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correction.
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U.S. 1.

Need Help Navigating?
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It Takes a Village to Read a Book
Karen Hodges Miller

You’ve heard the phrase, “it takes a village to raise a child.” Well sometimes it takes a village

to read a book. Lois Kotkoskie is among the 400 volunteers at the New Jersey unit of

Recording for the Blind and Dyslexic come in. In addition to a fulltime job as a toxicologist at

Novo Nordisk, Kotkoskie has made time each week for the past 14 years to put her

professional knowledge to additional use, by recording complex medical and technical books

for people who have difficulty reading because of sight impairment and dyslexia as well as

people with learning disabilities.

The unit is celebrating its 50th anniversary with a gala dinner and awards program Thursday,

April 17, at 6 p.m. at the Hyatt Regency Princeton. The event will honor several individuals

and corporations including Catherine D. Brown; Peg and James Hastings; Anne Young; Amy

and Jay Regan of the Harbourton Foundation; Eleanor Home, vice president of the social

investment fund at Educational Testing Services; and Avaya, a privately-held

telecommunications company with world headquarters in Basking Ridge.

The gala is just one part of the unit’s annual anniversary celebration, which also includes a

record-a-thon from April 10 to 17 during which unit volunteers and celebrity readers read and

record books. This year’s celebrity readers include Melvin Benarde, reading from his book,

“Our Precarious Habitat. . .It’s In Your Hands”; Freeman Dyson, reading from his book, “A

Many-colored Glass: Reflections on the Place of Life in the Universe”; Norman Itzkowitz,

reading from his book, “A Wicked History: Grigory Rasputin”; Nobel Prize-winner Eric Maskin;

Paul Stankard, author of “No Green Berries or Leaves: The Creative Journey of an Artist in

Glass,” who has created a slide show about his life with dyslexia; Paul Steinhardt, reading

from his book, “Endless Universe: Beyond the Big Bang”; and John Weingart, author of

“Waste Is a Terrible Thing to Mind.”

Kotkoskie and her fellow volunteers agree to spend an hour and a half each week recording

books. While it may sound easy to just sit and read into a recorder each week, the reality is

anything but. Kotkoskie, as one of the unit’s specialists, takes on the more complex medical

and scientific books that the unit produces for its members. Currently she is reading a

surgical nursing textbook. Everything in the book must be explained verbally, including all of

the charts and graphs, illustrations and diagrams.

“In the illustration of a surgery I have to explain how the skin is pulled back and what the

organs look like,” says Kotkoskie. “You need to use something common, that everyone knows,

to explain something the person has never seen. I use food analogies a lot for body parts,

such as describing the kidney as looking like spaghetti and meatballs.” It takes excellent

improvisation skills. Volunteers look over the text they are to read for only a few minutes

before beginning the recording. “We do it on the fly. We show up, go over the book for a few

minutes, and begin,” says Kotkoskie. “Once the recording starts I try to read through without

stopping. If I come to an illustration, I just describe it and then continue on with the text.”

Kotkoskie grew up in a family where volunteering was considered the norm. “My uncle did a

lot of volunteer work, and I grew up knowing that it was something that I would do, also,”

she says. It took her several years, however, to find the right niche. She first heard about the

New Jersey unit of Recording for the Blind and Dyslexic in a newspaper interview with another

toxicologist volunteer. “I thought if he can do that, so can I.”

Before taking on something like a 500-page medical text or any book for that matter,

volunteers must send an audition tape to a committee at the national organization before they

are cleared to read. They are then given training. Newer readers work with a director who

helps handle the recording equipment and insures that the page tones, a sound that lets the

listener know it is time to turn the page, are inserted properly. Kotkoskie is now “a self

director,” a volunteer who is able to go into the studio alone and handle both the equipment

and the reading.

Juggling the schedules of 400 volunteers, many of them working professionals, is not as

difficult as it sounds, says Tony Gruenewald, assistant production director/communications

coordinator for the unit, which has 12 recording studios at its site at 69 Mapleton Road. “We

have people of all ages and all occupations. Our retirees who spend the winter in Florida

return and help us at about the same time that the people who spend the summer in the

north head out,” so there is always a time slot available in the recording studio for someone

who wants to volunteer.

You don’t have to have the technical expertise of Kotkoskie to read at the unit, Gruenewald

says. “We read books for every level from beginning readers through graduate texts.” The

unit does not usually read novels, which are often available on tape through the publishers.

“We concentrate on textbooks and books that are not generally available on tape through

other means,” he says.

The unit operates essentially as an audio lending library. Members pay a first time registration

of $65 and an annual fee of $35, and are allowed to borrow as many recording as they need

throughout the year. The unit gets its books to read in a variety of ways, from members who

request a book, from the national association, and from local schools whose students need a

particular text.

