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profession” are not necessarily particular to the librarianship practised at this institution 

but also relate at times to a broader culture and understanding of the profession.  

Working with the public 

Nearly all the library staff members interviewed emphasized that there were front-

facing elements to their job roles, regardless of what level of the library they were 

working in. Most of the individuals interviewed spent time working at the front service 

desk, whether this was a regular occurrence or only when they were otherwise short 

staffed. In some instances, the front-facing nature of their role was more related to 

spending time on the floors of the library, checking in with students either in 

consultations or in passing, or working with staff members who were posted regularly 

on the service desk. Additionally, those members who did not have as much direct 

contact with students in their current roles emphasized previous roles that they had 

held and their work with students or other members of the public in these jobs.  

Staff development 

At this institution, some members of staff had recently been involved in an accessibility 

audit across the library system. Several of the individuals interviewed mentioned this 

audit as an initiative geared towards increasing accessibility in general. The audit itself 

brought to light several areas in need of attention for improving accessibility, one of 

which was the need for staff training.  

Librarian L.J.: After doing the audits, a lot of the directors were like well can I 

have my individual report back so we know. And everyone actually asked for 

more clarification with policies and for training. Everyone, absolutely everyone 

across the board was like training, yeah training would be good.  
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In Ontario, there is a legal requirement for staff members in organizations providing 

services to the public to receive accessibility training under the AODA. The content of 

the training did not seem to have made a big impact on staff members. 

Librarian D.S.: There’s certainly, there’s certainly the encouragement to be 

understanding, and to confer with experts in the area, but in terms of actual 

training…? I don’t know… When I moved here, I had to take the, you know 

WHMIS, and the… It starts with A… 

Claire: The AODA. 

Librarian D.S.: There you go, the AODA. That would be some of the training that I 

received.  

None of the individuals interviewed spoke about the content of the training beyond the 

fact that it was related to legislation and to providing a general accessible service. In 

practice, this AODA training consisted of an online module and assessment.  

It was also not evident that all members of staff at this institution had actually received 

this training, although most of the staff members interviewed had done it at some point. 

It is not clear in the other instances whether individuals had not received the AODA 

training—perhaps because they were not officially public facing—or whether they did 

not consider this module to be training or had merely forgotten about having taken it. 

While accessibility training beyond the AODA module was not currently offered and 

would not be mandatory, there was an expectation that most staff members would take 

training if it were available. It was also emphasized that many staff members were 

highly motivated to take advantage of training opportunities.  

Librarian L.R.: And I mean staff themselves, they don’t want to be at the desk and 

be asked something and not know how to do it. So they’re, they’re pretty eager 

to learn because they know they’re going to be asked.  
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One librarian suggested that mandatory training on accessibility was unlikely to be 

helpful, as their experience with other training sessions was that they were too broad to 

be of much specific value in the library. However, generally there was support for the 

view that further training on accessible practices might be of benefit to library staff. 

Several librarians suggested that an element of this training may consist of a 

presentation by DSS. In fact, one librarian suggested this would be especially useful, as 

they were unclear on the work that DSS did and how many students they were working 

with.  

Librarian S.H.: [sigh]. Um, I think it might be good actually if we worked a little 

more, if we worked differently with the [Disability Support Services] . There are 

some people in [the library] that work with them a little bit. But I think it would 

be helpful if more people in the library were aware of what they do, and what we 

do. Um, and maybe that would be the way to raise awareness more effectively.  

Claire: Okay.  

Librarian S.H.: We have no idea how many students would, how many students 

they provide services for, or how many students would use our facilities. We 

really, don’t really have any idea of what their facilities are. And I think it’s an 

area where we could work a little more closely than we do, or be more partners 

with them.  

Librarians did not necessarily agree on how awareness should be developed or on what 

training might consist of. However, there was a general consensus amongst those 

interviewed that further awareness building or training about accessibility would be 

helpful for those working in the library.  
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Culture of helping 

Directly related to the idea of librarianship as a public-facing role is the idea that it is a 

helper profession. Librarians emphasized that individuals working in academic libraries 

were generally interested in working with and supporting library users. 

