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Teaching Aid – The Americans with Disabilities Act #1

Frequently Asked Questions Regarding The Americans with Disabilities Act and Libraries

AMERICANS WITH DISABILITIES ACT OVERVIEW

The Americans with Disabilities Act was signed into law on July 26, 1990.  It is a comprehensive civil rights act for people with disabilities that provides legal protections that ensure equal opportunity and access to the mainstream of American life.  “Enactment of the ADA reflects deeply held American ideals which treasure the contributions which individuals can make when free from arbitrary, unjust, or outmoded societal attitudes and practices that prevent the realization of their potential.” (From the preamble, ADA Handbook, published by the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and the U.S. Department of Justice, October 1991.)

FAQs regarding the ADA and Libraries

Are libraries specifically mentioned in the Americans with Disabilities Act?

Yes, in addition to complying with the law, Section 8 of the ADDAG (Americans with Disabilities Accessibility Guidelines) specifically addresses libraries.  

8.1 General – The design of all public areas of a library shall comply with 8, including reading and study areas, stacks, reference rooms, reserve areas, and special facilities or collections.

8.2 Reading and Study Areas – At least 5 percent or a minimum of one of each element of fixed seating, tables, or study carrels shall be accessible to those using a wheelchair.

8.3 Check-Out Areas - At least one lane at each check-out area shall be accessible to those using a wheelchair.  

8.4 Card Catalogs and Magazine Displays – Minimum clear aisle space of 36 inches is required.  A shelf height of 48 inches for magazine display is preferred irrespective of approach allowed.  The law was written before most libraries abandoned their card catalogs for computers.  A counter height of 29 inches will work for most, provided that clear floor space is provided for a wheelchair user to access the computer.

8.5 Stacks – Minimum clear aisle width of 36 inches between stacks with a minimum clear aisle width of 42 inches preferred where possible and a 60 inch turning space at the end of an aisle.  Shelf height in stack areas is unrestricted.

What kind of documentation does the library need for compliance?

The ADA FILE

Public libraries should maintain an ADA file.  Items to include in this file are:

1. The Americans with Disabilities Act Handbook.

The handbook was distributed to all public libraries by the Department of Justice in 1991.  Public Library Systems also have copies of the handbook in their professional collections.

2. A self-evaluation of current services, policies, and practices that is reviewed periodically.
Most Public Libraries conducted a self-evaluation to determine compliance with the ADA when the Act was originally signed into law.  A self-evaluation is a careful examination of physical facilities and program operations to determine the extent to which people with disabilities are precluded from or limited in participating in programs.  The self-evaluation usually consists of a “walk-through” of the library and an analysis of how the library operates including its rules and policies.  New library directors should review the original self-evaluation, or perform their own self-evaluation if one has not been conducted.

A self-evaluation form is included in this curriculum.

3. A list of local groups serving people with disabilities.

Included on the list might be the local Independent Living Center. 37 IDC’s may be found in New York State.  These centers provide advocacy and technical assistance to ensure that persons with disabilities have opportunities to make decisions that affect their lives just as their nondisabled counterparts do.  A Directory of New York State Independent Living Centers may be found at http://www.nysilc.org/directory.htm
The United Spinal Association, http://www.unitedspinal.org, can also provide accessibility training and technical assistance to public libraries.

What is “reasonable accommodation?”

Reasonable accommodation is a modification or an adjustment to a job or the work environment that will enable a qualified applicant or employee with a disability to perform essential job functions.

What does the term “readily achievable” mean?

It means easily accomplishable and able to be carried out without much difficulty or expense.

How much will it cost to make my library accessible to people with disabilities?

Many modifications cost little or nothing.  Rearranging stacks so that there is a 36 inch width aisle for wheelchairs will cost just the time it takes to move the shelving.   Sensitivity training for staff can often be obtained for free from local organizations that provide services to people with disabilities.  Modifications to bathrooms might include the installation of grab bars at the back and sides of the toilet area or wrapping the pipes under sinks with insulation to prevent burns.  

Many libraries in New York State have used State Aid for Public Library Construction funding to make modifications to their buildings so that libraries become more accessible.  NYS Public Library Systems can provide libraries with guidelines for this funding stream.  The NYS Division of Library Development’s web site contains additional information at http://www.nysl.nysed.gov/libdev/construc/index.html 

What kind of alternative methods can be used to comply with the ADA?

ADA compliance may be achieved through alternative methods including, but not limited to, assignment of staff to assist people with disabilities, home visits, delivery of services at alternate accessible sites and any other method that results in making materials, services, and programs accessible.  Review with staff the alternative methods the library is utilizing to comply with ADA, as well as any modifications to programs, policies, and practices.  

What areas should I look at, both inside and outside my library, to see if the building is accessible?

Areas to review include: curb ramps, ramps, parking areas, meeting rooms, bathrooms, doors, work areas, elevators, stack width, check-out areas, and seating.  The United Spinal Association, formerly the Eastern Paralyzed Veterans Association, and the ADA Handbook provide clear descriptions and illustrations of these areas.  The publication, Accessible Building Design, is out of print and permission was obtained to reprint parts of the booklet for this curriculum (Teaching Aid: The Americans with Disabilities Act #3.)  The purpose of the publication is “to take the reader, specifically a wheelchair user, through a typical building that is accessible.” 

Refer to the Americans With Disabilities Act Self-Evaluation Form For Library Buildings, based on the United State's Department of Justice’s Title II Technical Assistance Manual for ADA and its self-evaluation checklist for Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973.  (ABLE Module 3, The Physical Plant, Teaching Aid: The Americans with Disabilities Act #2.) 

