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Celebrating 100 Years 
of Empowering Readers   
In 1919, our founder J. Robert “Bob” 
Atkinson used a generous donation of 
$25,000 from John and Mary Longyear 
to start the Universal Braille Press in Los 
Angeles. “Help is coming,” wrote Mrs. 
Longyear in the letter that accompanied 
her donation. One hundred years after this 
modest beginning, Braille Institute is one 
of the largest service organizations for 
those with blindness and low vision in the 
United States.  

Thanks in large part to the strong 
advocacy of Mr. Atkinson, the Library 
of Congress created what we now call 
the National Library Service in 1929. 
Over the decades, the technology that 
has powered our library program has 
changed dramatically, from phonographs 
and cassette tapes to digital downloads 
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and digital braille. But one thing has 
remained the same – our commitment 
to providing high-quality service and 
unimpeded access to books, magazines, 
and current information for readers who 
live with blindness or low vision. 

The next decade will bring about 
substantial changes, as we will begin to 
distribute refreshable braille displays 
and next-generation digital talking 
book players. Braille Institute Library 
patrons will have access to far more 
reading material than ever before, all at 
the touch of a button. As we begin our 
second century of service, we are proud 
to continue our tradition of high-quality 
technology training and exemplary 
service to our community of readers. 



Support our Library

A Personal Letter 
from Our Founder  
J. Robert Atkinson to 
his wife Alberta on 
their 37th Wedding 
Anniversary in 1957
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As one of Braille Institute’s most valuable 
friends, you know that people who are blind 
or visually impaired experience the joy of 
reading through our Library.

But did you know that, just like traditional 
libraries, our Library is moving into the 
digital world by providing both technology 
and training to our patrons?

Not only is it more convenient to download 
books to personal smart phones or special 

players, but the digital universe 
contains unlimited book titles and 
written materials that may only exist in 
electronic format!

Support the library today by making 
a gift online or by responding to 
our latest Library Campaign! Visit 
www.brailleinstitute.org/donate and 
designate your gift to your library.



The Librarian newsletter 
is published in large print, 
braille, and audio formats 
to share information about 
Braille Institute programs 
and services with our 
clients and community 
of partners. It is also 
available on our website, 
brailleinstitute.org/library, 
and on the Telephone 
Reader Program. Braille 
Institute is a nonprofit 
providing free programs 
and services to people 
with vision loss since 1919. 
For more information 
about the Librarian 
newsletter, or about library 
services, please call 
1-800-808-2555. ©2019

Melissa Moreno,  
a Braille Reader, in Her Own Words 

I first came to Braille Institute in 2015. At this time, 
my vision continues to change and what little central 
vision I have will eventually disappear. So, I decided to 
be proactive and learn how to read braille. The books I 
receive from the library, coupled with the instruction I’ve 
received at Braille Institute, have helped me significantly 
improve my braille reading ability. 

In the beginning I read braille pretty slowly, and I’m still 
not as fast as I’d like to be. But with practice I’ve reduced 
my braille reading time and I’m now reading more 
effectively. I’ve even started to read digital braille books 
since I’ve received a new refreshable braille device on 
loan from the library. Digital braille has had  
big advantages for me. For example, when I wanted to 
read The Joy Luck Club for class, the braille book came  
in 11 volumes in 4 big boxes. 

Reading the digital braille book on my new device was 
much easier, because I wasn’t so overwhelmed with print 
material. I am very grateful for the Braille Institute Library 
for helping me build my braille reading skills and prepare 
for the future. When I started using the library, the staff 
was very welcoming and helped me figure out everything 
that I needed to do. The library team is wonderful!
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Low Vision 
Rehabilitation

What to expect from  
Low Vision Rehabilitation?

After going through our Low Vision 
Rehabilitation, you should be able 
to perform daily tasks that once 
seemed impossible such as reading 
the newspaper or using the computer. 
Whether it’s through contrast and 
lighting techniques or the use of 
magnifying devices, we will work with 
you to maximize your remaining vision.

Our Low Vision Rehabilitation Service 
is not a substitute for any medical 
treatments or about restoring sight, 
however, it will teach you how to live 
well with low vision.

Who is Low Vision 
Rehabilitation for?

