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This article deals with several aspects of efforts in the U.S. and other countries to increase access to information
for persons with disabilities. In the mid to late 1980s public librarians, who are most frequently involved in these
services to their communities, became more aware of the needs of these special users and initiated a number of
] activities to assist them. Libraries have made encouraging accommodations, ranging from staff members learning
sign languagé to having buildings designed or remodeled to provide barrier-free access. Libraries have become
deposit stations to house and circulate books in special format (for example, braille, spoken word recordings, and -
large print) and have installed a variety of reading Inachines. Library schools have instituted classes to acquaint
future librarians with library service for disabled persons, and library associations are lending support and
assistance to the development of standards in this field of library service. The work. of the American Library
Association (ALA) and the International Federation of Library Associations (IFLA) has been particularly noteworthy.

Outstanding advances have also been made in technology. For example, computers and miniaturization can
now provide a direct reading of a page through synthesized speech, and technology is also helping improve the
timeliness of the circulation of reading materials and related equipment. Technology is helping those with
disabilities meet the demands and challenges of an industrialized society and is famhtatmg their participation in
community life.

The terms handicap, impairment, and disability have no legal or medical definition. For the library, however,
they do indicate persons in the commumty who usually or obviously need special assistance or special equ1pment
and who must meet eligibility or certification requirements not usually sought from others.

National statistics can give some indication of the extent and prevalence of various disabling conditions. For
example, the U.S. National Center for Health Statistics régularly surveys the population with regard to certain
health conditions. Data from 1988 indicate that 8,365,000 persons had visual impairments, 21,869,000 had hearing
impairments, and more than 26,878,000 suffered from orthopedic problems affecting their mobility or dexterity. In
1987 Canada reported almost 3,317,000 persons with some type of disability, 6 percént of whom were under the age
of 14, ) .

Few countries fail to provide some kind of library or reading service for their disabled citizens. Such sexrvice -
varies widely dépending on whether it is centralized solely under the auspices of the central or federal government
or is decentralized among public libraries and charitable orgamzatmns A trend also ex1sts toward more cooperation

among libraries in sharing resources that are scarce and expenswe to produce.
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