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Access to library services and facilities by persons with disability 

Discrimination against any person based on disability is prohibited; all persons are guaranteed equal 

and effective protection from discrimination (Chaputula and Mapulanga, 2016). The World Health 

Organization (2012: 3) describes disability as a ‘physical or mental characteristic labelled or perceived 

as an impairment or dysfunction’ and ‘[s]ome personal or social limitation associated with that 

impairment’. Disabilities may be visible or invisible, and onset can be at birth, or during childhood, 

working age years or old age. Thus each and every individual regardless of their social status can join 

the ‘club’ at any time.  

The United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (2016: 15),had estimated that ‘there are currently 

over 600 million persons with disabilities throughout the world, 400 million of whom live in developing 

countries and 80 million in Africa, constituting about 10 per cent of the total population’. The figures 

further indicate that about 1 in 10 Africans live with some form of disability. Considering the ever-

increasing number of persons living with disability in our society, it is imperative that pragmatic 

measures are taken by academic institutions to cater for their needs by making provision for them. This 

implies creating a special niche for them within the academic library setting.  

An environment that is physically accessible refers to one in which a ‘. . . person will be able to seek 

employment, receive education and training, and pursue an active social and economic life’ (European 

Union, 2003: 3). Hansen (1998) introduces the term ‘barrier free’, and an inclusive environment as one 

in which all users, whatever their inabilities, are able to carry out their day-to-day activities comfortably, 

effectively and safely without being restricted by the poor design, maintenance or management of the 

built environment. Despite these specifications, several studies (Hill, 2013; Momodu, 2013) have shown 

that the physical inaccessibility of library buildings is probably the biggest challenge to PWDs. Most 

libraries have been constructed in a manner that virtually prevents the physically disabled from gaining 

access. This is succinctly stated when Bigdeli (2009) posits that, even when they are able to get inside 

a library, the interior planning grants them little to no freedom of movement. The access and usage of 

library services by PLWDs in many libraries have been curtailed by among others factors; the lack of 

sufficient facilities, architectural issues and a lack of emergency facilities for PWLDs, poor 

infrastructure, lack of educational materials, and lack of preparedness among the frontline staff. 

Southwell (2012) and Kumar and Sanaman (2013) offer insights on library provision for PWDs in 

libraries in England and India, respectively, and suggesting that disability awareness training for library 

staff in both countries is extremely inconsistent, ineffective and often carried out in a very poor manner. 

Phukubje and Ngoepe (2017) point out that students with disability are dissatisfied with the library 

services they receive. Similar studies in the USA (Wiler and Lomax, 2000), Iran (Bigdeli, 2009), 

Nigeria (Lawal-Solarin, 2012) and Malawi (Chaputula and Mapulanga, 2016) support this.  

Policies serve as written contracts or lines of arguments rationalizing the course of action of a 

government with regard to its dealings with state institutions and agencies. Wiler and Lomax (2000) 

bemoan the lack of written policies as surprising – the extant literature in relation to libraries and 

disability recommends an evaluation and review of current library policies as a primary step in the 

process of compliance. Robertson (2012) believes that a positive organizational attitude and a 

commitment to providing services that are accessible to PWLDs are paramount. United Nations 



Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006) prohibits discrimination on the basis of 

disability; where disability means any distinction, exclusion or restriction on the basis of disability 

which has the purpose or effect of impairing or nullifying the recognition, enjoyment or exercise, on an 

equal basis with others, of all human rights and fundamental freedoms in the political, economic, social, 

cultural, civil or any other field. It includes all forms of discrimination, including denial of reasonable 

accommodation. With regard to policy formulation, there seem to be many international, national 

policies, acts and laws that have been enacted to cater for the needs of PWLDs, including the 

Architectural Barrier Act of 1968 (Hitt, 2015), Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Cook, 1977), Americans 

with Disabilities Act of 1990 (Pionke, 2017), Disability Discrimination Act of 1995 (Robertson, 2012) 

and, in Kenya, the Persons with Disability Act Cap.133 (Gok, 2012). Article 54 of the Kenyan 

Constitution particularly targets persons with disabilities and provides that persons with disability have 

a right to access educational institutions and facilities that are integrated into society to the extent 

compatible with their interests and needs (GOK, 2010).What remains to be seen is a concerted effort to 

enforce these acts, laws and policies within our academic institutions. IFLA checklist (Irvall and 

Nielsen, 2005), which stipulates what constitutes access to libraries for PWLDs. It provides three 

dimensions that can be adapted to determine the characteristics of a disability friendly library: physical 

access; the type of media and formats (intellectual access); and service and communication. By adopting 

this checklist of what constitutes a disability-friendly library, it is possible to determine if an academic 

library is accessible both physically and intellectually to PWDs (Irvall and Nielsen, 2005). 
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