
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
Center for Inclusive Design and Environmental Access  
University at Buffalo | School of Architecture and Planning 
 
309 Hayes Hall | 3435 Main St. | Buffalo, NY 14214-8030 
AIA Provider # F193 | Point of Contact: Jonathan White 
jrwhite2@buffalo.edu | 716.829.5907(t) | 716.829.3861(f) 
 
idea.ap.buffalo.edu | www.udeducation.org Page 1 of 10 

 
 

TRANSCRIPT  
 

Overview of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 
 

Course Number: IDEA 320 
Instructor: Jonathan White, AIA 
Credits: 0.25 Hours – American Institute of Architects Continuing Education Credit: Provider #F193 

Course Directory: Building Science & Performance  |  Topic Area: ADA/Universal Design 

 

 

Narrated by: Jonathan White 
 
First Slide (1) 
 

The University at Buffalo’s Center for Inclusive Design and Environmental Access is pleased to introduce this 

free online course providing an Overview of the Americans with Disabilities Act, or ADA … 
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as part of our Universal Design Education Online continuing education program. 
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Over the next 15 minutes, I’ll explain a brief history of accessibility legislation in the U.S. as it relates to the 

design of the built environment, 
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I’ll discuss the 5 titles of the ADA and the regulatory framework that enables architects and designers to follow 
the ADA, 
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And, I’ll discuss where there is still room for improvement, beyond accommodating for people with disabilities, 

and toward full inclusion. 
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This presentation is registered with the American Institute of Architects for learning units. However, its 

contents do not necessarily represent the views of the American Institute of Architects. 

 

Next Slide (7) 
 

I’m Jonathan White, director of our training activities at the IDEA Center. In addition to managing our online 

continuing education program, which provides architects with credits for learning about universal design, I am 

also an expert in ADA compliance. I inspect buildings and building plans for ADA compliance, as well as Fair 

Housing, ABA, UFAS, and other standards and regulations. 
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The ADA was signed into law on July 26, 1990 … but it was not the first law aimed at protecting the rights of 

people with disabilities. It was one of many in a long line of laws marking incremental progress toward equality. 

 

Many people have a general knowledge that the ADA helps protect the rights of people with disabilities. People 

have become familiar with seeing  

 

Next Slide (9) 
 

curb ramps,  
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ramps,  
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accessible parking spaces,  
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and accessible toilet compartments in buildings as a visible example of how the ADA has changed the built 

environment to improve the lives of people with disabilities. 
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But, the ADA is much more than that, and to understand what exactly the ADA does, it is best to know the 

history of accessibility legislation in the United States. 
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Disability rights organizations existed in the U.S. as early as the 1800’s and into the 1930s during the great 

depression.  
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The fight for civil rights for people with disabilities gained more traction following the return of soldiers from 

World War II. The GI bill gave these soldiers the opportunity to get a college education. So, we have a situation 

where young adults with injuries from their service in the war are now wanting to get a college education. 
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In the absence of legislation protecting the rights of people with disabilities, the colleges were completely 

inaccessible to the returning soldiers. Other groups such as those advocating for children with cognitive 

disabilities increased pressure to ensure equal access to educational opportunities. 
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Around this time is when we started to see examples of activism at college campuses and elsewhere, where 

activists who use wheelchairs would destroy curbs with sledgehammers. 
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Another major issue was housing. Often, the only housing for young people with disabilities was in senior 

housing or assisted living facilities.  
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The start of the modern disability rights movement generally coincided with other civil rights movements in the 

1950s and 60s, and in particular, civil rights for Americans who are Black. 
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But, the push for legal rights could not be accomplished without physical changes to the built environment. 
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As for these changes to the built environment, the University of Illinois was the first to do some rudimentary 

testing … and they developed safe ramp slopes and other tested criteria published in what would become the 

first standards on accessibility: ANSI A117.1 - 1961. These standards were only 6 pages, with no illustrations, 

nothing about bathrooms – just the basics of wheelchair size, and basic maneuvering abilities of their users. 