Individuals with a significant decrease 
in vision for any reason, but most 
commonly for conditions such as:

• Cataracts

• Diabetic retinopathy

• Glaucoma

• Macular degeneration

• Vision loss due to a stroke or 
traumatic brain injury

To learn more or to schedule a FREE 
one-on-one appointment with one 
of our Low Vision Specialists, call 
1-800-BRAILLE (272-4553).

Losing vision doesn’t mean giving 
up on your life activities, it means 
learning new ways to do them. 
Wherever you are on the low vision 
spectrum, we have the expertise 
and resources to help you succeed.

Our FREE Low Vision Rehabilitation 
Service includes personalized 
one-on-one appointments with our 
Low Vision Specialists who will 
work with you to maximize your 
remaining vision by:

• Assessing your particular needs

• Providing practical tips on 
lighting, contrast enhancement, 
and glare control

• Exploring devices that can help 
you accomplish everyday tasks 
like reading, watching TV,  
and more.
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Braille Institute Centennial  
History Exhibit 

Starting this Spring, Braille Institute Los 
Angeles will have a history exhibit showcasing 
our 100 years of service. The exhibit will be in 
our Vistas store and will be accessible with 
audio description and braille.

Our New Anaheim Center Is Open 

Our new state-of-the-art facility in Anaheim  
is now open! Library visitors will be able to 
load any titles from our collection of over 
100,000 books onto their personal cartridge. 
For information about library services, 
technology instruction, lifestyle classes,  
and special events please call 714-821-5000  
or email ac@brailleinstitute.org.     

Upcoming Technology Workshop

Please join us in the library at our Los Angeles 
center for a free technology workshop on  
May 23rd from 10:00am to 11:00am. Our team  
of experts will provide hands-on training 
on the Braille and Audio Reading Download 
(BARD) service and the Telephone Reader 
Program (TRP). For a complete schedule  
of all upcoming events at our six centers,  
please visit our events webpage at  
www.brailleinstitute.org/classes-events  
or call 1-800-BRAILLE (272-4553). 

You Can Help the NLS Improve Its 
Services Through a Quick Survey 

The National Library Service for the 
Blind and Physically Handicapped (NLS) 
at the Library of Congress is currently 
conducting an important survey of 
individuals who are blind or visually 
impaired, reading disabled (e.g., dyslexia 
or traumatic brain injury), or physically 
disabled to gather information about 
their experiences accessing and using 
technology. The results of this survey will 
be used to guide the NLS as they make 
important decisions about how to best 
use technology to improve access for 
their users and potential users. Gallup, 
working on behalf of the NLS, is currently 
recruiting individuals to participate in 
this study. Please complete this short 
recruitment survey by web at tiny.cc/NLS  
or by phone at 1-888-305-6873. This 
survey is voluntary and should take  
about 5 minutes to complete. 

News and Updates  
for Library Patrons 

New Anaheim Center
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New Phone System 

If you’ve called the library recently,  
you may have noticed that we’ve 
automated our phone system to help  
you find the information you need faster. 
Call 1-800-808-2555 to try for yourself.

New Update for  
Multi-Book Cartridges

For patrons who like multiple books on 
a single cartridge (we call them Patron 
Centric Cartridges, or “PCC’s”), a new 
feature allows you to advance from 
the end of one book to the beginning 
of the next book by simply pressing 
the play/stop button without entering 
the “bookshelf” mode. Your upgraded 
player will make the appropriate 
announcement at the end of each book 
on your PCC. 

Here’s how to find out if your player 
already has this new feature: With the 
player powered on, press the moon-
shaped “Sleep” button 10 times in a row. 
The player will tell you the firmware 
version number. If it is not version 
2.1.16, call us at 1-800-808-2555 and 
we will send you an upgrade cartridge. 
Upgrades are included on all Patron 
Centric Cartridges. If you are interested 
in receiving multiple books on a single 
cartridge, please call a Reader Advisor 
at 1-800-808-2555 to get started.

New Content on the Telephone 
Reader Program (TRP)

Check out a new podcast on TRP called 
“Let Your Voice be Heard,” featuring 
inspirational stories from library patrons. 
If you want to get started using TRP over 
the phone or with your mobile device, call 
1-800-808-2555, extension 1390.

Update your Email  
and Contact Information

Would you prefer to receive news and 
updates from the library via email? Please 
email the library at bils@brailleinstitute.
org or call 1-800-808-2555 to provide us 
with your email address. Contacting our 
library patrons using email saves time and 
money and helps protect the environment 
by reducing waste. If you have moved 
recently, please also update your phone 
number and address. 

