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n my experience, librarians believe they try very hard to

be aware and supportive of people with differing abili-

ties, both physical and intellectual. Our successes in this

area tend to be public facing, with detailed attention
paid to construction of public spaces, design of accessible
online content, and creation of inclusive public program-
ming. We talk about library services and outreach to people
with disabilities—the web pages, articles, and blog posts
out there are legion. Yet when it comes time to make hiring
changes within our ranks, inclusivity doesn't happen. While
[ genuinely believe we want to support diversity in hiring,
we fall short.

Discussing differently-abled people in the workplace is a
challenging conversation, not because there’s a difference of
opinion on whether people with disabilities (PWD) should
be hired, but more because the concept of disability is so
complex. PWD span the spectrum of physical and intellec-
tual differences. When talking about hiring PWD, you often
need to clarify what are you attempting to do. Do you intend
to hire someone with a learning difference? Someone with
an intellectual capacity outside what you might generally see
in a library? A physical difference? It is both impossible and
insulting to cherry pick advocacy for one type or another.
And I think we, as librarians, may be so worried that we will
“do it wrong”—either in hiring or as team members—that
we choose not to hire PWD at all.

I've written several versions of this but realized, as I was
advised by a fellow author in this field, it is too difficult to
reduce the conversation to the word count of this column.
Instead, I am going to point you to some materials which
can help you advocate for the hiring of PWD, as well as learn
to recognize unintentional (and perhaps intentional) biases.
This list is short; it isn’t meant to be exhaustive. But these
articles can help you on the path to improving the diversity
of your library staff.

There are clear benefits to hiring PWD: Lindsay, Caglio-
stro, Albarico, Mortaji, and Karon reviewed 6,176 studies
between 1997 and 2017 to ascertain the benefits of hiring
PWD in a competitive employment environment.! The study
broke down benefits into two categories: those for the com-
pany and those for the PWD. The benefits for the company
include reduced turnover and the associated lower costs of
recruitment, hiring, and training. There is also the associated
benefit of a more positive work culture and better competi-
tive advantage.

While many of us are open to hiring PWD, fewer actu-
ally do so. Ameri et al. ran a field experiment wherein over
6,000 applications were sent to various job advertisements at
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two levels (entry level and experienced) using three different
application profiles: a cover letter that disclosed a physical
disability, a cover letter that disclosed an Asperger’s diag-
nosis, and a cover letter that mentioned no disability. The
authors found that the applications mentioning disability
received 26 percent less interest than the control (nondis-
abled) applications, with a bigger gap noted for the more
experienced candidates.?

Araten-Bergman, one of the more prolific authors in dis-
ability research, researched the gap between hiring managers
intentions to hire PWD and actual hires of PWD. The author
found that managers stated they wanted to hire PWD but
generally failed to follow through on their stated intentions.
Rather, the author found better correlations between compa-
nies having policies and internal support for hiring disabled
people, including training, and actual hiring of PWD.?

For a meta-analysis on improving the hiring of PWD,
see Gewurtz, Langan, and Shand. The authors selected fifty-
three articles that were directly related to the processes for
hiring PWD. They discuss issues around the hiring of PWD,
including stigma, disclosure of disabilities, the surrounding
legislation, and accommodations, as well as relationships
between disability organizations and companies, support
for the employers themselves, and specific hiring practices
that can support hiring PWD.*

Concerned about implicit bias? So is Lucy Leske, author
of “How Search Committees Can See Bias in Themselves.”
This practical review of some of the ways search committees
unintentionally avoid hiring diverse candidates discusses
the types of bias the committee might run into and then
discusses ways the committee can actively work to overcome
these unconscious or overt biases.

Jennifer Vinopal’s call to action, “The Quest for Diversity
in Libraries,” is not specifically about disabilities but should
not be skipped.® The author explores the lack of diversity
in our profession and discusses issues that exacerbate it,
including more diverse individuals leaving library careers.
The article then seeks to explain the underlying reasons
libraries are not diverse, including the societal and environ-
mental structures that must be addressed and removed to
fully realize a diverse society.

From the author’s clarion call to hire more PWD to an
investigation into the experiences of librarians with dis-
abilities, there’s no greater current advocate for PWD in
libraries than Joanne Oud.” For a thorough review of global
studies related to disability in libraries, read her most recent
publication in College & Research Libraries.® Although the
author’s stated goal was to learn more about academic librar-
ians with disabilities in Canada, Oud reviews articles from
authors around the world. (The bibliography is an exhaus-
tive exploration of the topic.) The author found that, while
the experiences of those she interviewed were generally
positive, librarians with disabilities did experience barriers
and challenges in the workplace. The comments relating to
the individual’s self-perception of the positivity of disabil-
ity were particularly interesting, especially those related to
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the open-mindedness and sensitivity of this population of
librarians.

TAKEAWAYS

From a library perspective, we provide a public benefit to
our patrons by modeling positive values of inclusivity. So,
when I and others advocate for greater hiring of PWD, what
are we saying? Hire more people with physical disabilities?
Hire people with intellectual disabilities? My answer is, “yes.”
Our libraries should reflect our communities and provide
opportunities, not limit them.

Research has shown that the best way to improve hir-
ing of PWD is to create a written disability hiring policy
and offering disability awareness training.” Encourage your
library and the wider organizations to engage in diversity-
positive practices, such as disability training and including
disabilities in the organization’s diversity policy. Even if you
can’t afford expensive training opportunities, there are often
low-cost or free options through state or regional organiza-
tions; search “cultural competence” and your state name.
Additionally, the ALA has resources to support diversity in
hiring: http:/www.ala.org/advocacy/diversity/workforcede
velopment/recruitmentfordiversity.

Finally, advocate for improvements to the tools librarians
use. There are so many ways in which we can improve the
work experience for our differently abled colleagues. For
example, if a journal’s submission guidelines might require
the use of a serif font (for example, Times New Roman),
which is more difficult for dyslexics to read. Do these
requirements limit publication opportunities for people with
dyslexia? Impossible to know but worth considering. We
should consider reviewing and making changes to industry
workflows and procedures that can unintentionally limit
access to those of differing abilities. I recently attended a
conference session on the accessibility of a library content
management system, and an attendee with a visual disability
requested that the vendor/developer pay as much attention
to making the librarian design interface (the “back end”) as
accessible as the “front end” public-facing pages. Ask your
vendors and others about the accessibility of the adminis-
trative side of online tools and advocate for those tools to be
screen reader friendly. Our vendors’ development roadmaps
are generally led by our requests. Don't be afraid to use your
voice to advocate for your fellow librarians.

Finally, remember a true path to diversity starts in the
hiring process. Research shows that when differently abled
students leave school and seek jobs, they face greater dif-
ficulties than their peers in finding work ' Librarians have
suggested that the library field is no different.!! As Leske
suggests, have a discussion at the beginning of any hiring
process about bias, both overt and implied.'* Get it out in
the open so it can be overcome.

Help others get a hand up; doing so won’t pull you down.


http://www.ala.org/advocacy/diversity/workforcedevelopment/recruitmentfordiversity
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/diversity/workforcedevelopment/recruitmentfordiversity
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