Avery Olmstead: HIST 790

Archives & Disability Issues



The idea for this paper all started with a message board posting.  The professor of my Archival Administration and Techniques class had asked her students to subscribe to the Society of American Archivists message board list, for the semester.  One day I saw a posting for an archives position that had as one of its requirements the ability to lift fifty pounds.  As a person who uses a wheelchair, completely new to the study of archives, I wondered if this was a hard and fast rule.  If it was, I feared that my chances of landing a position in the archival field, if I chose to do so would be nil because I physically am unable to lift that much weight.  Therefore, I sent the following email and requested responses…
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


I am in my last year of study for my MLIS degree @ the University of South Carolina.  This semester as an elective, I am taking "Archival Administration & Techniques" (also known unofficially as "Archives 101").  Being totally green regarding this field, I read with interest this particular thread because I happen to use a wheelchair due to Cerebral Palsy.

I personally would not be able to lift heavy boxes because of the particular manifestations of my disability but it got me wondering if that could potentially exclude me from the archival profession if I chose someday to go in that direction? I do not know if being an archivist is in my professional future but I tend to go by the philosophy of "never say never" :)

I am just curious if there are archivists with disabilities who have dealt with this situation, and made adaptations?
It just seems to me in my gut that there must be a way to work with the situation if someone has the intellect and passion for the work…
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The responses to my posting were really interesting.  Some suggested that I should apply for a job anyway, even if the ad did contain such a requirement, and see if something could be worked out.  In addition some people suggested that while a “Lone Arranger” position would probably not work in my case, an archive that had several employees might be a better fit because someone else may be able to do the lifting.  Still others suggested that a position working with electronic records might be a possibility because there would not seem to be any lifting involved in that case.  What I found most interesting however was the fact that many people who responded who did not have disabilities expressed how they have trouble lifting boxes due to temporary injuries, or the aging process, etc.  Some people even thanked me for bringing up the topic and outing myself publicly as having a disability.  I think what the responses showed me was that accessibility and accommodations are not just an issue of disability, but a human issue.  

I was curious to see if there were archivists with disabilities currently working in the field and get their views on what it is like to work as an archivist with a disability.  I also wanted to interview archivists without disabilities to see if they had ever experienced working with others who have disabilities or have served patrons with disabilities.  I wanted to get an understanding in some small way of how people with disabilities were perceived and also find ways that bridges could be made for people with and without disabilities.  Growing up, I had never seen a librarian with an obvious physical disability.  Even after I decided to pursue my Masters in Library & Information Science, the idea of being an archivist had never crossed my mind.  I thought of archivists as introverts who worked in back rooms and preferred paper to people.  What changed my mind rather quickly was something my professor said on the first day of class.  She said, “Archives are a way that people are able to tell their history.  Archives are also a way to hold people accountable for their actions.  Unless you know what people have done throughout history and why they did them, you are not free.”  That really struck a chord because I had always enjoyed hearing people tell their stories and being an archivist was just another way to do so.  Reflecting on that made me even more determined to write this paper because I figured there had to be a way to work around physical limitations so that someone who wanted to be a part sharing the history of other people and organizations through archival work could do so.  


My first step on this journey was to see what information existed in the archival literature regarding accessibility of facilities, disability, etc.  Truthfully, I did not find much.  Most of what I found came from entities such as the Americans with Disabilities Act, and other laws that dealt strictly with the accessibility aspect.  I did not find a lot of information on archives themselves pertaining to accessibility issues, or on archivists with disabilities.  Therefore, I felt that my first step was to send the following announcement to the SAA message board: 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
My name is Avery Olmstead and I am obtaining a Masters in Library & Information Science at the University of South Carolina.  As part of a project I am doing for my "Archival Administration & Techniques" class (for which I received an extension), I was wondering if I could interview those of you who work in archival settings to find out if you have ever interacted professionally with a patron who has identified as having a disability and what that experience was like. Also, I'm really interested in understanding the struggle between preserving historic buildings and providing accessibility to all patrons. I was wondering if it would be possible to interview on that subject also. If you are interested, you may contact me at… 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

I also posted the same announcement on www.facebook.com, a social networking site because I knew that there were several social groups relating to archivists on the site.  I also wrote a slightly different announcement and posted it on several disabilities social group pages of which I am affiliated:  
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
…As part of a project in my "Archival Administration & Techniques" class at the University of South Carolina, I was wondering if I could interview those of you who have visited archival settings (including historical societies & museums) to find out how accessible it was and if there were any barriers in obtaining information or services…

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
I decided to include inquiries about museums and historical sites because in the archival world, often these overlap.  I also reached out to personal contacts that I knew.  