New Team Members  
in Santa Barbara and Anaheim

We are pleased to introduce two new team 
members at Braille Institute. Elena Garcia 
is the new Literacy Services Coordinator 
in Santa Barbara, and Christian Oleo is 
the new Literacy Services Coordinator in 
Anaheim. Elena grew up in Santa Maria and 
recently graduated with a master’s degree 
in Library and Information Science from 
the University of Washington. She loves 
the opportunity to talk with Santa Barbara 
patrons and students about books and 
technology. Christian is an Anaheim native 
who has worked in elementary school, 
junior high school, and public libraries. He 
is looking forward to working with Orange 
County library patrons and sharing his love 
for books, technology, music, and food.
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New Book
Recommendations

Planet Funny: 
How Comedy Took Over Our Culture

by Ken Jennings (read by the author)  
9 hours, 12 minutes 

The winningest Jeopardy! champion of all time provides a history 
of comedy in the United States and describes how humor has 
spread into all aspects of our lives, including sports, politics, 
and the workplace. Planet Funny is for comedy fans, trivia fans, 
or anyone who wants to listen to an entertaining and likeable 
narrator explain how the modern sense of humor came to be. 

Don’t Stop the Presses!:  
Truth, Justice, and the American Newspaper

by Patt Morrison  (read by Steven Carpenter)  
8 hours, 28 minutes

Southern California journalist and radio personality  
Patt Morrison presents an urgent examination of the  
history and impact of newspapers in America from  
colonial times through the twenty-first century.

Love, Africa: 
A Memoir of Romance, War, and Survival

by Jeffrey Gettleman (read by Charlie Thurston) 
8 hours, 14 minutes

A Pulitzer Prize-winning foreign correspondent shares his 
competing passions for love and for life in his adopted 
home continent of Africa. Gettleman describes maturing 
into a successful journalist and family man against a 
backdrop of violence, political upheaval, and occasionally 
life-threatening danger.  

Book # DB91987

Book # DB93209

Book # DB92219



The Library Book
by Susan Orlean (read by the author) 
12 hours, 10 minutes

The Library Book begins as an investigation into the 1986 
fire at Central Library that destroyed or damaged nearly a 
quarter of the library’s books and shuttered the building for 
seven years. Orlean’s meticulously researched account of the 
incident leads her into a broader exploration of the history 
of public libraries and Los Angeles itself. Her humorous 
and occasionally heartbreaking interviews with witnesses 
illuminate the history of an institution whose triumphs and 
setbacks mirror that of a burgeoning and diverse city.

9

The Browns of California: 
The Family Dynasty that Transformed a State 
and Shaped a Nation

by Miriam Pawel (read by Joe Wilson) 
8 hours, 28 minutes

As their family political dynasty draws to a close, The 
Browns of California is an essential new history of our 
state. Pulitzer Prize-winning Southern California journalist 
Miriam Pawel presents a panoramic history of California and 
its impact on the nation, from the Gold Rush to Silicon 
Valley, told through the lens of the family that shaped our 
state for decades.

Let’s Go (So We Can Get Back):  
A Memoir of Recording and Discording  
with Wilco, etc.

by Jeff Tweedy (read by the author) 
8 hours, 14 minutes

Let’s Go is a new memoir from the leader of the band Wilco, 
one of the most popular and critically acclaimed American 
rock bands of our era. Tweedy discusses his childhood in 
the Midwest, his early inspirational experiences hearing 
live music, his battle with addiction, his contentious 
relationships with his bandmates, and fatherhood. 

Book # DB93127

Book # DB92562

Book # DB92869
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There are many efficient, easy-to-learn 
ways to give meaningful assistance 
to someone who is visually impaired. 
For a century, Braille Institute has 
helped thousands of blind and visually 
impaired people of all ages develop 
the skills they need for effective 
orientation – the ability to identify 
their surroundings – and mobility – 
the ability to get from one location to 
another safely.

Many people who are blind or visually 
impaired travel using a white cane 
or with the help of a guide dog. Yet, 
especially when they find themselves 
in an unfamiliar environment, many 
appreciate assistance from a family 
member or a guide. Even the most 
seasoned travelers occasionally use 
the services of a guide to become 
better acquainted with unfamiliar 
areas or to maneuver around 
obstacles.