The unit’s educational outreach center also works with other organizations, such as the

Dyslexia Association. “We often get calls from parents saying, ‘My child has just been

diagnosed with dyslexia and our school doesn’t know what to do,’” Gruenewald says. In fact,

while the unit’s original focus was on recording books for the blind, over the years they have

found that most of their requests come from people with learning disabilities. “About 70

percent of our members are dyslexic, with 20 to 25 percent blind or visually impaired. The

rest have some other type of disability, such as a person with multiple sclerosis who has

difficulty in handling the pages of a book.”

Because of the time involved in recording a complex textbook, the member who requests it

receives it a chapter or two at a time. And, says Gruenewald, the listener may hear several

voices reading the book. “We just couldn’t get one text read efficiently if only one person was

reading it,” he explains. That’s why it takes a village to read a book.

50th Anniversary Gala, New Jersey unit of Recording for the Blind and Dyslexic, Thursday,

April 17, 6 p.m., Hyatt Regency Princeton. $125. For reservations call 609-750-1830.
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How Sirius Put Live TV in the Back Seat
by Douglas Dixon

‘Are we there yet?” — The perennial cry from the back seat that strikes fear into the gut of

parents on long road trips. I remember a long ride home from Cape Cod with our toddler

daughter crying the entire time, except for a half hour time-out for lunch and play in a small

park. As the kids grew older we were able to get some peace with a portable tape player, and

then graduated to Nintendo Gameboys to keep both the girl and the boy entertained — only

to have a huge crisis when the screen broke before a trip and we had to rush to get it

repaired.

These days, of course, you can equip each child with a MP3/music player, handheld video

player, or even a fancy game machine like the Sony PlayStation Portable that also plays

movies. Even better, you can buy a car already equipped as a mobile theater, with iPod jacks,

DVD player, and individual video screens for the back seat. But parents still bear the burden

of planning and organizing the entertainment, and a trip still can be ruined if you leave a

favorite DVD at home.

The folks at Sirius Satellite Radio’s advanced development team on Lenox Drive had a better

idea — add video to the existing Sirius radio service to deliver your kids’ favorite cable TV

experience directly to the car. From an early concept demo in January, 2002, the resulting

product, Sirius Backseat TV, was first available on selected new 2008 model Chrysler, Dodge,

and Jeep vehicles last October, and has just shipped as an retail aftermarket product in March

to add both the Sirius radio and TV service to your car www.sirius.com/backseattv).

Sirius Backseat TV features three channels of live TV, available 24/7, from the top family

networks — Nickelodeon, Disney Channel, and Cartoon Network. These are basically mobile

versions of the same cable channels that your kids already love.

The Nickelodeon service includes popular shows such as SpongeBob SquarePants, Dora the

Explorer, and the Adventures of Jimmy Neutron, Boy Genius. The Disney Channel includes

Hannah Montana, Cory in the House, Mickey Mouse Clubhouse, and My Friends Tigger & Pooh.

And Cartoon Network Mobile includes short-form pieces ranging from two to eight minutes,

including the Powerpuff Girls and Dexter’s Laboratory. In the evening, when the Cartoon

Network changes to its grownup Adult Swim programming, the mobile version stays with

programming for kids.

The Sirius Backseat TV service is priced at $6.99 per month as an add-on to the Sirius

Satellite Radio subscription ($12.95 per month), for a total of $19.94 per month. Adding the

service to a new Chrysler vehicle costs $470 with Sirius Satellite Radio and the Rear Seat

Entertainment System, plus the first year of service. The new aftermarket product, the

SiriusConnect Audio/Video Tuner, model SCV1, is $299. It provides both the Sirius radio and

TV service, using an in-vehicle satellite video receiver and two small roof-mounted antennas,

and is compatible with many factory-installed or retail aftermarket in-car video monitors.

The Sirius engineering team in Lawrenceville performed some amazing magic with the

Backseat TV product. They squeezed the video channels into the existing satellite radio

bandwidth allocated to Sirius without affecting the radio service. The kids in the back seat can

watch the live TV, while the parents in the front seat can enjoy the full Sirius radio experience

— 69 channels of commercial-free music, plus 65 channels of news, talk, entertainment,

traffic, weather and data, and sports — including NFL, NBA, and NASCAR.

The product was developed by a core team of some 20 people who started with the initial

concept demos and prototypes, and then developed the end-to-end process of inserting video

broadcasting into the satellite radio transmission and pulling a reliable signal out in a car

zipping along a highway. Their work included both designing the new video transmission

protocol and developing the in-car product, including the new communications chips and

associated decoder software.

The engineering expertise at Sirius includes a large ex-pat contingent from local companies,

including Sarnoff and Hitachi — with more then 20 people from Sarnoff Corporation alone,

lead by Terry Smith, senior vice president of engineering, who was recruited to Sirius from

Sarnoff in 2002 to grow the engineering effort in the Princeton area.

“We were able to introduce this service in a backwards compatible manner, akin to the

introduction of color TV to black and white,” says Smith. “We were able to increase the

throughput through our limited bandwidth by nearly 25 percent without affecting the millions

of receivers already in the field. I’m very proud of our team that developed this breakthrough

technology.”
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