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Preface 

Historic sites can be made more accessible to handicapped 
visitors, while at the same time preserving the historic 
features for future generations. The population who 
benefits are not only handicapped individuals, but also 
elderly visitors and those with limiting physical 
conditions; altogether totaling approximately 42% of the 
general population. This Guide helps managers understand 
the physical barriers that limit the enjoyment of the 
site by handicapped visitors and describes some positive 
steps that can be taken. 

The emphasis is on creative physical changes which 
achieve access to the site with minimum impact on the 
historic fabric. Some administrative and interpretive 
alternatives are suggested when full access is difficult 
to achieve in the context of historic preservation. 
Background information on related laws, the nature of 
certain disabilities and typical accessibility problems 
and possible solutions is presented. 
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Introduction 

This Guide has been prepared to assist managers and 
technical staff in meeting an important, continuing goal 
of the National Park Service: giving handicapped 
citizens the opportunity to share in the cultural, 
educational, and inspirational values embodied in our 
nation's historic sites. 

As much as seven percent of our population—physically 
and mentally handicapped individuals—have been unable to 
enjoy our historic sites to the fullest. For certain 
segments of the handicapped population such as those in 
wheelchairs and those who walk with difficulty, the 
configuration or architecture of a site makes physical 
access to the structures and interpretation programs 
difficult or impossible. For other disabled persons 
(e.g., those who are mentally handicapped, deaf or 
blind), physical access is not a problem, but access to 
interpretation programs may be difficult or impossible 
because the programs were not designed with these 
handicapped individuals in mind. Fully thirty-five 
percent of our population--those with limiting physical 
conditions of a temoprary nature (such as pregnancy) and 
those who are limited in strength and agility as a result 
of the aging process--would benefit from a more 
accessible environment. 

• • 

VII 



VIII Introduction 

While access to interpretation programs is a concern of the Park 
Service, this guide focuses on physical access to historic sites. It 
is an attempt to resolve the differences between the needs of 
physically handicapped visitors and the need to preserve the 
historical integrity of Park Service sites and Structures. The answer 
to resolving this difference is accommodation. Accommodation means all 
changes (architectural, administrative and interpretive) made for the 
benefit of handicapped visitors. 

The goal of the Park Service is to provide handicapped visitors with 
the highest level of accommodation, i.e. free and independent access 
to the site and its facilities, with the least impact en the historic 
fabric. 

When the highest level_ of accommodation cannot be achieved without 
significantly altering the historic fabric, other levels of 
accommodation, i.e., administrative or interpretive changes may be the 
solutions of choice. 

A short accessibility checklist is included first to give the reader 
an overview of the areas and features which need to be accessible. 
The chapters that follow contain information for understanding and 
dealing with accommodation and historic preservation. Chapters 1 and 
2 deal with an overview of accommodation and basic information about 
handicapped individuals. Chapter 3 deals with historic preservation 
and its implications. The manager's role and the legal context are 
discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. Chapter 6 presents some priority 
problem areas along with typical solutions. There is also a 
bibliography for further reading. 

This Guide is one of several resources entitled "Accommodation of 
Handicapped Visitors at Historic Sites." Also available is a slide-
tape presentation, which is a companion to this Guide; and Volume II: 
A Technical Manual, which deals with accommodation on a more technical 
and detailed level. 



Brief Accessibility Checklist 

A complete and comprehensive survey checklist is available in Volume 
II: A Technical Manual and from the Denver Service Center. 

This checklist, however, is provided to give the reader an overview of 
the areas and features of a site which need to be accessible. It will 
be helpful for managers to use this checklist while making a brief 
survey of a site and its structures. 

The brief survey will probably show many areas in need of 
improvement; thereby demonstrating why this Guide can become important 
to the task of upgrading the accessibility of historic sites. 

PARKING Special Spaces Reserved for handicapped visitors? 

Extra-wide? 

WALKS Paths of Travel Level, paved or stabilized, wide 
enough for a wheelchair, free 
from curbs, steps and obstacles? 

Walkways Level, paved or stabilized, wide 
enough for a wheelchair, free 
from curbs, steps and obstacles? 

ENTRANCE Primary Entrance Accessible to wheelchairs? 

Railings? 

Alternate Entrance Accessible to wheelchairs? 

Railings? 

MAIN FLOOR Floors Non-slip finish? 

Carpeting Anchored securely? 

Doorways Allow wheelchairs to pass through? 

Thresholds Negotiated safely by wheelchairs 
and those with mobility impair­
ments? 

Paths of Travel Free from obstacles to wheelchairs 
and visually impaired people? 

YES NO 

IX 



OTHER FLOORS Stairways Have railings which can be I 
grasped for stability? 
Carpeted or otherwise free from 
projected nosings (i.e., exten­
sions of tread beyond risers) 

Other Access Provided for those in wheelchairs? 

