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From Silence to Sound: 50 Years of Impact at The Metropolitan Washington Ear, Inc.
For the last five-plus decades, The Metropolitan Washington Ear, Inc. has been a bridge to the world for those who cannot access print, television, theater, and other visual media. Founded on the belief that everyone deserves access to information, entertainment, and culture, MWE substitutes hearing for seeing, enabling people who are blind or visually impaired to stay informed, engaged, and connected.

Whether you’re learning about us for the first time or further exploring our services, we want to take a walk with you through our history as we reinstate our mission for the next 50 years of work.

Opening The Ear: Our History
In 1974, Dr. Margaret R. Pfanstiehl, nearly blind due to retinitis pigmentosa, saw a need that wasn’t being met. Inspired by a radio reading service in Minnesota, she set out to bring the same innovation to the Washington, D.C. metro and tri-state area. She secured partnerships, raised funds, and worked tirelessly to create a service that would allow people who could not read print to hear newspapers, books, and other vital information.

Her vision became The Metropolitan Washington Ear, Inc., a nonprofit dedicated to empowering people with visual and physical disabilities to fully participate in the world around them. Over the decades, our organization expanded beyond radio reading to include audio descriptions for live theater, films, and museum exhibits as well as our dial-in service for newspapers and magazines.

Being The Ear: Our Mission
Today, MWE continues to carry out its founder’s commitment to accessibility, improving lives through sound. Every day, MWE provides free, high-quality services that help people with visual impairments. Whether it’s reading newspapers and books, describing theatrical performances, or providing training for audio description, the goal remains the same—giving people access to the information and experiences that sighted individuals often take for granted.

Listeners include students, professionals, retirees, and individuals in hospitals or nursing homes who cannot hold a book or read a screen. As the population ages, more and more people face vision-related challenges, making our mission more important than ever. Through these services, MWE ensures that thousands in the D.C. Metro area remain informed, entertained, and connected.

A Volunteer Voice: Who We Are
At the heart of MWE is a dedicated team of volunteers. More than 350 individuals lend their voices to the cause—reading newspapers, describing live performances, and assisting with outreach. These volunteers come from all walks of life, united by a shared commitment to making the world more accessible.

Behind the scenes, a small but dedicated professional staff ensures that operations run smoothly. Our all-volunteer Board of Directors includes visually impaired consumers, program participants, and business and community leaders who guide the organization forward.

Seeking Sound: Who We Serve
MWE serves anyone who struggles to access print or visual media due to blindness, low vision, or physical limitations. Listeners include working professionals, students, homemakers, and seniors. Some are lifelong users, while others turn to MWE later in life when vision loss makes reading difficult.

Despite our reach, thousands more in Maryland, Virginia, and Washington, D.C. could benefit from our services if they knew about them. If you or someone you know could use these resources, signing up is easy. Contact us by phone at (301) 681-6636, fax at (301) 625-1986, or email at info@washear.org. An online application is also available.