This is before there was ever a federal law for accessibility … but some states were beginning to think about what 

they need to do, thanks in large part to protests. So, this was a first step: Voluntary standards that begin to 

address the physical barriers, and these were adopted in some states in one way or another. 
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In 1968, the Architectural Barriers Act became law. The Act mandated that facilities designed, built, altered, or 

leased with funds supplied by the U.S. Federal government must be accessible. It charged four federal agencies 

with developing standards for making this happen: The GSA, DOD, HUD, and USPS.  

 

The same year, the Fair Housing Act was signed into law putting enforcement provisions into effect to prevent 

discrimination in housing … but not based on disability – only on race, religion, and national origin, and in 

1974, sex. 
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In 1973, congress overrode presidential veto to enact the Rehabilitation Act. The Act aimed to make federal 

programs or agencies receiving federal financial assistance, and executive agencies … accessible to people with 

disabilities. It also created the U.S. Access Board to oversee. 

 

However, the administration at the time was not enforcing the act, taking a long time to develop regulations to 

implement the Act. The U.S. Secretary of Health, Education, and Welfare did not implement any regulations 

until 1977, after a 28-day sit in at the San Francisco office, influencing him to sign the regulations. In 1978, the 

Access Board was empowered to develop minimum accessibility guidelines for those government agencies to 

follow, and was given oversight of the ABA as well. 
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While this was all happening in the 70s, research led to the development of ANSI 1980, which greatly expanded 

that 6-page document into a document that provided detailed guidance on the design of accessible facilities. 
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In 1982, the Access Board released their first minimum guidelines for those federal agencies, and the federal 

agencies found that their own proprietary guidelines fell short. So, rather than have a patchwork of different 

regulations, the agencies decided that to meet these minimum guidelines, they should all work together, and 

they developed the country’s first uniform federal accessibility standard, aptly titled UFAS: Uniform Federal 

Accessibility Standard – becoming effective in 1984. 

 

This was the precursor to the ADA Standards for Accessible Design, the 1991 version of which was very similar.  
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So, while this all sounds like a lot of progress, this was all for federal buildings and federal programs. And while 

some states and localities were making more progress, disability rights activists needed more. They needed 

access to their state and local public buildings  
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such as schools,  
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libraries,  
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and town halls,  
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as well as public accommodations like stores,  

 

Next Slide (31) 
 

malls,  
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restaurants,  
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movie theaters,  
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ballparks, and more.  
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They also were still looking for equality in housing. 5% of units in federally funded housing wasn’t enough. What 

about private housing? 
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In 1988, the Fair Housing Act was amended to include protections for people with disabilities, and with it the 

Fair Housing Accessibility Guidelines, which went into effect in 1990. 
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That same year, the ADA was signed, protecting the rights of people with disabilities to enjoy public 

accommodations and state and local government buildings. The 1991 ADA Standards for Accessible Design that 

govern the design of buildings went into effect in 1992. 

 

Updated ADA standards took effect in 2012, further improving the accessibility of buildings and facilities. 
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So, that’s a little bit of quick history on the ADA. 

 

But, as I said earlier, the ADA was more than just about access to buildings. So, let’s look at what else is in the 

ADA. 

 

The ADA has 5 parts. 
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Title 1 is about eliminating discrimination in employment. 
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Title 2 is about access to public entities and public transportation. So, that includes state and local government 

facilities. 
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Title 3 is about access to public accommodations, so those are the stores and restaurants and everything I 

mentioned earlier. 
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Title 4 is about accessible telecommunications. 
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And, Title 5 is miscellaneous – noting that the Rehabilitation Act still applies, and preventing retaliation and 

coercion related to disability. 
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Now, the ADA doesn’t actually contain the technical criteria that make buildings accessible. Those are found in 

the Department of Justice regulations or “standards,” when they adopted the Access Board’s 1991 guidelines. 

And again in 2010, when the DOJ adopted the Access Board’s 2004 guidelines. 

 

And so it’s this whole package that really makes the ADA the most comprehensive of the disability rights laws … 

and greatly protected rights to access employment, public spaces, businesses, and communications. When 

combined with previous protections in housing, federal facilities, and federal programs … we see that the U.S. 

has a very robust set of protections for people with disabilities. 
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That’s the good news. But, we can’t let these protections lull us into a false sense of security because they are not  

perfect. They could be better. And there’s more that can be done. 