CONVENIENCE 

FACILITIES Toilet Rooms Permit entry by wheelchairs? 

One wide toilet stall? 

Sink, mirror, soap and towel 
dispenser at height for 
wheelchairs? 

One low urinal for wheelchairs? 

Water Fountains One low enough for wheelchairs? 

Telephones One low enough for wheelchairs? 
Equipped with amplifying device 
for hearing impaired? 

ELEVATORS Conform to modern specifications? 

Provide room for wheelchair and 
attendant? 

WARNING SIGNALS Emergency Alarms Both audible and visual? 

Doors leading to Properly identified? 
dangerous areas 

IDENTIFICATION Signs Large letters on contrasting 
background, raised or recessed 
and located within reach? 

Paths of travel Indicated by International 
~ " Symbol of Accessibility? 

VISITOR 
INTERPRETATION Exhibits Able to be viewed from wheelchair? 

Appreciated by visually impaired 
persons? 

Recordings Have amplifying device for hard-
of-hearing visitors? 

Standard Verbal Also available in written 
Interpretation transcript? 

Written Visitor Also available in simple terms 
Information for those with reading 

difficulties? 

Alternate Provided if physical access is 
Accommodation not possible? 

Park Guide for Available which describes 
Handicapped facilities—what, how and 
Visitors where? 

X 



Chapter 1 

Accommodating Physically 
Handicapped Visitors: 

An Overview. 

INTRODUCTION 

Independent physical access for handicapped visitors—that 
is, access without the assistance of others—while using 
the same facilities as non-handicapped visitors is the 
highest level of accommodation. Direct exposure to a 
historic site is generally crucial to visitor appreciation. 
Therefore, any limitation of this exposure, or off-site 
alternative program, is less desirable than touring the 
historic site in its entirety. 

1 



Chapter 1 

LEVELS OF ACCOMMODATION 

A. PHYSICAL ACCESS: THE HIGHEST LEVEL OF ACCOMMODATION 

Physical access can generally be achieved on three levels: IDEAL, 
STANDARD and BELOW STANDARD. 

Standard Physical Access 

The "American National Standards Specifications For Making Buildings 
and Facilities Accessible to and Usable by the Physically 
Handicapped", or as they are commonly referred to, the "ANSI 
Standards", (ANSI A117.1-1961(1971) constitute the STANDARD level. 
They are the minimum federal standards required by the General 
Services Administration concerning buildings constructed or altered 
by, or on behalf of, the federal government. (See Chapter 4). 

Ideal Physical Access 

In May 1977, the General Services Administration issued a set of 
standards entitled "Design Criteria: New Public Building Acces­
sibility". In addition, several states have adopted their own 
accessibility rules and regulations. In certain areas, these recent 
standards exceed the current ANSI standards. Managers have a choice 
of adopting one or more of these standards as the IDEAL level. 

Below Standard Physical Access 

BELOW STANDARD is less than the federal ANSI minimum standards, or 
STANDARD level, and involves a judgement as to whether acceptable 
physical access is achieved. There is no standard for acceptability 
or reasonableness here. At this level, it is important to involve 
handicapped staff or citizens to ensure that the level is acceptable. 
It is important to clearly demonstrate that this lesser standard 
provides a level of physical access which is acceptable in practice as 
well as in theory. 

BELOW STANDARD applies only to historic structures. Modern facilities 
should be made accessible according to the IDEAL or STANDARD levels. 

EXAMPLE 

To illustrate the three levels, consider the standards 
related to doors and doorways. The IDEAL standard, as stated 
in several rules and regulations, is a clear opening of 35 
inches wide. The STANDARD ANSI width is 32 inches. Most 
wheelchairs are no wider than 27 inches. Wheelchairs for 
large people may exceed this width. A space 27 1/2 inches 
wide may allow most wheelchairs to pass through. However, 

2 



Accommodating Physically Handicapped Visitors: An Overview 3 

another consideration is the space needed for the wheelchair user's 
hands as they propel the wheelchair. The 27 1/2 inch wide doorway 
should be tested by having an individual try to propel himself by hand 
through the doorway in a standard wheelchair. If the BELOW STANDARD 
level is adopted here, visitors in wheelchairs may require assistance 
from staff or a companion in getting through the doorway. 

B. ALTERNATE ACCOMMODATION: 

Administrative Accommodation 

Where physical access cannot be achieved according to one of the three 
levels described above, managers may resort to administrative changes 
and modified visitor interpretation programs. Administrative changes, 
can be defined as those actions which involve staff assistance, 
modified visitor patterns, the use of aids and devices, and special 
policies for handicapped visitors. 

Examples include: 

Allowing individuals in wheelchairs to enter the building 
through an accessible non-public entrance. 