Once I received responses I sent out one of three sets of questions (Appendix I to III).  The first set was for archivists without disabilities, the second was geared towards archivists with disabilities, and the third was geared towards patrons with disabilities.  While the responses I received while not plentiful, they were varied.  I heard from people all over the country, with a variety of different jobs.  I heard from archivists who worked for colleges and universities, I heard from archivists who worked for their states, I heard from someone who works in the archival field on a military base, and I even heard from someone who works at the “Leather Archives & Museum “ in Chicago.  Here are some responses to selected questions that I received (names are not included)…
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Have you had experiences where you assisted patrons, who had disabilities and can you briefly describe the situation(s)?

 ...Although I rarely am directly involved in assisting patrons I am generally aware of the situations.  Our archival collection is held on the second floor of our historic library building.  There is no access for those who cannot climb stairs. (Also, about 80-90% of the library collection is housed in areas that can only be reached by climbing or descending stairs.)  When people come in who cannot manage the stairs we do our best to bring to them the materials they are looking for.  In the archives area, this is especially difficult since people usually arrive planning on doing research, not just expecting to get a book or two…


…Yes, our reading room is on the second level of an historic structure (up twenty-three steps) and periodically we receive a call from someone who can not physically navigate them.  In that situation, we make arrangements for the researcher to enter on the ground floor and set up a table, chair and lamp on that level for their use.  [Building has no elevator or lift available for either staff or patron use.]…
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


As you can see from both of these excerpts, each of these archivists found alternative ways to meet the needs of their patrons.  This is not just a good business practice, it is the law.  Whether your archive is publicly or privately owned, one has a legal obligation to provide services to patrons, regardless of ability.  In addition, if your archive receives any type of public funding and an employee wanted to host a program at the archive, it would need to be in an area that was accessible to all potential attendees, unless doing so would create “undue hardship” which means that it might be too expensive-or not physically achievable, for example, to move the program (U.S. Department of Justice, 1993). 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
Another survey question was: What do you feel are challenges facing providing services to people with disabilities in an archival setting?

…The biggest issue is how to be set up to serve everyone on a tight budget. In our case if we had a blind patron I would have to read everything to them as we do not have screen readings installed. But, since we are a closed stack facility there isn’t a huge problem with access…

…In our case, the biggest challenge is making it possible for people with disabilities to reach the collection since it is up a full flight of stairs. Other issues I can imagine arising would be the need for improved lighting for those with diminished vision, keeping materials on low shelving, the need to have heavy items lifted, page turning assistance for anyone who might need it, etc…
…lack of training of archivists in how to best assist them…

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


These excerpts bring up a myriad of issues.  First, tight budgets are a reality.  In the Library & Information Science world, there seems to be a constant need to provide more and more information in the fastest way possible.  Unfortunately, most of the time, we only have so much money to go around to service as many people as possible.  Fortunately, there are options.  For one, it is important to try not to assume that ‘Accommodation = Expensive.’ Some people may erroneously assume that to provide accommodations at work for people with disabilities who might need them would cost a lot of money.  However in most cases, accommodations are free or do not cost more than 500 dollars (Job Accommodation Network, 2007).  An accommodation may be as simple as rearranging furniture in a room or writing out directions for someone with a hearing impairment, as some of the responders explained.  For another, there may be grants that one may be able to obtain if purchasing more expensive adaptive equipment for the archive is desired, such as screen-reading software which orally reads text off a computer for people with sight impairments.  Accessibility is as much about the access to information within our archives, as it is about being able to physically access our archives.


