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Starting the 
Conversation: The 
Disabled Library Patron
nUMerOUs resOUrCes anD exaMPLes are avaiLabLe tO infOrMatiOn  
PrOfessiOnaLs whO want tO Make their Libraries anD infOrMatiOn  
Centers MOre aCCessibLe tO thOse with DisabiLities.

by senovIa guevara, MPa

M y workplace recently 
held a discussion on 
how to assist people 
with disabilities who do 

business with our organization. The 
suggestions were varied, ranging from 
developing new hiring initiatives to edu-
cating staff to implementing new ser-
vices to purchasing new equipment. It 
became evident that there were many 
ways for our organization to improve our 
services to this group and include them 
in our workforce.

This wasn’t a discussion that was 
focused on spotting all of our weak-
nesses in addressing this situation. As 
an organization, we already had several 
services in place that offered a good 
start, but it was evident that building 
upon these services would create a bet-
ter experience for people with disabili-
ties who do business with us or desire 
to join our family as employees. The 

discussion was open and rewarding, 
increasing awareness of the situation 
and generating real opportunities from 
inside the team to better meet this new 
goal. People with personal knowledge of 
those with disabilities as well as people 
without such knowledge were free to 
add to the discussion—there was no 
wrong idea.

Starting a conversation in your library 
about how your team currently meets 
the expectations of your patrons is rou-
tine in many libraries. Generating ideas 
on how to better meet the future needs 
of patrons, regardless of their ability to 
access your library or information cen-
ter, can become a natural part of that 
conversation.

When starting this conversation, dif-
ferent viewpoints and experiences will 
come into play, as they did at my orga-
nization. There will be those who have 
personal experience with disability and 

access issues or know someone who 
is affected. Some will have little to no 
knowledge of the topic because they 
aren’t close to anyone who is disabled. 
Regardless, starting a conversation pro-
vides all with an opportunity to learn. 
Following are several resources and 
examples that can help you learn and/
or facilitate a conversation on the topic. 

serving disabled students
The National Center for Information 
Statistics published a report in 2011 
covering disabled students enrolled in 
institutions of higher education. The 
report, titled, “Students with Disabilities 
at Degree-Granting Postsecondary 
Institutions” (Raue and Lewis 2011), 
contains the following findings and rec-
ommendations:

accessibility. “Many institutions 
reported integrating accessibility fea-
tures during major renovation and new 
construction projects (89 percent); 
offering students, faculty, and staff the 
opportunity to provide input on acces-
sibility features during project planning 
stages (65 percent); and conducting 
needs assessments pertaining to acces-
sibility (64 percent).” (Raue and Lewis 
pg. 4) 
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barriers. “A few of the barriers cited 
by institutions as hindering implemen-
tation of universal design to a moder-
ate or major extent were limited staff 
resources to provide faculty and staff 
training on accessibility issues (52 per-
cent), costs associated with purchasing 
appropriate technology (46 percent), 
and other institutional priorities (45 per-
cent).” (Raue and Lewis pg. 4)

enrollment. Approximately 707,000 
disabled students were enrolled, with 
the majority in 2-year public institutions 
versus 4-year public institutions, with 
numbers heavier at larger institutions 
that totaled students of 10,000 or more. 
(Raue and Lewis pg. 6)

How do libraries serve this popula-
tion, and how do they approach topics 
such as access to information, educa-
tion and hiring? Several examples from 
both library and non-library organiza-
tions are provided below.

An article in Behavioral & Social 
Sciences Librarian titled “Differently 
Able: A Review of Academic Library 
Websites for People with Disabilities” 
looks at how libraries use their websites 
to deliver information about their ser-
vices, collections, building accessibility, 
and technology. The authors highlight 
information about “retrieval of mate-
rials, photocopy, circulation/access 
assistance, reference and reference 
assistance, services at branch librar-
ies, interlibrary loan, instruction, proxy 
users, and flyers or information sheets 
about the services” and discuss other 
information that would be of importance 
to disabled patrons, including adaptive 
technology, parking, and communica-
tion options (Cassner, Maxey-Harris, 
and Anaya 2011).

