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Librarians must be aware of the barriers that keep visually challenged patrons from accessing the 

information they need to be fully-functioning, literate members of society.  These can include a 

lack of materials in alternative formats, inaccessible technology, or an online public access 

catalog that is difficult to navigate with a screen reader.  Three specific ways to overcome such 

barriers are: 1) awareness of resources that provide materials in alterative formats such as the 

Library of Congress’ National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped, 2) 

familiarity with and incorporation of the concept of universal design, and 3) the education of 

current and future librarians about how to handle the special needs of these patrons. 

Information Access helps create a Healthy, Informed Society 

To a blind person, library service is a critical—often the only—source of reading 

material. While a sighted person has not only his or her public library but the local book 

store, newsstands, the dentist’s waiting room, and book clubs to supply him or her with 

reading material, a blind person cannot expect to get recorded or Brailled literature from 

these sources. ~ Duane Gerstenberger, 1985, para. 2 

A healthy, democratic society requires an educated populace capable of accessing information.  

Putting artificial barriers in front of even a small sub-group keeps a society from being truly 

democratic.  A library patron who is visually challenged has the same need to learn, explore, and 

become literate as a sighted patron.  “For a child to develop into a mature, informed, and literate 

adult, he or she must have access to facts, theories, attitudes, and vicarious emotional 

experiences… an understanding of and the ability to use language still signifies and is part of 

mature intelligence.  Therefore, blind persons--especially blind children--need access to reading 

material.” (Gerstenberger, 1985, para.2) 
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When desired materials are unavailable because of inaccessible formats, nonexistent or overly 

complicated technology, budget constraints, or lack of education on the part of the information 

provider, we fail to give these patrons the opportunity to become literate, fully-functioning 

citizens.  The American Library Association (ALA) (2009) states that is the responsibility of 

libraries to “provide materials for the interest, information, and enlightenment of all people of the 

community the library serves.” (para. 2)  Information not available in accessible formation 

creates “discriminatory barriers”. (para.2)  This paper explores ALA’s ideal of “Access for All” 

and how it applies to patrons who are visually challenged, how the National Library Service for 

the Blind and Physically Handicapped supports this ideal by providing information access to 

library patrons in the United States, the concept of universal design, and the task of educating 

both current and future librarians on these issues. 

Breaking down barriers to information creates a better-educated citizenry with individuals fully 

able to participate in the democratic process. Information also improves the lives of individuals 

by giving them the education needed to operate independently.  Being independent raises an 

individual’s sense of self-worth and allows them to provide for themselves without relying on 

others.  

Susanne Bruhn writes in her essay, “The Road to Equity and Excellence: An Australian 

Experience in Establishing Staff Training in Library Services for People with Disabilities” that 

libraries who exist to provide information and are warehouses of society’s collected knowledge 

are vital to empowering individuals.  According to Bruhn, both knowledge and information are 

“essential for the assertion of rights, for self-improvement and education, for keeping up-to-date 

in employment and improving one’s life.” (Massis, 1996, p.29)   
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One of the basic tenants of the American Library Association is “Access for All”.  Article I of 

the Library Bill of Rights originally adopted by ALA in 1939 states: “Books and other library 

resources should be provided for the interest, information, and enlightenment of all people of the 

community the library serves.” (ALA, para. 2) 

In 2009, the ALA Council expanded on the Library Bill of rights by adopting the “Services to 

Persons with Disabilities: �An Interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights”.  This document 

details how libraries can serve all patrons with disabilities, including those who are visually 

challenged. 

