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Introduction 

A well-designed library that is accessible and offers appropriate technology, 

equipment and information encourages students, regardless of ability or disability, to 

use the library as a place to learn, socialize and read. This concept is called universal 

design. (Kennedy, 2003, pg. 18). “The physical spaces of the library are one of its 

greatest assets, and building flexibility into their design allows them to better attract and 

reflect users” (Green, 2009, pg. 6).  In 1990, the Americans with Disabilities Act passed, 

and now schools must meet specific requirements to provide the needed accessibility 

for students. “Schools that want their facilities to go beyond the minimum guidelines of 

the ADA have embraced the concepts of universal design, in which products and 

environments are designed to be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible” 

(Kennedy, 2008, pg. 16). Many educational institutions are pro-active, and implement 

designs to meet needs of students.  

To offer an effective library space and knowledge-hub for students, school librarians 

rise to this goal and purchase assistive technologies. “Assistive technology (AT) refers 

to a broad range of enabling strategies, technologies and devices that allow individuals 

with special needs to work around their areas of challenge” (Hopkins, 2004, pg. 15). 

These help students engage with lessons that might be challenging to complete 

individually (Hopkins, 2004, pg. 15). Audio books or text-to-speech software help 

students who are visually impaired, while closed-captions on a screen help students 

who are deaf or hard-of-hearing. With an appropriate design of the library’s physical 

space and  ways to access information, students gain an ultimate learning experience.  
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Site Description 

Center Elementary School is located in the city of Syracuse. Center Elementary 

School has around 450 students in grades K-5. The average class size is 24 students. 

In addition, there are two pre-K classes in the building. The school is “in good standing” 

or “needs improvement” to meet state standards. Demographics of the student 

population include: 

• 76 percent of students are eligible for free lunch 

• 7 percent of students receive reduced-price lunch 

• 12 percent of students are ESL students 

• 3 percent of students are American Indian or Alaska Native origin, 32 percent of 

students are Black or African-American origin, 8 percent of students are Hispanic 

or Latino origin, 9 percent of students are Asian or Native Hawaiian origin and 49 

percent of students are of Caucasian origin 

The elementary school is two stories, and the library is located on the second floor of 

the building. The elementary school has not undergone many renovations in the past 

few years. In the building, classes are sorted together by grade level. Each teacher has 

his or her own classroom, including special educators and music, art, physical 

education and library teachers. There is only one computer lab, which is attached to the 

library. There is one elevator in the school, as well as numerous staircases. Located in 

the back corner of the second floor lives the library and computer lab. There are 

numerous different spaces and areas in the library. They include: storytime area with a 

Smartboard, groups of tables and chairs for students to sit, circulation desk, small 
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clusters of computers, computer lab and different shelve areas for fiction, non-fiction, 

featured/new books and picture books.  

Initial Assumptions 

There were quite a few assumptions I had before I visited the library. To begin, I 

thought the library would be located on the first floor of the elementary school. The 

library is located on the second floor of the school, and this surprised me. In many 

elementary schools I have visited, most of the libraries are on the ground floor; in middle 

and high schools, the library is either on the first or second floor of the building. Next, I 

thought that the library would not have high accessibility levels because it has not been 

renovated in many years. The building is old itself, and I assumed there would not be 

many accessible routes in and out of the building, between shelves and tables and the 

entrance of the library for students. Lastly, I assumed the library would be small, and not 

have enough room for students to move around or to keep materials. I formed the 

above assumptions because I have driven by this school for years, and I knew the 

building was older. It is not new or modern, and I never saw any construction crews or 

heard about plans for renovations or updates in the newspaper. Because I assumed the 

building was old, I thought the library would not be well-designed or accessible.  