The guide techniques outlined here 
will help you make assisting a person 
who is blind or visually impaired 
easier, but they will not make you 
proficient. Hands on guide training is 
available at Braille Institute.

Getting from Here to There
If you see a person with a visual impairment 
who seems to be “off course” while crossing 
a street, perhaps out of the crosswalk, 
remember that most have been taught to 
respond to verbal instructions such as “go 
left” or “go right”. But be sure to use their left 
or right, not yours, if you are facing them.

Making contact
When approaching someone who is visually 
impaired, introduce yourself and ask whether 
they would like your help. Do not grab or 
pull. If the person indicates they would like 
assistance, verbally offer your arm and brush 
it against theirs.

Grasp
The person who is visually impaired should 
grasp your arm just above the elbow with 
their fingers on the inside near your waist 
and their thumb on the outside. The grasp 
must be firm to be maintained while walking, 
yet not so tight as to cause discomfort. If the 
grip is too tight, let them know.

Support grasp
Some travelers who are visually impaired 
are frail. Others have balance problems that 
make the standard grasp inadequate. Rather 
than holding your arm above the elbow, the 
person may prefer to link their arm with 
yours. This will decrease the space between 
the two of you and provide added support. To 
accommodate a person’s unsteadiness, you 
likely will need to slow your walking pace.

For Family, Friends, and Caregivers: 
How to Assist Someone  
Who is Visually Impaired



Taking a Seat
When possible, approach a chair from 
the front or side. Tell the blind person 
they are at the front or side, and slowly 
bring them up to it until their knees or 
shins touch the seat. Say whether the 
chair has arms. Place your hand on the 
chair back and let them follow your arm 
down to locate it with the hand they have 
been grasping your arm with. Allow them 
to seat themselves. Do not help them 
physically or move the chair or other 
furniture unless they ask you to do so. Let 
them know if there is a table. Unless they 
are frail or otherwise disabled, people 
who are blind can get up from a chair 
without help. Once they are standing, use 
the correct stance and grasp techniques 
described above.

Stairs
Six feet before reaching the first step, 
tell the person you are guiding that you 
are approaching stairs. Approach them 
directly and in such a way that their 
free hand is closest to the rail. Mention 
whether the stairs go up or down and if 
it’s a short or long flight of stairs. Pause 
to allow them to locate the first step and 
the railing. Always remain a step ahead 
and proceed as you normally would. 
Remain to the right-hand side of stairs 
to avoid colliding with others. Pause at 
each landing to allow the person to stand 
beside you and to cue them that are no 
more steps until you begin to move away. 
Tell them when you have reached the top 
or bottom of the stairs.
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Modified or children’s grasp
The standard grasp often is too high for 
children, so it may be best to have them 
grasp your wrist or hold your hand. This 
gives you and the child greater comfort 
and sense of control.

Stance
Hold your arm relaxed and steady at 
your side. The arm of the person who 
is visually impaired is at a 90-degree 
angle and held close to their side. They 
should proceed by being one half-
step behind you. They will follow your 
movements. Do not steer them.

Narrow Area Stance
When approaching an area that is 
crowded or narrow, such as a doorway, 
move your forearm and hand so that 
they rest against the lower portion 
of your back, with your elbow at a 
90-degree angle and your palm facing 
outward. The person will take this cue, 
slide their hand down to your wrist 
and move directly behind you at arm’s 
length while still maintaining a firm 
grip. Take smaller steps and slow down 
as you move through the narrow area, 
return your arm to the guide position 
and walk normally.

Doors
When approaching a door, assume the 
narrow area stance and tell the person 
in which direction the door opens. This 
allows them to help you by holding the 
door with their free hand while passing 
through it. Do not try to turn around to 
hold the door open. This is awkward 
and diverts your attention.



Library Services
741 N. Vermont Avenue
Los Angeles, CA 90029

Free Matter 
For The 

Blind

100th Birthdays  
All Around
When I speak to friends about the Braille Institute, I tell 
them that it is my life. I don’t think I would have made it 
to 100 years old if it weren’t for the library books I receive 
from Braille Institute. I really can’t say enough about the 
library and the wonderful people that work there. I tell it 
to everyone I talk to. I am delighted to share my birthday 
with Braille Institute. Happy Birthday, Braille Institute!

Sylvia Sheppard, Age 100 
Library patron since 2002
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”