The Association of Specialized and Cooperative Library Agencies (ASCLA) might be a good starting point to inquire about potential avenues for adaptive equipment funding.  ASCLA (http://www.ala.org/ASCLAMAINTemplate.cfm?Section=ascla) is a division of the American Library Association.  This division has as a component of its mission, serving patrons with disabilities as well as advocating for people with disabilities in the LIS profession.  Another avenue would be to contact your local Center for Independent Living, or CIL.  A CIL is a non-profit organization where the majority of managers and staff are people with disabilities themselves.  The purpose of a CIL is to provide advocacy, information, and support so that a person with a disability can live as independent a life as he or she desires.  There is at least one CIL in every state: http://www.wnyilp.org/database/directory.php & http://rtc.ruralinstitute.umt.edu/CIL/centersShowAll.asp).  Most, if not all CIL’s have programs pertaining to funding for adaptive equipment.  For example, Maine’s CIL is ALPHA-ONE (Adaptive Living Programs for Handicapped Americans: www.alphaonenow.org), and they have a low interest loan program for individuals and/or businesses to purchase adaptive equipment.  

Another way that finances can impact accessibility is when there are issues dealing with historic preservation of a facility.  Many archives are in historic structures and I found during my interviews that many archivists struggle between providing physical and informational access to patrons with disabilities, while at the same time keeping the structural integrity of the archives.  There are times when the desire for ramps, elevators, etc., may not be feasible because it would alter the structure of the building too greatly.  In cases such as this, it is still crucial to find alternate ways to get information to patrons.  In addition, there might be smaller ways to improve access such as portable shelving, or rearranging furniture.  Another issue which was mentioned in the excerpts was the fact that archivists (and many people in general) are unfamiliar with disabilities and are not sure what to do or how to act when they encounter patrons with disabilities.  As mentioned earlier, ASCLA or your state CIL would be a great resource, if one had questions about disability issues.  In addition, the organizations mentioned in my References List can also be a worthy resource.  However, your best resources are your patrons and co-workers with disabilities.  As people in the information profession, it is as important to educate ourselves, as much as our patrons.  Most people with disabilities are not bothered by answering questions about disability issues, especially if the end result can lead to a more fulfilling relationship with co-workers or patrons. It is much better to ask a question than to be afraid of the unknown.

As I stated earlier, I also interviewed archivists with disabilities for this project. Here are some selected questions and answers from a few respondents:
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------How do you feel people with disabilities can be most successful in the archival profession?

…where brains rather than brawn are most valuable. Cataloging, writing finding aids and reference…

Just know their craft; we all help one another out (or we should), and the job gets done. No matter what the disability, if you know your craft, that will get you the most respect… 

Being honest; in my case my disability is not noticeable, so I have to tell people or they don’t know that I need extra help. I really believe that if you are good at what you do people don’t mind having to help out. I am also careful to not let my disability overshadow who I am. This profession tends to attract people who are not ‘run of the mill’ and tend to be far more understanding of differences than other professions…
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
What challenges do you feel people with disabilities still face in the archival profession?

It is largely a field where physical exertion is necessary, particularly in entry level positions which tend to be processing jobs…

…hopefully not too much close-mindedness on behalf of others. I’ve been around long enough to see quite a few ‘failures’ in able-bodied, vs. terrifically competent professionals with physical handicap. There are many facets to being an individual. Besides, I can think of a lot of people with ‘handicaps’ who are far better adjusted to the world than many able-bodied people… 

My biggest challenge is communication. If I don’t realize I have misheard something it can cause real problems. To avoid this I try to employ a buddy. This is a person who is aware of my disability that I can look over at who will repeat what has been said or tell me when I have missed something important…

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------


I believe what these posts illustrate is the importance of communication in the workplace, so that everyone knows what is expected of each other.  When designing job descriptions, it is important for managers to clearly state the “Essential Functions” of each position.  “Essential Functions” are the duties that are essential to be performed in each job (Equal Employment Opportunity Commission website, 2005, The ADA: Your Responsibilities as an Employer section, para. 16).”  For example, an Essential Function of an archivist position might be the ability to lift X amount of weight.  To illustrate, the archive where I did my practicum has a staff of four, so the ability to lift is an Essential Function because everybody does a little bit of everything.  Therefore, that probably would not be a good fit for a final job in my case.  However, if an archive had several employees, that could be a different story.  If Essential Functions are clearly stated, it is easier for people with disabilities and managers to know if positions will be a good match.  


It is not legal to ask whether a job applicant has a disability or not.  However, it is permissible to ask how an applicant would perform various functions of a job.  By conversing in this manner, it is possible to find alternate ways to perform aspects of the job that could be shared or eliminated to help the person with a disability be productive as possible (ADA Questions and Answers, 2006).