Several academic libraries highlight 
these types of information on their 
websites. For example, the University 
of Washington Libraries’ “About the 
Libraries” website has a link to anoth-
er page titled “Accessibility at the 
Libraries” that displays information on 
technology, facilities, and borrowing 
accommodations. A sidebar highlights 
other university accommodations for 

those with disabilities, such as parking 
and transportation services and the dis-
ability and deaf cultural center. In addi-
tion, a cooperative effort between the 
University Libraries and the Disabilities, 
Opportunities, Internetworking, and 
Technology Center (DO•IT Center) 
led to the production of an online 
resource, “Universal Access: Making 
Library Resources Accessible to People 
with Disabilities,” which provides more 
than 50 tips to consider when trying 
to improve access for patrons with 
disabilities. Building access, education 
of library staff, and development of 
services are among the topics covered.

Temple University Libraries’ website 
provides information about accommo-
dations for students with disabilities on 
a page linked from the “Services” tab. 
The information addresses topics such 
as accessing materials in the stacks, 
delivery of print or online resources, 
assistive technologies, and research 
assistance. 

The Northwestern University Libraries’ 
website has a “Disability Services” link 
under the “Visit” tab that provides 
excellent information on parking and 
building accessibility for each of the 
libraries in the system. The link goes 
so far as to note the type of flooring 
(carpeting) and distance considerations 
between departments.

The University of Minnesota Libraries’ 
website provides users with detailed 
information about the physical acces-
sibility of each library and the various 
technologies (e.g., closed circuit TV 
readers and wheelchair-height worksta-
tions) available at each.

training and education
An article in Education Libraries titled 
“Providing Services for Students with 
Disabilities in an Academic Library” 
provides examples of staff training con-
siderations, with attitudinal, facility, ser-
vice, and legal training all highlighted 
(Carter 2004). The author explains that 
training is critical because misconcep-
tions and uncertainty about interacting 
with disabled patrons are just some of 

the hidden issues that can block staff 
from providing better, more inclusive 
service (Carter p. 16). 

“... [S]taff training issues benefit 
all users through increased sensitiv-
ity and understanding of users’ needs, 
improved quality of library service to bet-
ter enable students to conduct research 
independently, and improved access 
to information,” she writes. “As meth-
odologies and technologies change, it 
is necessary that these issues are con-
stantly reviewed and new processes 
implemented to continue to meet the 
concepts of equitable access” (Carter 
p. 18). 

Staff training and education should 
be seen as a perpetual goal that can 
be constantly improved, with a service 
benefit to all patrons, regardless of dis-
ability status. Although the examples 
below do not come from academic 
libraries, they represent the types of 
resources that are available.

The Connecticut State Library’s 
“Libraries and Accessibility” page pro-
vides links to resources for staff training, 
a guide to developing services for dis-
abled patrons, and sample policies and 
procedures. It also includes information 
on the Americans with Disabilities Act 
(ADA), selecting assistive technologies 
for those with visual, hearing and mobil-
ity disabilities, and designing accessible 
websites.

The Wisconsin Department of Health 
Services has developed a list of 23 dos 
and don’ts for interacting with someone 
with a visual disability. 

The American Library Association’s 
New Members Round Table (NMRT) 
produced a short guide titled “Working 
with Patrons with Disabilities: How 
Do I Get Started?” Created by Lorelei 
Rutledge and posted on the NMRT 
website, the guide provides information 
about serving disabled patrons based 
on the author’s personal experience, 
both as a patron and a librarian. An 
interesting tip: She advocates “build-
ing the role of disability services liaison 
into job descriptions” to ensure that 
“outreach to this group becomes insti-
tutionalized” (Rutledge 2014).
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The U.S. Department of Labor teamed 
up with the White House Council of 
Economic Advisors in 2014 to produce 
an economic snapshot of the disabled 
community and employment projec-
tions for people with disabilities through 
the year 2022 (Department of Labor 
2014). The snapshot and projections 
include the following:

•	 Only	one-third	of	working-age	people	
with disabilities were employed on 
average in the 2010-2012 period, 
compared to over two-thirds (72.7 
percent) of people without disabili-
ties.