It encourages librarians to be more proactive with patrons with disabilities and when helping to 

provide resources and services.  It also encourages awareness of technologies such as screen 

readers, Braille displays, and screen magnification software and the ability to use such 

technologies.  It goes further to explain that libraries should have resources available in 

accessible formats for patrons of all ages which are not be restricted because of a presupposition 

about information needs, interests, or ability to comprehend.  Additionally, patrons should be 

able to access the same information in numerous way using different kinds of equipment or 

technology.  “All information resources provided directly or indirectly by the library, regardless 

of technology, format, or method of delivery, should be readily, equally and equitably accessible 

to all library users.  Libraries should make every effort to support the needs of their users with 

disabilities and when necessary, should seek financial or other assistance to do so.” (ALA, 2009, 

para. 3) 

In the United States, the Library of Congress’ National Library Service for the Blind and 

Physically Handicapped  (NLS) supports a network of libraries that loan materials in accessible 
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formats to qualified patrons with the goal “That all may read” for both recreational and 

educational purposes. 

How NLS helps U.S. patrons access information 

The network of regional and subregional libraries that are part of NLS plays a critical role in 

helping to provide materials in alternative formats to library patrons who need information in 

alternative formats because they blind, low-vision, or otherwise physically unable to read 

traditional print.  The Pratt-Smoot Bill approved by Congress in 1931 created the NLS network 

of libraries originally to serve blind adults.  In 1952, the service expanded to include children; in 

1962, it began to provide music materials; and in 1966, it was again amended to include 

individuals with any sort of “physical impairments that prevent the reading of regular print.” 

(NLS, 2009, para. 1) 

Eligible patrons receive materials loaned by NLS network libraries, including audio or braille 

books and magazines delivered by postage-free mail.  The network is made up of 138 regional 

and sub-regional libraries and two multi-state centers, also circulates specially designed cassette 

and digital players and accessories that are free to borrow by qualified individuals.  (Wand, 2000, 

para. 6) 

In 2009, NLS successfully completed a transition from providing cassette-based audio books to 

the new digital book format and specially designed digital book players.  Approximately 200,000 

Digital Talking Book machines (DTB) have already been shipped and another 20,000 are being 

distributed each month. (Kendrick, 2010, para. 3).  Patrons of NLS see the new DTBs as a 

significant improvement in audio book technology. Deborah Kendrick wrote a 2010 review for 

the American Federation of the Blind’s Access World about the new NLS DTB players.  She 
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remembers “how much ‘fun’ it was to have a long book on six cassettes, particularly when you 

needed to remind yourself of a fact in, say, chapter 4.”  She very enthusiastically talks about how 

patrons will “jump for joy with your first reading experience with the NLS DTB player. No more 

shuffling of cassettes. No more tedious rewind and forward and seemingly endless tweedling of 

the high-speed movement of the tape. No more frustration while listening to long passages, many 

of them the wrong ones, just to locate that single tidbit of information.” (para. 11). 

Technology and Universal Design 

Improved technology has helped NLS design a digital book player that is easier to use and has 

greater appeal to library patrons who cannot read traditional print books.  Other technologies 

such as screen readers, braille displays, screen magnification software, e-books, and the 

digitization of archived materials provide opportunities to expand and block information 

available to patrons who are blind. 

Universal design is applicable to the physical library building, as well as a library’s website.   

While correctly designed webpages allow persons using screen readers to independently navigate 

the them, it also benefits those without disabilities “such as people using a slow Internet 

connection, people with ‘temporary disabilities’ such as a broken arm, and people with changing 

abilities caused by aging.” (Mates, 2011, p. 4)  

Providing Training on the Concept of Universal Design 

Without the proper training in how to use these technologies for both librarians and patrons 

themselves, it does little good to have them in the library.  ALA asserts that “libraries and 

schools should work with persons with disabilities, agencies, organizations, and vendors to 

integrate assistive technology into their facilities and services to meet the needs of persons with a 
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broad range of disabilities, including learning, mobility, sensory, and developmental 

disabilities.” (ALA, 2009)  This, however, requires a budget that many libraries are wont to 

spend on such training and equipment. 