Rerouting a tour for a handicapped visitor so that a physical 
barrier (e.g. a narrow doorway) is by-passed. 

- Personally assisting handicapped individuals over thresholds, 
helping individuals in wheelchairs up one or two stairs. 
(Lifting and carrying individuals is not recommended for 
safety and liability reasons.) 

Furnishing a special narrow wheelchair for use by visitors if 
needed. 

Using a modified vehicle to provide access to the grounds 
over gravel or uneven terrain. 

Moving an exhibit to an accessible location at the site. 

Accommodation Using Interpretive Materials 

In some cases full physical access cannot be achieved without 
significant damage to historic features. Alternate accommodation using 
interpretive materials allows the handicapped visitor to experience 
inaccessible parts of the site through exhibits, audio -visual 
presentations, staff briefings and printed materials. On-site 
interpretive accommodation is always preferable to off-site alternatives 
since physical presence is essential to enjoyment of a site and the 
handicapped visitor remains integrated with other visitors. (Managers 
should refer to the NPS Interpreters Guidebook for additional 
information.) Accommodation may include, but is not limited to: 



Chapter 1 

Creating a mock-up of a historic room and locating it in a 
visitor center. 

Providing pictures of inaccessible second floor rooms. 

Developing an audio-visual presentation of the site and 
showing it in an accessible location. 

Providing movies with subtitles for deaf persons. 

- Providing braille materials or audio versions of written 
material. 

4 



Chapter 2 

Who Benefits 
from Accommodation 

Summary: The population benefitting from accommodation are not only handicapped 
individuals, but also elderly visitors and those wi th l imit ing physical conditions; 
all together totall ing approximately 42% of the general population. 

5 



6 Chapter 2 

There are over fourteen million Americans who are considered 
handicapped. The National Center for Health Statistics estimates that 
an additional fifty-one million Americans have limiting physical 
conditions and therefore, would benefit from a more accessible 
environment. These figures do not include those who are elderly, 
obese, pregnant or temporarily disabled. 

Perhaps as many as thirty percent of the visitors to historic sites 
could benefit from accommodation. This percentage includes visitors 
who are not severely handicapped, but those who may walk insecurely, 
lack stamina and strength or have difficulty in seeing or hearing. 
There could be a visitor-use increase of as much as seven to ten 
percent if certain accommodations are made for the severely 
handicapped. 

Managers are encouraged to use the precentage breakdown of the 
handicapped population in the chart below to predict the annual number 
of potential visitors with various disabilities. 

The following information describes the kinds of functional 
limitations distributed throughout the handicapped population: 

Total Mobility Impairments 

This term as it is used here, refers to persons who use wheelchairs. 
It is important to remember that many persons in wheelchairs have lost 
upper body movement as well as lower body movement. 

The basic accessibility problems encountered by persons in wheelchairs 
include maneuvering through narrow spaces, going up or down steep 
paths, moving over unsmooth surfaces, making use of conventional 
toilet and convenience facilities, and reaching and seeing things 
placed at a conventional height. 

Partial Mobility Impairments 

This term as it is used here, refers to persons who walk with 
difficulty, do not have full use of their arms or hands, or who lack 
coordination. The kinds of impairments and their causes vary within 
this category but do include persons who use some mobility aid (e.g. 
crutches, braces), amputees, arthritic persons and those who may be 
partially paralyzed. 

Managers should be aware of the problems partial mobility impaired 
persons have. They include walking, climbing steps or slopes, and 
standing for extended periods of time. 

Visual Impairments 

This term, as it is used here, refers to persons who are totally 
blind, as well as those who have lost a significant degree of normal 
vision. 



Who Benefits from Accommodation 

The basic accessibility problems for visually impaired persons include 
maneuvering passed obstacles in a path of travel, going up or down 
steps, reading signs and printed materials, and understanding exhibits 
that can be seen, but not touched. 

Hearing Impairments 

This term, as it is used here, refers to persons who are totally deaf, 
as well as those who are hard of hearing. 

The basic accessibility problems for hearing impaired persons include 
understanding audio presentations, and communicating with site 
personnel. 

Learning Impairments 

Included here are mentally retarded individuals, those with learning 
disabilities and others who have difficulty comprehending written or 
spoken material. Managers should be aware of the need to modify 
interpretive materials, signs and visitor instructions so that they 
are simple and direct. 

7 



Chapter 3 

Values of 
Historic Structures 

The Park Service has a special obligation to locate, 
identify, evaluate, preserve, manage, and interpret 
qualified cultural resources in every park in a way that 
they may be handed on to future generations unimpaired. 
This obligation is spelled out in federal laws, an 
Executive Order and guidelines which are summarized in 
Chapter 5. 