Evaluation Experience & Findings 

I completed the accessibility evaluation before busses pulled in, and students 

entered the building. This way, I was able to take my time to complete a thorough 

investigation of the library and its accessibility levels. To complete the process, I 

followed the Project Enable ADA Library Accessibility Checklist, and assessed each 

item and technical requirement. After observing or measuring the needed item, I 
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checked “Yes” or “No,” and added comments as needed. Based on my initial 

assumptions, I was surprised to discover I was wrong in some cases about the 

accessibility levels of the library. Here is a summarization of my results: 

Libraries 

The library has sufficient clear floor or ground spaces for wheelchairs. There is a large 

storytime area, and students who need wheelchairs can participate in activities while 

other children sit on the floor. There is an accessible route to different reading and study 

areas of the library. Some tables have space (30” by 48”) provided for wheelchair users, 

but some do not. There is enough knee and height space in some tables. The aisles 

between the stacks are more than 36” wide, but not the aisles between tables and study 

areas. The checkout area is more than 36” high, and there is only one counter. Students 

in wheelchairs would have a difficult time checking books in and out. There are no 

security gates in the library. 

Entrances & Exits 

There are two accessible entrances on the ground floor. There are ramps on the 

sidewalks to help students in wheelchairs enter the building. These are nicely paved, 

and there does not appear to be bumps or cracks on the sidewalks.  

Alarms 

I was not able to observe a drill, but I asked the librarian if the alarms flash, and she 

said yes. There are visual alarms in public and common-use restrooms. There 

appeared to be visual alarms in many areas of the building: library, classrooms and 

hallways. I was not able to check meeting rooms because those are locked when not in 

use. I was not able to discover sound levels of audible alarms; the librarian was not sure 
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of that answer, but she was positive sound levels would pass inspection.  

Interior Accessible Route 

There are enough passing spaces for a wheelchair to maneuver, and there is enough 

headroom on an accessible route. The floor surface is accessible, but there are some 

objects in the way near the shelves. Projectors and television carts are stored in the 

back near the non-fiction section; a wheelchair could not move around these objects 

successfully. There are no ramps inside the school, so slope, rise and landing levels do 

not apply. The outside ramps meet the ADA checklist measurement requirements; 

these are well-designed, and students should not have problems going on ramps to 

enter the building. There is carpet in the library, and there are no rips. Hallways and 

bathrooms are tiled, and everything appeared to be securely attached to the floor. There 

is no revolving door in the school or the library. Directional and informational signs are 

present in the building; they provide written words and arrows to guide students and 

teachers to the library or other main parts of the school. The signs meet the 

requirements for the ADA checklist. 

Stairs 

There are multiple staircases that lead to the second floor of the building, and the risers, 

treads and nosings meet the requirements of the ADA checklist. However, the railings 

are not very sturdy and move when an individual grips too hard. The heights and width 

of the handrails meet requirements, though. Outdoor and indoor handrails appeared to 

be free of sharp or abrasive elements.  

Drinking Fountains 

The drinking fountains do not pass inspection. They are low to the ground on each floor, 
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and the knobs are difficult to turn. But, the controls are operable with one hand. As an 

adult, I had to bend far down to drink from the fountain. The drinking fountains do not 

meet standards for people in wheelchairs or people who have difficulty bending or 

stooping.  

Communication  

The librarian takes steps to ensure there are enough materials and auxiliary aids and 

services to help students with disabilities. She purchases audio books, and has a 

Smartboard in her classroom. Her goal is to make the library accessible for every type 

of student. Though she has to watch her budget each year, she continues to add new 

services and items to improve her current collection and library space.  

After my evaluation, I observed many areas of the library that meet requirements 

on the ADA checklist, but there are some areas that need improvement. When these 

changes are implemented, the library will meet most of the requirements on the ADA 

checklist to have a higher accessibility level.  

Conclusion 

Overall, this has been an excellent experience for me to learn how to evaluate 

accessibility levels in libraries. With criteria from the ADA checklist, I effectively 

observed the design of library to determine what areas work well and what items can be 

improved. With information gathered from the checklist, I can design a library space that 

meets the needs of all students. Now I know that there must be enough space for 

students to move around without struggle or obstacles. Simple steps like this provide 

students with an optimal library experience.  
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When I began the evaluation, I had preconceived notions about the accessibility 

levels of the library. I learned it is important to not have many assumptions about a 

library space before I visit. Each library and student population is different, and I should 

enter each library with an open mind to see what is inside. If I keep this attitude, I can 

be more objective when I observe and tour libraries to determine accessibility levels.  
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