Librarian K.B.: Nobody really works in a library unless they want to help people… 

And whether you do it well or not is just whether you’ve been trained to do it well 

or not. I mean you can be well-intentioned and not do well, and that’s frequently 

what happens with issues like accessibility because we, our prejudices get in our 

way. But I think most people, almost everyone I can think of would want to do 

better if they had the opportunity.  

The culture of helping extends beyond basic services and encompasses a commitment 

to accessibility, at least at the level of intentions. Several interviewees suggested that 

libraries are often better placed than other types of organizations when it comes to 

supporting disabled individuals, in part because of the emphasis on front-line service 

and support:  

Librarian K.B.: I think that… you know, a generalized culture of nondiscrimination 

is one I would say exists. And I would say as organizations go, [the university 

library] is fairly conscious of nondiscrimination, and operating from a space of 

low prejudice. I’ve worked for organizations where this is very much not the 

case… Um, not any libraries. Cause I don’t think… libraries tend to be better than 

your standard organization around this. 

Overall, positive beliefs about the goals and priorities of libraries, as well as a 

commitment towards supporting users, were demonstrated throughout the interviews.  
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5.3.2 Doing our best 

This category relates to the knowledge and practical strategies that librarians had for 

implementing accommodations, providing accessible services, and supporting students 

with disabilities. At times, it was clear that librarians did not feel that they had the 

requisite knowledge to support students or that resources needed for improving 

accessibility in general were lacking. Thus, it was suggested by several librarians that 

they could only “do our best” in working with students, as perhaps those students’ 

needs could not be adequately met at this time. 

Accommodating on the spot 

Accommodating on the spot refers to a flexible approach to service and is related to the 

idea of librarianship as a helper profession. Librarians emphasized that services could 

often be adapted to support users, and that they were committed to making these 

changes when needed: 

Librarian T.R.: But we just, we try to take. At this point what we can do is take it 

one person at a time I guess. I mean we do try to make any accommodation we 

can for those, for anybody really.  

One important element of adapting the service is identifying when there is a need to do 

so.  

Librarian T.R.: I mean if there was a request, yeah, we would try to make that 

happen. It would just depend on the individual request, whether it would be to 

come to me or whether I could go to [name] and see what they can do. Or ask for 

advice that way. But for the most part, we don’t get asked that much. They use 

the rooms quite, they’re very highly used. So that’s good. But yeah, we don’t get 

too many, too many requests. 
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It was clear within this theme that students at times needed to ask for support beyond 

the “regular” service in order to receive it.  

Librarian L.R.: So that [set up]’s working for Frank.2 I’m sure there’s lots of 

students out there like Frank who probably need that help too, but it’s not a 

formal thing that we have. He had to ask for it.  

Several librarians suggested that it was likely that there were students who were not 

receiving the support that they needed, but these librarians also said that they were 

unaware of who these students were or what their particular needs were, and thus the 

librarians felt that there was little that they could do. Additionally, the informal 

accommodations that were at times implemented for individuals—for example, 

providing a student with working space in a staff area if student areas were inaccessible 

in some way—would not necessarily be possible to put into effect for all users who 

needed this accommodation due to a lack of resources and space.  

Although the librarians felt that accommodations were getting better generally and that 

the informal workarounds were supporting many students in practice, they all also 

acknowledged that there were students who remained unsupported. The key obstacle 

in providing more accommodations on the spot and a more accessible service seemed 

to lie in librarians’ not knowing about those particular students and what they needed.  

Designing services 

Several librarians highlighted that accessibility was being considered more and more 

regularly in the design of services:  

                                                      

 

2 Frank is a stand-in name provided by the librarian. 
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Librarian T.R.: So we’re starting to really try to think about that whenever we’re 

implementing a service, to have that accessibility in mind at the time of design as 

opposed to, we just implemented a new print system, but they’re too tall. So 

we’re learning some lessons for sure.  

This consideration seemed to stem from a number of factors, such as learning from 

previously made mistakes, as in the instance mentioned above, and learning from the 

advocacy of some individuals in particular. 

Librarian L.J.: I think people are starting to think about [accessibility]. But it’s 

been me, or a few other people being involved going hey, did you think about 

this? 