After learning about accommodation of handicapped 
visitors and its levels, it is important to understand 
the limitations on alteration and use of historic 
structures that are imposed by laws and Park Service 
policies and how these apply to accommodation of 
handicapped visitors. 

NPS Management Policies dated 2-78 indicates that 
requirements of structural preservation, protection of 
historic fabric and contents, and public safety take 
primacy over all uses of historic structures. Safety 
devices such as handrails shall be designed and 
installed to minimize visual and structural intrusion on 
original fabric. It goes on to state that visitation 
shall be limited to structures or portions of structures 
that permit immediate evacuation in the event of fire or 
natural catastrophe. (pages V-23, V-24) This limits 
access for some handicapped visitors to upper floors of 
structures containing only one staircase. 

9 



10 Chapter 3 

Given the requirements of historic preservation and limitations 
imposed for reasons of safety, managers have an important task of 
assessing the value of each historic structure in order to understand 
the accommodation options which should be considered. Management 
policies require that no structure be significantly altered without 
professional evaluation of its historical, architectural, and 
archeological value according to National Register criteria. Such 
actions shall also comply with the "Procedures for the Protection of 
Historic and Cultural Properties" (36 CFR Part 800) promulgated by the 
Advisory Council on Historic Preservation. 

There are a number of factors that should be taken into account when 
considering independent physical access to historic structures or, 
administrative and interpretive accommodation. There is no formula 
for using the following factors. Instead they must be evaluated in as 
objective a manner as possible. Most importantly, superintendents 
should be prepared to indicate why a particular factor was considered 
important and how it affected a recommendation or decision. 

Each structure at a site must be evaluated separately because 
structures at a historic site may differ in their historic value and 
thus be treated differently when accommodations are made. 

Category of Significance 

The List of Classified Structures (LCS) identifies all historic 
structures that meet the criteria of the National Register of Historic 
Places and lists their Category of Significance. 

Those structures listed as Category la-Resources that individually 
possess national significance, receive the greatest protection from 
alteration or loss. Structures categorized as lb, Ila, and lib may 
allow greater flexibility when making physical changes to achieve 
accommodation. 

When judging just how sacred various structures are, superintendents 
should refer to a document titled "Questions to be Answered in 
Assessing LCS Entries for Management Categories" (See Bibliography). 
This document sets forth a more definitive approach to categorization 
of structures. 

Reason for Significance 

A historic structure's reason for significance defines why it should 
be preserved and aids in determining how accommodation can be 
accomplished. The National Register should be consulted to confirm 
the reason for significance of the structure. 

The installation of a permanent ramp at the front entrance of a 
structure preserved primarily as an example of period architecture may 
be a major intrusion. On the other hand, if a structure contains the 
workplace of a famous person, then access to the workplace may be 
essential to enjoyment of the resource and a ramp may be justified at 
an appropriate entrance. 
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Thus, even within structures of a particular category of significance, 
there may be a difference as to the aspect of the structure that 
accounts for the significance. 

Managers should ask such questions as: 

Must a visitor enter the structure to enjoy its value? 

Are all rooms or locations in the structure equally important? 

Must historic objects be enjoyed in their original setting to 
gain full appreciation of their value? 

Does the structure have intrinsic architectural value or is it 
valuable primarily because it houses a particular scene or 
object, or commemorates an important event? 

Treatment 

A structure that has been preserved entirely in its original condition 
should be treated with care and respect. Continued preservation may 
preclude irreversible physical accommodations or those accommodations 
which jeopardize future preservation, e.g. regrading a site around an 
entrance may cause damage to the walls or foundation of a building. 

Where the exterior of a structure has been preserved, but the interior 
has been subjected to adaptive use, there are more options available 
when achieving access within the structure. Modern toilet facilities 
in such structures should be made accessible according to the IDEAL OR 
STANDARD levels. 

In some cases, a portion of a structure was added after the period 
which established the structure's historic value. In such cases, this 
more recent addition may allow more options for accommodation, because 
it is not as essential to portraying the architecture of the historic 
period. In other cases, the addition may be essential to showing the 
evolution of the use of the structure over a longer historic period. 

Use or Function 

When a historic structure serves as a visitor center in addition to 
being a cultural resource, then it is especially important to provide 
access for handicapped people. Such visitors may rely on visitor 
center facilities such as toilets, drinking fountains and telephones. 
In addition, it may be necessary to gain access to a structure to 
enjoy an interpretive program and to obtain assistance from Park 
Service staff. Where visitor centers are provided in inaccessible 
locations of a structure, and it is not desirable to alter the 
structure, serious consideration should be given to moving the visitor 
center to another location. 

If a structure houses a significant statue such as the Lincoln 
Memorial, then access to the statue is essential to its enjoyment. 
There is no equivalent to experiencing the statue. This is why 
alterations were made by the Park Service at considerable expense to 
install an elevator in the base of the monument. 


