
Beyond Assistive Technology: 
Improving Library Services to People with Disabilities 

Kate Todd 
August 20, 2015 



Kate Todd 

Worked as a librarian at 
The New York Public 
Library and 
Manhattanville College 

Has taught face-to-face 
and online courses 
about services to 
people with disabilities 
for Manhattanville 
College and ALA 



“I was born in 1990 so I was surprised to learn 
that ADA is so recent.” 

“I grew up with accessible buildings, and seeing 
people with all abilities in them.” 

“ADA has been present my entire lifetime and 
I've benefitted from it tremendously.” 

“I’ve taken ADA for granted as a given.” 

 

Quotes from course discussion 



How many of you remember the time when people with 
disabilities could legally be discriminated against in 
employment, education and services? 



The First Decade:  ADA in the 1990s 



Physical space accommodations 

1.Ramps 
 

 
 
 2.Elevators 
 
 
  3.Aisle widths 

 
 

   4.Accessible bathrooms 



Assistive Technology 

• Kurzweil Machine 
 
 
 
 

• JAWS (Job Access with Speech) 
 
 
 
 

• TV closed captioning (All sets sold after July 1, 1993) 



The Second Decade:  ADA in the 21st century 



“No disabled person has ever visited my 
 library” 

“We spent tons of money and no one 
 uses the equipment” 

Librarians Reported 



Expanded understanding of people 
with disabilities 



People riding in wheelchairs 



People with visual impairments 



People who are Deaf or hearing impaired 



People with cognitive or neurological disorders 



What are some of the disabilities that you are now 
seeing among patrons visiting your library?   



Welcoming Communication 

• People First Language 
– Do not use the disability to define a person 

– Do not use “normal” to refer to people without disabilities 

–  Avoid negative descriptors like “suffers from” or “afflicted by” 

• Communication Etiquette 
– Always speak directly to the patron, not the companion 

–  Use a normal voice level 

–  Do not finish their sentences  

–  It is all right to say you did not understand 

 



http://littleofthislittleofthat2.blogspot.com/2015/08/the-art-of-one-sided-conversation.html 

1. Say Hello 
2. Ask questions 
3. Look at person—don’t try to make invisible 
4. Just because they do not look at you or answer, doesn’t mean they don’t understand 
 

http://littleofthislittleofthat2.blogspot.com/2015/08/the-art-of-one-sided-conversation.html


Collections 

1. Formats:   
 large print, audio books, closed captioned  
  films, Braille 
 

2. Fiction, biography, films that portray  

 people who have disabilities 

  

3.  Medical collections 

 

4.  Reading lists, displays 



Booklists 
10 Great Books About 
Disabilities For Grown-Ups 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.friendshipcircle.org/blog/2015/07/20/10-

great-books-about-disabilities-for-grown-ups/  

Best Children's Books with 
Disability/Accessibility Themes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.goodreads.com/list/show/14211.Best_Childr
en_s_Books_with_Disability_Accessibility_Themes  
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The Third Decade:  What’s Next? 



New Programming Options 

  Programming for youth with Autism 

Spectrum Disorder 

 

  Inclusive Programming for Adults with 

Disabilities 

 

  Described and captioned film programs 

 

  New programming, such as makerspaces, 

should be accessible 
 
 



Programming for Youth with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

 
 



Inclusive Programming for Adults with 

Developmental Disabilities  
 

http://nextchapterbookclub.org/  

http://nextchapterbookclub.org/


Described and Captioned Films 

 
 

http://www.dcmp.org/about-dcmp 

http://www.dcmp.org/about-dcmp
http://www.dcmp.org/about-dcmp
http://www.dcmp.org/about-dcmp


http://www.washington.edu/news/2015/08/05/how-makerspaces-can-be-accessible-to-people-with-disabilities/ 

http://www.washington.edu/news/2015/08/05/how-makerspaces-can-be-accessible-to-people-with-disabilities/
http://www.washington.edu/news/2015/08/05/how-makerspaces-can-be-accessible-to-people-with-disabilities/


Web Accessibility 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Elliott, D. (2015, July 26). The challenges of surfing while blind. Wall Street 

Journal. Retrieved from http://www.wsj.com/articles/the-challenges-of-
surfing-while-blind-1437950347  
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Closed Captioning on the Internet 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Lewin, T. (2015, February 12). 
Harvard and M.I.T. are sued 
over lack of closed captions. 
The New York Times. Retrieved 
from 
http://www.nytimes.com/201
5/02/13/education/harvard-
and-mit-sued-over-failing-to-
caption-online-
courses.html?_r=1  
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Assistive Technology Apps 



• BARD 

• vBookz PDF Reader 

• Natural Reader 

• Clear Captions 

• Marlee Signs 

• Class Dojo 

• Alexicom AAC 

• Verbally 

• Dragon Dictation 

 



Poll Question 
 
How many of you: 
 
1.   have a member of your family who has a disability? 
 
2. have a friend with a disability? 

 
3. have a friend caring for a parent or child that has a 

disability? 
 

4. have a disability yourself? 
 

5. have never met a person with a disability? 



When developing a plan for improving services to 
people with disabilities, start with family, staff, friends 
and current patrons 



Some valuable partnerships 

 Schools/Special education staff 

 Parents/other family members 

 Library Advisory Committee 

 Senior Citizen Centers 

 Job programs 

 Veterans Groups 
 



Staff Development 



5 common myths about disabilities 

1. People with disabilities don’t want to talk 
about it 

2. All people who are blind know how to read 
Braille 

3. People with similar disabilities want the same 
accommodations 

4. All people who are deaf know sign language 

5. People who are disabled are miserable and  
unhappy 

 

 



Keeping up on Twitter 
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