The advocacy of these few individuals relates back to the idea of librarianship as a 

helper profession. It seems from these interviews that library staff are supportive of 

inclusive strategies, at least in theory, and that much of the difficulty in fact lies in a lack 

of awareness and forethought about accessibility. It is difficult if not impossible to 

include accessible practices into services if one has not considered accessibility in 

general, as one librarian emphasized:  

Librarian K.B.: I would just say as a general rule, if we’re not actively trying to 

work towards accommodation, accessibility, then we’re probably working 

against it to some extent. Not consciously, but just through our subconscious 

bias. 

The emphasis on how accessibility was more regularly being included at a foundational 

level of service development suggests that a lack of awareness and/or ignorance rather 

than resistance to the idea are what tend to undermine accessibility in developing 

services. 
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Librarian L.J.: One of the things I was, as I said as I was looking through the 

intranet, not the Inter, the Intranet site. Is that accessibility is more and more 

popping into individual things, so it’s just something you think about as it… So 

that’s showing a starting shift in the culture.  

Claire: Mmhmm.  

Librarian L.J.: I think that will be important, so for people to think about things at 

the beginning of a service or a… and people are starting to think about it. So it 

was, but you also get the frustration. So if you are having a new service, is there 

an accessible version? How would someone use it? Is it... do you have another 

thing? And with a lot of the newer technologies, that has helped with a lot of 

things. So I remember asking, and it was changed, but you have to think about it 

at the beginning, for the self-check out. Can they be done from a wheelchair, or is 

there at least one that can be done?  

This subtheme shows that designing and providing accessible services is an ongoing 

process and that there is still a great deal of work to be done. This theme also links back 

to the need for accessibility training to develop greater awareness of the experiences of 

disabled individuals and potential strategies to remove barriers. It also relates to the 

next category, which focuses on the need to have experts on hand in order to support 

the ongoing inclusion of accessible practices.  

Experiencing change 

Some of the library staff had been working at this particular institution for many years, 

and at points they emphasized that they had seen many changes over their time in 

various roles. These experiences of change had various effects on the staff themselves. 

Many instances of changes over time were seen as positive. However, there was also at 

times a level of doubt about whether things would actually change in practice. 
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Accessibility at the library had certainly increased over the years, and all librarian 

interviewees emphasized that accessibility was an important topic to be considered in 

academic libraries. 

Librarian S.H.: There’s certainly a much greater awareness of the need for our 

services and facilities to be accessible.  

Librarians shared stories that revealed how these changes had occurred across time and 

how they had affected both students and the ability of staff to support students. One 

librarian suggested that staff had previously been “flabbergasted” when a blind student 

had attended a workshop in the past, as the staff did not have any ideas on how to 

accommodate this individual. They went on to say that now it would not be an issue to 

include this student, as there now existed facilities to help that had previously been 

lacking. Comments such as this one emphasized how positive changes had occurred 

over time and how much more accommodating and inclusive library services were in the 

present as compared to in the past. Generally speaking, the changes with regards to 

accessibility were positively received.  

Librarian S.H.: Um, well because I’ve been here for so long, I’ve seen a lot of 

changes. Because of the legislation, to make things more accessible for more 

people. And those changes have, all been positive. Um… over the years we have 

been able to implement a lot of different, make a lot of changes to the facility to 

improve accessibility. We’ve implemented software for accessibility purposes. 

And those sorts of things.  

Changes aimed at developing more accessible services were viewed positively, but other 

changes in library operations were not necessarily embraced. One librarian emphasized 

that change could be difficult in itself, in this instance in the context of speaking about 

how the organizational structure of the library was evolving. They suggested instigating 

changes in the library could be viewed as a commentary on the performance of library 
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staff. Changes might be difficult to accept in practice when people’s job roles form 

important components of their identity. An emphasis on supporting staff members 

through these changes was thus a key concern.  

5.3.3 Conferring with experts 

This theme relates to how and when library staff identified support in accommodating 

disabled students. The theme relates to what librarians know or do not know and when 

they would need to draw upon outside expertise. Additionally, the matter of who 

librarians have identified as the experts in this situation provides valuable insight into 

how they think about disability in the context of providing library services. 

Identifying the expert 

Identification of individuals with knowledge of accessibility practices was an important 

consideration for members of the library. Several “experts” were highlighted throughout 

the course of the interviews. In some cases, this expertise was informal and related to 

individual staff members who had family members who had disabilities. These 

experiences gave them some insight into potential barriers, and several interviewees 

stated that this knowledge was a valuable resource, as these staff members could point 

out issues that others might overlook. 