•	 Employed	people	with	disabilities	are	
underrepresented in management 
and professional/technical jobs and 
overrepresented in service, produc-
tion, and transportation jobs.

•	 The	potential	for	increased	employ-
ment of people with disabilities 
will depend in part on public and 
corporate policies regarding access 
to appropriate education, computer 
skills, and other training; disability 
income policies; and the availability 
of workplace accommodations and 
other employment supports.

When it comes to libraries, an arti-
cle published in the Australian Library 
Journal shared examples of hiring pro-
grams in both American and Australian 
libraries that are targeted toward the 
disabled. In “Employment of Disabled 
Persons in the Academic Library 
Environment,” author Jodi Johnstone 
notes, “With some planning and under-
standing of the issues, disabled peo-
ple can be included, accepted and 
celebrated as an integral part of the 
personnel of an academic library, espe-

cially when so much is being accom-
plished in regard to adapting the library 
environment for disabled students” 
(Johnstone 2005). Citing Northern 
Illinois University, Johnstone explains 
that the NIU Library decided to hire 
sight-limited student employees and 
describes the steps taken to ensure this 
initiative was implemented smoothly.

Another option to explore for hir-
ing examples is the for-profit sector. 
Essays by those who advocate for more 
inclusive hiring policies and programs 
abound in this area. Here is a short list 
of a few interesting reads that provide 
examples and information.

“Why Hire Disabled Workers? 4 
Powerful (and Inclusive) Companies 
Answer.” Written by Sarah Blahovec 
for the Huffington Post in 2016, this 
piece provides information on why four 
companies—Starbucks, Ernst & Young, 
AT&T and Northrop Grumman—decid-
ed to hire the disabled.

“How Disability-Friendly Is Your 
Workplace? 4 Ways to Put Your Business 
to the Test.” Written by Denise Brodey 
for Forbes.com in 2018, this short read 
provides some valuable information on 
different associations that focus on the 
disabled and employment.

The United States Department of 
Labor’s Office of Disability Employment 
Policy’s website is a must-view resource 
for those who are interested in hiring 
employees with disabilities and would 
like to know where to start. The ODEP 
section links to organizations that 
assist in connecting potential employ-
ers with candidates and contains ref-
erence guides and tips on how to 
ensure an accessible hiring process. 
The section is also a portal to other 
employment resources, including the 
Job Accommodation Network (JAN), 

the Employee Assistance and Resource 
Network on Disability Inclusion (EARN), 
and information on state vocational 
rehabilitation agencies. 

“Recruiting Workers with Disabilities: 
Where can employers find qualified 
applicants with disabilities?” This help-
ful piece from the Society for Human 
Resource Management (SHRM) pro-
vides information on disability-focused 
hiring options and addresses different 
topics associated with employment and 
the disabled worker. 

start a Conversation
As someone who knows individuals 
with vision, mobility, and cognitive 
disabilities, I understand the impor-
tance of offering an inclusive environ-
ment to those who visit and work. 
Misconceptions, lack of information 
about services, and collection access 
are just a few pieces of a larger picture. 
When it comes to the topic of employ-
ment, a disability that is evident visually 
or vocally can have a devastating effect 
on a potential strong hire (often fueled 
by worries over cost or ability to perform 
essential functions of the job). Much of 
this has to do with a lack of information. 

Want to address the problem? Start a 
simple conversation with the resources 
mentioned here. Small changes can 
have a large impact, and the costs may 
not be as high as you think. Changes 
could be as simple as including more 
varied information on the library’s web-
site and incorporating a discussion 
about disability/access into staff meet-
ings. When it comes to hiring, be open 
to potential candidates who may have a 
lot to offer. They may not be as limited 
as you think. 

All it takes is starting a conversation. 
SLA
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The 2019 SLA Leadership Symposium  
is excited to return to new orleans!  

This year’s content provides the necessary tools 
for SLA members to focus on all aspects of  
leadership. This premier event will provide  

a greater understanding of how to leverage  
these skills within SLA.