Another topic mentioned in the excerpts of archivists with disabilities was the subject of “hidden disabilities.” Some employees may have disabilities of which we are unaware, such as a learning disability or a mental illness.  Since there can be negative stigma attached to these types of disabilities, it is especially important to be sensitive and nonjudgmental if an employee does decide to disclose. In fact, there were people I talked to who were afraid of disclosing a disability, for fear of losing a job. Communication in the workplace-talking to each other and asking questions, along with creating a trusting working environment, can go a long way towards building trust and cohesion with each other.  The employee is still as much a person before disclosing a disability; as after disclosing a disability.

In this paper, I also thought it was important to include tips on how to find potential people with disabilities to hire as archivists and how people with or without disabilities can communicate cohesively in the work place:

Probably the biggest tip that one can give is it is okay to ask a person with a disability if they might need assistance.  Most of us in our daily working lives would ask our patrons if they needed help when they came in the door.  To do that, I feel is just good business and it makes most patrons feel more comfortable.  Some people who do not have disabilities feel uncomfortable asking a person with a disability if he or she needs help because the person might worry that they are insulting the individual.  However, most people with disabilities would appreciate the gesture, just as much as people without disabilities.  

In terms of recruiting archivists with disabilities, there are several options.  One of them is to contact ASCLA because they have various forums and outlets where archivists can get their message out an interested audience about the profession.  

Most college and university campuses have an office or department dealing with students who have disabilities.  Another option for recruitment is contacting such offices and giving presentations on the profession. Still another option is to contact your local CIL because an organization such as this could afford you the opportunity to give talks or presentations on being an archivist to people from all over the state.  

You might be wondering why this is important.  I feel that in order to have a truly diverse work force that reflects our always evolving communities, people with disabilities really need to be a part of this profession.    There are currently somewhere between 49-52 million people with disabilities in the United States alone.  We have had a long and rich history.  Should not people with disabilities have the opportunity as archivists to help share the history of others?   When asked the question, “To people who might say, ‘Why should we make archives accessible, are they even used that much?’  How would you respond?”  One respondent replied, “…A vital repository requires interaction with many people to keep it viable—why rule out entire segments of the possible community?”
Appendix I
1. What is your current position and duties?

2. In working with people who have disabilities, what unique challenges have there been, relating to access to information they were seeking in an archival (historic building, etc.) setting?

3. What do you feel are challenges facing providing services to people with disabilities in an archival (historic buildings, etc.) setting?

4. Since it is important to preserve the integrity of historic buildings while at the same time doing our best to provide access to all patrons, how do you feel the balance can be achieved, or can it?

5. To people who might say, “Why should we make archives (historic buildings, etc.) accessible?  Are they even used that much?”  How would you respond?
Appendix II

1. How long have you been in the archival profession?

2. How did you get started in the field?

3. What is your current position and duties?

4. As a person with a disability in this field, have you faced any unique challenges in performing your duties?  How have you dealt with these challenges?

5. How do you feel people with disabilities can be most successful in the archival profession?

6. How do you feel people with and without disabilities can communicate most effectively in the workplace?

7. What challenges do you feel people with disabilities still face in the archival profession?

8. Have you had experiences where you assisted patrons, who had disabilities and can you briefly describe the situation?

9. Were there any unique challenges relating to access to the information that happened in this transaction?

10.   What do you feel are challenges facing providing services to people with disabilities in an archival setting?

11.   Since it is important to preserve the integrity of historic buildings while at the same time doing our best to provide access to all patrons, how do you feel the balance can be achieved, or can it?

12.   To people who might say, “Why should we make archives accessible?”  How would you respond?
Appendix III
1. What is the nature of your disability?

2. When you have visited archives, historical societies, or museums, were you able to enter the establishment successfully and navigate throughout the space?  If yes, what features of the establishment were helpful in that regard?  If no, what issues presented themselves as barriers to access?

3. In terms of the services, you were seeking at the establishment, were you able to be provided with the information, or services you desired?  If yes, was it due to accessible accommodations (for example, adaptive equipment), helpful employees (for example, were you treated respectfully?)  Both?  If no, what issues presented themselves as barriers from obtaining the information or services you desired?  Please Explain…

4. How can archives, historical societies, & museums serve the needs of people with disabilities most effectively?
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