Other experts occupied more formal roles such as positions at DSS and the post of 

accessibility librarian. There were expectations that these individuals would have an 

inside knowledge about policies, practices, and standards of accessibility. There was 

certainly an assumption on the part of several librarians that the accessibility librarian—

described as the “system-wide accessibility person”—would have background details 

about how services were developed, regardless of whether the person themselves had 

been involved in that development process. 
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Claire: Okay. And in terms of the customer service, sort of AODA policy, do you 

have any sense about how that was developed?  

Librarian T.R.: Um no. That would be, something that [name] would know for 

sure. Yep. 

In some instances, library staff members stated that they would first approach this 

individual if they were uncertain about a process or policy or otherwise needed 

information about accessibility. In this way, the accessibility librarian served a valuable 

function as knowledge holder and support person for other librarians. 

Librarian D.S.: I would probably start off with [accessibility librarian], since 

[they’re] the library expert in the area… And then with [their] work through, if 

[they] can address the issue fully, or advise me, you know, how best to do it. And 

if necessary reach out to beyond.  

It should be noted that the accessibility librarian had a variety of other responsibilities, 

and accessibility was in fact only one small part of their role. This type of role is far from 

unique in Canadian university libraries, as most academic libraries do not have a full-

time staff member who is fully “responsible” for accessibility or other equity initiatives. I 

am certainly not suggesting that this individual is not an expert with regards to 

accessibility, but rather that there is a reliance on them, as well as an assumption that 

they will have answers. What is not clear from the interviews is how this individual is 

supported by the institution and whether they are given time to prioritize this aspect of 

their job role. One librarian noted that the accessibility librarian had a lot of work on 

their plate. It is thus not clear how the various responsibilities are balanced across their 

role or whether they are afforded the time and resources to fulfil this role of “expert.”  

The other potential experts who were mentioned in the interviews were the staff at 

Disability Support Services, although certainly not all librarians had cause to contact 

them in the course of their work. 
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Librarian T.R.: But I’m trying to continue to build the relationship, and to really 

work closely with [DSS] to see what else we can do. Because they’re the experts 

in that area, right. And so, how can they help us, help our users. And how can we 

work together to do that… And yeah, what else can we do. So I hope to continue 

to strengthen that relationship.  

Several librarians indicated the potential of getting support from experts in addressing 

accommodations or accessibility, although not all librarians had found the need to do so 

in practice. 

Working with DSS 

Knowledge about the relationship with DSS varied between library staff members. Some 

worked more closely with staff members from DSS and were thus more aware of the 

services offered than others were. This awareness may have come about because they 

had more direct experience processing DSS administrative forms in their roles or 

because they worked more closely with staff from DSS who were responsible for 

administering a service that was located in the library itself.  

Other staff who were less involved in these regular administrative roles were not 

necessarily aware of the relationship between the two services. Although these 

individuals may have contacted DSS at particular times when they had a specific query, 

they also lacked an understanding of the nature of the services offered.  

Claire: Okay, okay, great. Um, you also mentioned that there is [Disability 

Support Services]. What can you kind of tell me about the relationship between 

that office and the libraries?  

Librarian D.S.: I do not know anything official. I’m sure they advise the libraries, 

as well as all other units on campus how best to, um, you know, how best to deal 
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with, you know, either creating accessible physical space or dealing with specific, 

accessibility needs of a student or a group of students.  

While in practice DSS at this university (and others) does often receive and provide 

answers to queries on accessible practices to the best of its staff’s abilities—librarians 

emphasized that DSS was very responsive when contacted for support—its primary 

mission is to provide academic accommodations to students who register with the 

service.  

Uncertainty 

All of the library interviewees expressed some degree of uncertainty as to what disabled 

students’ needs were. This was evident in various instances where librarians referred to 

the limits of their knowledge.   

Librarian J.L.: Yeah, it’s not always obvious and it’s also, it was new to me too in 

this role. I did not come from a background with this.  

Another librarian indicated that they relied on others who had more knowledge in the 

area to develop more accessible practices.  

Librarian D.S.: Yeah, like I know it’s been pointed out to me that my overnight 

return bins are not, physically accessible. So you know, there are small but 

important things like that. But I, I rely on the experts, the people who are 

advocates in the field, to educate me. And I’ll be happy to follow their advice.  

