH offers its patrons? 
Kathi: In additi on to the on-site 
book discussio n groups, which we 
plan to expand tl\fOugh commu­
nication technology, we provide 
several programs and initiatives thaI 
have been well received by patrons 
and the public alike. LBPH is alway~ 
an active participant in Carnegie 
Library of Pittsburgh's Summer 
Reading Extravaganza for families. 
Staff and volunteers a fTer hands-on 
activities [0 heighten awareness of 
non-plint a lternatives for reading 
and communica tion. An award-win­
ning, staIT-designed activity called 
Initially Braille is very popular. 

For several years now students 
enrolled in the Carnegie Mellon 
University (eMU) School of Design 
have broughl models of consumer 
products they have designed--cell 
phones, slove tops, cameras, iro ns­
to our Iibra l1', where they are ex­
amined and discussed by libra ry pa­
trons who are blind. The students 
modify their designs based on the 
feedback patrons give. The projec t 
culminates with a display of the 
students' products al CMU that stu­
dents, LBPH patrons, and a library 
represe ntative attend. 

LBPH readers have participated 
in two other research projects con­
ducted by graduate students at 
CMU . One involved a touch screen 
powered by TeslaTouch, a technol­
ogy developed by Disney Research , 
Pittc;burgh. The two-d imensional 
lauch screen llses eleciiostatic fri c­
tion to render tactile shapes and 
images that may be "read~ by touch. 
It has the potential to provide a 
novel means of communication for 
blind individuals and provide access 
to to uch-screen graphics. 

In the second project, library pa­
trons were interviewed about how 
they navigate the city and use thei,· 
senses to interact with their e nvi­
ro nment. This information will be 
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"What I find most 
fun is connect­

ing dots-being 
creative in form­

ing unusual or 
unexpected part­

nerships, then 

coming up with 
a match that is 

beneficial to both 
LBPH and the 

partner." 

used to develop a tacti le "interactive map" 
to assist visually im paired individuals. 

Nl.S: Public relations and o Ulreach are a 
very big pan o f Carnegie LBPH 's program­
ming. What an: some of the more success­
ful events and projects? 
Kathi: StafTmembers have visited all 36 
counties that our library serves in our out­
reach van, Mobile LBPH . which was made 
possible by a grant from Commonwealth 
Libraries of Pennsylvania. In 2010 we vis­
ited 81 destinations, includ ing health and 
senior expos, legislator fai rs. personal care 
homes, libraries, schools, day-care centers, 
Lions Club meetings, and re tire me nt com­
munities, where we've demo nstra ted the 
digi tal player and signed lip people o n the 
SpOl. Mo bile LBPH has been used as a 
model in other stales. 

We support ouU'each with an active 
publicity program. During the transition 
to digital-since 2006 we h,we been fea­
tured in nearly 100 articles, radio sh ows, 
and TV interviews reaching a minimum of 
3 million or more people. The Pittsburgh 
PoslrGazeUe ran a lengthy article abo llt the 
library and the NLS co nve rs io n to a digital 
fo rmat, and WDUQ a Pittsburg h public­
broadcasting station , also repo rted o n the 
conversion . 

NlS: Budget constraints are se ri ously affect­
ing ule ne twork libraries ' operati ons-sev­
eral have closed their doors durin g the past 
few years. How is the economy affec ting 
Cam egie LBPH? What are you and yo ur 
staff doing to deal \',~th funding Cll lS? 

Kathi: Because we are carrying six vacant 
positions, we are challenged LO meet pri­
o rities and keep staff morale high . Fo r­
tunately. reader.; ' enthusiasm fo r digi tal 
se rvice is contagious-heal'ing so man y 
excited comments every day does help to 
keep our smiles shoMng. 

We explore technology and use it when­
ever possible, particularly by enhancing 
CUL. our customized software registrati on­
and-circulation system. We are also explor­
ing the use of Facebook, Twitte r, and other 
electro nic methods to contact people and 

thus send o ut fewer mailings in order to 
conserve supplies and postage. We contact 
people via e-mail as much as possible. 

Our staff, volunteers, and partners de­
sign, create, and print materials in-ho use 
instead of ou tsourcing to more expensive 
vendors, and we produce fewer reference, 
program. and outreach materials at one 
time to keep info rmaLion current while 
conserving suppli es and reducing costs. 
We have also developed a news page for 
our website. 

We have been forced to reduce the 
number of staff members who attend 
confere nces and training seminars to 
save travel costs and fees. Instead we insti­
tuted cm ss-r..raining ",,,thin the Carnegie 
Library system, increased parLicipation in 
webinars, and regu larly schedule in-house 
seminars where staff attendees share their 
knowledge and experiences with others. 

Then there are the obvious cost-savers, 
such as keeping the building cooler in MO­
ter and wanner in summe r to conserve en­
ergy; not renewi ng ex pe nsive maintenance 
agreements o n o lde r equipment and . as 
much as possible, finding avenues to pur­
chase replaceme nts that have lengthy W31'­

ran ties; and scheduling muh.iple outreach 
visits o n each trip in o rde r to save on ma­
terials and IT<tvel costs. And fo r many years 
we have had to use private do nations to 
pay for additions to the large-print and 
descriptive audio coll ections. 

One of our most effective ways of deal­
ing \vith the econo mic crunch is laughter 
-much, much laughter. 

NLS: What aTe some o f the biggest 
changes, good and bad . you have wit­
nessed during your lime as direc to r? 
Kathi: The convel'Sio ll to a digital fOimal 
is the mose revolutionary change in ser­
vices to blind and phy::; ically h,mdicapped 
readers since the talking-book record was 
inu'oduced in 1934. Il is unfo rtunate that 
this transition is happening at C\ Lime when 
the current economic downturn has result­
ed in curtailed funding fo r li braries and 
missed opportunities to expand se rvices 
when they are needed most. 
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