 

Next Slide (45) 
 

Some is being done at the state and local level. 

 

Contemporaneous with the progress at the federal level, what I haven’t talked much about are the voluntary 
standards that form the backbone of state and local regulation. 
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The A117.1 standard continued to evolve over the years, and eventually harmonized with the updated ADA 

guidelines. These voluntary standards are incorporated by reference into the International Building Code, or 

IBC – which is used by many states and localities as their building code. 
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Some states go beyond the ADA and A117.1 protections by eliminating exceptions, or increasing the number of 

accessible elements required. 

 

Where specific state, local, or federal requirements are in conflict, the most stringent requirement takes 

precedent. 

 

Changes are easier at the voluntary and local level than at the federal level. Some states have very 

comprehensive expansions on the federal requirements. 
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The 2017 A117.1 Standards used research from the IDEA Center to provide more generous space clearances in 

new buildings for people who use wheeled mobility devices. This has not been adopted by the IBC, but has been 

adopted in some places at the state level. 
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But there is still more progress to be made. People with disabilities still face challenges in everyday life. Some of 

those challenges are the unavoidable result of their particular circumstances, but there are still many other 

challenges they face that are not due to their level of physical ability – but instead, due to shortcomings in the 

design of buildings and facilities. And those are avoidable. Often, a person can only be as able as the 

environment allows them to be. 
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We would all be unable to use stairs safely if every step was 3 feet tall. We would all be un-ABLE to safely and 

easily use the stairs. Make them 8-9 in. and most healthy people could probably use them okay. Make them 7 in. 

and they become safer for everyone and more usable for older adults and people with reduced abilities. The 

design of the environment is what enABLEs certain groups to use the environment.  
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Universal Design aims to expand the user group of the built environment to as many people as possible. There 

may always be some people who cannot use an environment. But, we should always strive to include as many as 

possible – Not just do what is minimally necessary to be safe. 
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It is a process - A process that enables and empowers a diverse population by improving human performance, 

health and wellness, and social participation. It makes life easier, healthier, and friendlier for all. 

 

And designers should do everything possible to maximize usability of their designs. 
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You wouldn’t accept a doctor who did the minimum necessary to keep you alive,  
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or a chef who did the minimum necessary to make your food edible without getting sick.  
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So, designers of the built environment should do everything they can to make sure everyone can enjoy their 

design. 
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So, in short, the flaw with the ADA is it makes many designers think that it is enough when it is really a 

minimum.  
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And the tools and resources of the IDEA Center can help designers know – help designers know the answer to, 

“well, if it isn’t enough, then what is enough?”  

 

We have numerous design resources, and research on the actual abilities of people with disabilities. 
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We also have launched the innovative solutions for Universal Design, or isUD, with a list of over 500 voluntary 

solutions to not only exceed the minimum requirements for people with disabilities, but also make the 

environment healthier, friendlier, and safer for all. And, the option to certify a building as being Universally 

Designed. 
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And, we offer continuing education courses, like this one, to architects to teach about universal design. 
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The fight for equality and justice in the U.S. is an ongoing one. Since the founding of the country, different 

groups of people who were marginalized or even demonized by society have fought for greater equality, and to 

quote Dr. Martin Luther King, Junior, though the arc of our moral universe is long, but it bends toward justice. 

 

The ADA is one small … but very important section on that arc, enabling millions of Americans to participate in 

society in ways they could not easily before. But, it is not the end. We must always strive for better, and move 

closer and closer to the goals of inclusion, equity, and justice for all. 
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This concludes our video on the Overview of the Americans with Disabilities Act. 

 

This program was a presentation by the Center for Inclusive Design and Environmental Access in the University 

at Buffalo’s School of Architecture and Planning. 
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Please follow us on social media and visit our website at idea.ap.buffalo.edu, or www.udeducation.org for all of 

your universal design education needs. Any questions regarding the contents of this video can be addressed by 

contacting us using the information on our websites. Thank you for joining us. 
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