This subtheme relates back to that of staff development, with regards to which many 

staff members suggested the need for further training on the topic of accessibility. It 

also relates to what librarians see as key obstacles in providing a more accessible 

service, namely clear information and guidance as to best practices for supporting 

disabled students. 
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5.3.4 Working in an institution 

This category relates to how the library fits within the wider university institution. This 

category is especially important because the institution as a whole often affects the 

directions and priorities of the library, which in turn can affect everyday work practices.  

Campus culture 

The culture of librarianship emerged as an important subtheme, but so too did the 

culture of the institution itself. The priorities of the university as a whole and how it had 

focused on accessibility emerged in the interviews when librarians talked about how 

accessibility was supported in the library.  

Librarian J.L.: But the culture isn’t there throughout the campus. Let’s put it that 

way. And I think there’s also really not an understanding.  

This culture also affected librarians in their understandings of how disabled students 

fared across the university. One librarian emphasized what they had learned from 

working with one particular student and from how he had had negative experiences 

across the university. In putting into place informal accommodations to support this 

student and in developing a relationship with the student through doing so, the librarian 

learned about the difficulties that the student had experienced in accessing the campus 

in general.  

Librarian L.R.: And he was saying to us, cause we talk to Frank a lot, you know 

when he decided to go to university, he did his research. He looked to see what 

universities have accessibility and so on, and [the university] has a great narrative 

on their website, and in all of their packages, and sort of the discourse says come 

here because we’re fully accessible and all of these things. And then he said he 

got here and it just wasn’t the case. And it really upset him, and he’s really, really 
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struggling, and he really doesn’t feel that he can do the work because, what he 

thought was here isn’t here. 

This subtheme relates to that of priorities and ownership, as librarians may feel that 

they have little power over changing the campus culture.   

Priorities and ownership 

Deciding on priorities within the library system is a complicated process, as it is affected 

both by the university as a whole and by the needs and decisions of those in 

management within the library. Based on the interviews, it seemed that the 

prioritization of accessibility fell to the management personnel of an individual library 

within the system. In this way, accessibility was not systematically prioritized across the 

library system.  

Librarian T.R.: But it is based on an individual. Like at this point it is based on an 

individual library’s own priorities. So because I put them in, it’s because I put 

them in. Yeah, and so it’s not quite system wide that way.  

Beyond the approach of prioritizing accessibility within a single library, librarians were 

also restricted by the facilities and budgeting of the university as a whole. Several 

librarians emphasized that decision making could be ignored or stalled by the upper 

levels of the university, and this tendency could at times work to undermine accessible 

initiatives. In some ways, accessibility was considered to be out of the hands of the 

librarians, as they did not necessarily have the authority to implement some of the 

needed changes.  

Librarian L.R.: And we do the best that we can. But the restraints really are what 

the campus can offer. 

Moreover, there was the issue of identifying ownership of the problems. This issue was 

of particular concern in addressing known accessibility issues. For instance, one librarian 
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suggested that making the campus administration aware of an accessibility issue did not 

mean that the issue in question would be addressed. 

Librarian L.R.: They continued to respond to fixing the elevators but we couldn’t 

really get anywhere with replacing the elevators… Until not this past June but the 

one before, one of them caught on fire. And then we got our elevators replaced. 

So. Now we are in a much better position with elevators… It’s almost just like a 

tragedy has to happen before you… 

Claire: An elevator catching on fire… 

Librarian L.R.: To get responses. Yeah.  

When asked what obstacles existed in providing a more accessible service, one librarian 

suggested that this issue of owning the problems was one of the principal ones.  

Librarian L.R.: Providing accessible service? I would say that who owns it, moving 

things forward, figuring out how to move things forward. 

In some respects, it is common for this question of ownership to arise at institutions of 

all kinds, and it is a matter that is unlikely to be easily solved. However, it is an especially 

distressing issue when it directly impacts on students.  

Librarian L.R.: Yeah, so when we do have someone who’s irate and upset, 

because they were stuck in a bathroom for an hour. Who’s responsible for that? 

Is it me? Is it facilities? Is it the chief librarian? Is it the provost? Like who’s 

responsible to answer to that person and apologize and make it right?  