Barbara Mates (2011) points out in Assistive Technologies in the Library that Americans with 

disabilities make up the third largest minority in the United States, but the amount of money 

spent by libraries and other organizations in the attempt to remove information barriers and offer 

services to Americans with disabilities is significantly below their proportion of the general 

population. (p. 2) 

“More than likely if the library has an extra thousand dollars to spend, and a staff can 

either buy fifty DVDs to circulate or one piece of adaptive software to be used in-house, 

the DVDs are going to be the selection, as they have the potential to generate ten 

thousand circulations.  This tendency is unfortunate, as people with disabilities are a 

population that is generally at an economic disadvantage as well as an educational 

disadvantage and that can benefit the most from free access to technology.” (Mates, 

2011, p. x) 

What libraries fail to understand when considering the purchase of assistive technology is that 

universal design actually makes the library easier to use for everyone.  “Universal design means 

that rather than designing your facility and services for the average user, you design them for 

people with a broad range of abilities, disabilities, and other characteristics—such as age, reading 

ability, learning style, language, culture, and others.” (Burgstahler, 2008, para. 3) 
Mates (2011) explains that applying the concept of universal design can actually help cut a 

library’s budget because they do not have to spend to provide adaptations or accommodations. If 
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a library only has the money for one computer workstation, they should make sure that it will 

serve all patrons.  Universal design’s goal is to simplify everyone’s life by “making product, 

communications, and the built environment more usable by as many people as possible at little or 

no extra cost.” (pg. 3) 

Education of Future and Current Librarians 

Librarians must be educated in concepts such as universal design before they can embrace them 

and put them to use.  ALA states that libraries “should provide training opportunities for all staff 

and volunteers in order to sensitize them to issues affecting persons with disabilities and to teach 

effective techniques for providing services for users with disabilities and for working with 

colleagues with disabilities.” (ALA, 2009, para. 5)  Education must be provided to both current 

and future librarians. 

 In Serving Print Disabled Library Patrons (1996), Winnie Vitzansky’s essay “Libraries for All: 

But Do Library Schools Educate Those Librarians for All” explains that library schools need to 

give students enough knowledge so that they may give professional service to all patrons served 

by a library.  If a library plans to serve ALL patrons, including those who are disabled, library 

students must learn how to do so.  (Massis, 1996, pg. 25)   

Vitzansky (1996) expresses her concern that only few librarians have had any theoretical training 

in the information needs of patrons who are disabled and explains how to incorporate 

fundamental learning about the needs of all user groups into the education of future librarians: 

1. When you teach bibliography you also include bibliographies on special format 

materials; 

2. When you teach interlibrary loan you must include how to deal with special formats; 
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3. When you teach library building you must include accessibility for handicapped persons; 

4. When you teach user needs you should include the needs of the special groups; and 

5. When you teach information technology this much include, for instance, blind people’s 

modem access to online catalogues. (Massis, 1996. p.26) 

Lorraine McQueen addresses education of current library staff in her essay “Continuing 

Education for Library Professionals Serving Blind Patrons”.  She agrees that there needs to be a 

course in librarianship specifically for patrons who are blind or low-vision as part of a basic 

library school education and as part of the continuing education of librarians already serving 

visually challenged patrons. “The curriculum should include information on blind and visually 

impaired library users, reading methodologies for the blind and visually impaired, specifics of 

service to blind and visually impaired persons, and library approaches to service the blind and 

visually impaired.” (Massis, 1996, p. 37) 

McQueen writes that continuing education needs to be offered in a holistic manner.  It must 

acknowledge that the student already has a basic understanding of the subject matter and then 

presents new information about a given situation to the student that causes them to challenge 

their previously held viewpoint.  (Massis, 1996, p. 38)  Susanne Bruhn also points out the 

importance of the support and involvement of patrons who are physically challenged in creating 

training materials and later in the training itself.  Raising awareness and training staff on how to 

provide information to patrons with special needs should involve those who will eventually 

receive the services.  To ensure services remain successful continued consultation, direct contact, 

and cooperation needs to occur. (p. 35) 

“Access to information for all is the goal for libraries as guarantor of all peoples’ possibility of 

participation in the democratic process of our society.  We must find a way to work together on 
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bridging the gap, because together we can achieve this- if we want to do so.” (Massis, 1996, p. 

27)  
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