Messaging and logistics 

Related to the above subtheme of negotiating ownership of accessibility is the 

coordination of messaging, definitions, and logistics. One librarian suggested they had 
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received various, at times contradictory, messaging with regards to definitions of 

accessibility. 

Librarian L.R.: And also just agreeing on what accessibility means. So, um, like I 

said, we say our bathrooms are not accessible and the response we get is, well 

when this place was built in 2002 they were accessible. So… [laughs] they are. So 

that sort of, what is accessibility? What is [the university], how does [the 

university] define that? And how do we know where we stand with that? So, I 

guess that sort of, that, yeah figuring out, are we or are we not? And if we’re not, 

who’s responsible for that? 

More problematically, the librarian had also received contradictory messages about key 

safety issues, such as procedures for fires.  

Coordination of messages and procedures was stressed as a key area in need of 

attention. Although the librarians had experience of coordinating messages across the 

library system—and improving this coordination was a key element of the organizational 

restructure—it seemed that a lack of coordination and support within the wider 

university community was a difficult obstacle to overcome. At times, librarians felt that 

their hands were tied in terms of their ability to address accessibility, as they did not 

receive support—be it financial or affirmational—from the institution.  

5.3.5 Library users 

This category pertains to the experiences of disabled students themselves, and at times 

it touches on those of nondisabled users as well. Librarians spoke about what they 

imagined the experiences of disabled students to be like, as well as about their attempts 

to identify the needs of students who they were charged with supporting. Librarians’ 

perspectives on these themes were often based on their own working relationships with 

particular students and on how they had worked to provide accessible services for those 

individuals. 
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Imagining the student experience 

Library staff had widely varying views on the experiences of students with disabilities 

and on these students’ experiences in accessing the university in general. While all 

librarians highlighted that there were access issues, some suggested that needs were 

oftentimes met, creating positive experiences for students.  

Librarian F.J.: Um, well the students that have the accessibility issues, I’m sure 

that they’re delighted that their needs are finally being met. And probably far 

later than sooner than they should have been. If you mean other students that 

don’t have accessibility issues and how that’s working out, I think it’s just a 

common thing now that people recognize that you can’t ignore these things. And 

you need to apply certain procedures, or physical things to make it right. And that 

they should have the same chance as everybody else. 

Others suggested such a belief was not necessarily true. One librarian who had worked 

closely with several students with disabilities and had experience of putting into place 

informal accommodations to support them in the library suggested that students 

continued to face challenges at the university.   

Librarian L.R.: Um, I mean judging from the things that Frank would tell me, and 

other similar things I’ve heard from students, I feel like they’re challenged. I feel 

like in their residences they feel good. But on the campus itself and trying to get 

around the campus, they find it really difficult, to navigate.  

Another librarian imagined that the advocacy that students likely needed to perform—

constantly pointing out accessibility issues to those who were unaware—was likely to be 

an exhausting and frustrating process:  

Librarian D.S.: Um, I think sometimes students with disabilities must, become 

really tired of being their own advocates. Constantly having to, or feeling, I 
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assume. Some may feel that they constantly have to accommodate themselves. I 

mean, like they say oh no, it’s okay. Or, you know, I can do something that’s 

really not okay, or awkward or something. Um. So I can imagine that must just 

be, very difficult. 

This difficulty relates to whether the library is explicitly working to create accessible 

services and facilities, an endeavour that might in turn provide an environment where 

students are perhaps more likely to express their needs because they will feel that they 

will be listened to.  

Librarian K.B.: I think the lack of explicit attention to certain other areas, 

accessibility areas will probably make it challenging for students who have those 

issues to engage with them. 

Identifying students  

At this institution, students who were registered with DSS had the option to request 

accommodated services at the library, such as access to DSS rooms. To register for this 

service, students meet with a member of DSS, who affixes a sticker to their student 

cards. The student can then show their card to staff at the library service desk to borrow 

a key in order to access the rooms. This process takes place outside of the library, and 

the library does not have access to any of the students’ records regarding DSS 

registration.  

The identification of students who may need accommodated services was a key concern 

for nearly all the librarians interviewed. This concern was especially acute in the case of 

less “obvious” disabilities such as invisible conditions of all kinds.  

Librarian S.H.: And obviously disabilities aren’t always visible, so we can... we can 

make mistakes because we don’t realize that there is a disability that they’re 

working with, dealing with.  
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There was some consensus that while issues of physical accessibility and mobility were 

not always addressed, there was at least an awareness of the issues. However, other 

types of impairments or accessibility issues that affected students were not so obvious.   

Librarian K.B.: I mean, I don’t know. I suppose all students use accessible library 

services in a variety of interactions. I mean, um. Okay, I mean we can start… 

there are students with physical disabilities, students with mob…, with challenges 

around mobility, students with visual impairment, students with audio 

impairment. Those are the kind of more obvious, more visible disabilities. And we 

have, you know, structures and policies and physical spaces that are designed to 

help enable those students to interact with the library. Um, we certainly have 

students with challenges, with accessibility issues that may relate to their gender 

or their sexuality, or their mental health, neuro-atypicality. And I think we’re less, 

consciously engaging with those issues. 

Library staff drew on personal experiences of working with particular students when 

speaking to me about accessibility. Many of the people interviewed had stories in which 

they had worked closely with a particular student, and generally they seemed to have 

learned a great deal from these experiences. 

The right service for the right people 

Part of the difficulty of determining students’ needs was related to the limited resources 

that were on hand in the library. Changing or developing new services at times meant 

more staff time would be required, and it was thus important to consider how to 

implement services that could be accessed by those who needed them but would not be 

abused by those who did not need them.  

Librarian T.R.: For the people who need it. And that’s the thing, right. Is like, it 

doesn’t even matter. What we worry about at [the library] is that we are still very 

print based. So our hold, our paging lists are long already. And so, while I’m 
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totally happy to do that for people who need it, will other people just take 

advantage of that when they can go up into the stacks and just grab their books? 

Claire: Yep.  

Librarian T.R.: Like it’s not a good use of my staff time. But, the alternative 

absolutely is. So how do we create a mechanism for the right people to get the 

right service?  

This difficulty raised by some librarians ultimately points to the need to manage limited 

resources. Additionally, it perhaps speaks to a worry about how negotiated resources 

are shared. This misgiving was also mentioned by another librarian, who was reflecting 

on a previous experience.  

Librarian D.S.: So you’re kind of wondering, well, okay. You know, like there’s 

legitimate, it’s been verified. You’ve got the medical certification. Great, that’s 

fine, but let’s work together on trying to, you know, address the ongoing 

problem. 

I am not suggesting that these anecdotes indicate that the librarians are suspicious of 

disability in general, although there may also be elements of a “deserving/undeserving” 

mentality around accommodations. Either way, these comments reflect the difficulties 

of providing limited resources to increasing numbers of students while budgets are in 

fact decreasing. Negotiating ways to support students in fair and equitable ways may 

mean making difficult decisions about how to allocate resources, which may in turn 

mean that some students are left unsupported at times. 

5.3.6 Using the library 

This theme relates to both the physical and the online or digital environment and 

infrastructure of the library. How individuals move through the space to find resources 
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and use facilities as well as experiences and difficulties related to renovations were key 

considerations.  

Navigating the space 

Librarians brought up the physical library spaces and how users navigate these spaces in 

practice. This topic was mentioned by all librarians interviewed, which suggests that 

disability is often considered with regards to physical mobility.  

Librarian L.R.: So yes, so for the space it’s more about the physical space and the 

software. Students being able to use the computers, and be able to get into the 

stacks to get print material. To be able to move around the space, use the 

different study spaces and technologies.  

Librarians were at times particularly aware of how difficult it could be for users to use a 

particular facility in a meaningful way. Again, the underlying idea is generally related to 

physical mobility and in particular to access for wheelchair users.  

Librarian T.R.: Our big giant service desk that’s very tall. Is a huge barrier. So 

those are all things we’ll think about. I mean even the access lab, accessing the 

access lab is in a terrible, it’s in a terrible place.  

Another staff member stated that bathrooms in particular were an area of concern. 

Interestingly, this is a matter that emerged in the student interviews as well.  

Librarian J.L.: I mean the bathrooms are a prime example, and it’s not just the 

libraries. It’s the entire campus. [Pause]. They’re a major issue… The student, 

there was no accessible bathroom. You can get in but you can’t get out again. 

Could push in but couldn’t get out. And when we were doing the audits, we were 

actually looking at like stall width and everything else. Is there actually enough 

room to turn around?… Campus overall isn’t good for that. I would say. Um, the 
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university was built at a time when they weren’t expecting people to, to leave 

their houses I think. 

All librarians emphasized the navigability of the physical library space in relation to one 

or more of the matters of elevators, washrooms, or service desks. These comments 

were nearly all focused on physical navigability and on thinking about how users with a 

mobility device such as a wheelchair would interact with the space.  

Renovations 

This library institution had not undergone a large-scale renovation in some time, 

although this type of project is likely to happen in the coming years. Several smaller-

scale renovations and upgrades had taken place in previous years, however, and library 

staff discussed some of these changes. These projects brought about positive changes 

and increased access, for instance through their implementation of up-to-date building 

codes in some areas, but they also introduced difficulties. Librarians had a variety of 

experiences around the enactment of building standards, and it was not always clear 

who was responsible for knowledge about including accessibility in designs.  

Some librarians suggested that facilities management was responsible for implementing 

accessible standards and that they were proficient in doing so.  

Librarian F.J.: Of course facilities management has their own designer. And she 

knows the rules and what needs to be done.  

The reliance on the knowledge of facilities management in the context of implementing 

accessibility went beyond construction and extended to furniture.  

Librarian D.S.: I mean when I was organizing this improvement of the physical 

space. And ordering new furniture. I dealt with a certain department of facilities 

management. And they were all aware of how wide the aisles had to be.  
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It is almost certain that facilities management does indeed incorporate at least the 

minimum legal guidelines in any renovations or furniture purchases. However, not all 

librarians interviewed seemed to have had an experience in which accessible practices 

and standards were automatically implemented.  

Librarian L.R.: When the design was going on, it was the librarians saying there 

doesn’t seem to be enough room between the door and the post for a wheelchair 

to get through. Then they would say, oh okay, we’ll redesign it. There didn’t seem 

to be that awareness in the designing phase. 

Of course, librarians themselves are not expected to know about building codes and 

certain technical legal requirements. However, it is also unknown to what extent 

facilities management or architects are implementing these standards. One would 

expect that the minimum legal guidelines are incorporated, but this assessment is 

ultimately beyond the scope of this study.  

The digital and online environment 

The online environment, which includes digital materials, was mentioned by nearly all of 

the librarians. The librarians emphasized that there were processes for digitizing 

materials within the library system and that these processes included conversions to 

OCR output. The existence of these procedures likely stems from the requirements of 

the AODA. Several librarians also mentioned the institution’s membership of the 

Accessible Content E-Portal (ACE) initiative, which provides and shares digitized 

materials across Ontario’s higher education institutions.  

The difficulties of digitization were also raised. One librarian suggested that the 

implications of AODA requirements were not yet fully understood. There were also 

concerns about the potential costs of scanning and digitization work. These costs could 

be especially high in the instance of graduate students whose work relied heavily on 

having an abundance of accessible texts.  
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Overall, the view seemed to be taken that successful strategies were in place for dealing 

with digital materials and the online environment. Despite potential costs, there were 

processes in place to convert texts to include OCR formatting, and this was done 

automatically for all digitized materials. This procedure meant that the library was in a 

better position to quickly and effectively add tags and other required formatting when 

these were needed by a student with accessibility needs.   

5.3.7 Conceptualizing disability  

This category relates to how librarians actually conceptualize disability itself. The types 

of impairments that they noted in the course of interviews reflected to some degree 

what they consider disability to be. Ideas of disability were broad and inclusive in 

general. Nevertheless, there remained a strong focus on visible disabilities such as 

mobility and visual impairments.  

What is disability?  

Generally speaking, ideas about disability were broad and inclusive. Library staff, when 

asked about disabled students, emphasized a wide range of impairments. The more 

obvious ones included wheelchair users and users with visual impairments, but staff also 

emphasized learning disabilities and mental health conditions, indicating that these 

were of particular concern, as they were often not visible.  

Librarian L.R.: Usually for the physical, um, accommodations, we’ve been able to 

figure it out. We don’t have too many challenges. I’d say the thing that probably, 

challenges the librarians most, and I don’t know if this is part of your study, but if 

we can see that there’s mental health issues. 

Many members of the library staff had received some training focused on supporting 

students in crisis, and this training seemed to be well received, as was demonstrated by 


