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Figure 23. North entrance to Independence Hall 
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Case Study #9 

The Academy of Natural Sciences 
Race Street between 19th and 20th Streets 
1892 

The Academy of Natural SCience (Figure 24) is located on Logan 

Square, and is part of the great complex of museums and other cultural 

institutions that line the Benjamin Franklin Parkway from City Hall to the 

Art Museum. The building is of brick, and is quite different from its marble 

and granite neighbors. It is modest in scale and character. 

The main entrance (Figure 25) is unpretentious, yet it makes its 

presence known on the Square. There are a number of steps that prevent 

the disabled visitor from using this entrance. The group entrance (Figure 

26), located on 19th Street, is at street level and is barrier-free. While there 

is little difference in scale or style between the two entrances, the group 

entrance does not feel as important. It is off the beaten path, and not 

prOximate to Logan Square, an important landmark. Once inside the 

building, people often find the route to the main areas confused. While the 

group entrance provides a secondary experience of entry, it is not so clearly 

"second rate" as the Free Library, for example. 

The experience of entering by the group entrance suffers from its 

location on the street, but also from the fact that upon entering the 

building, people with disabilities fmd themselves downstairs from the 

museum's main level, in a dark corridor between the snack bar and other 

areas not open to the public. Thus there is no shared route or experience, 

and the quality of each is seriously lacking. 



68 

~---------------I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

I 

I 
I 
I 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

•••••••••••• 1 ••••••••••••••••••• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
L _____ ------ ----: Primary Entrance 

• 
Race Street 

Logan Square 

Figure 24. Plan of Academy of Natural Sciences 



69 

Figure 25. North (main) entrance to Academy of 
Natural Sciences 
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Figure 26. East (accessible) entrance to Academy 
of Natural Sciences 
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Case Study #10 

The FrankUn Institute 
20th Street and the Benjamin Franklin Parkway 
1930 

The Franklin Institute, one of the oldest and most popular science 

museums in the country, is located on Logan Square, one of the most 

important civic spaces in the city. It is home to the Benjamin Franklin 

National Memorial, a public space dedicated to the memory of Philadelphia's 

most famous citizen. The Memorial, a series of rooms, open to the public, 

and free of charge, is the heart of the museum (Figure 27). All other parts of 

the museum require an admission fee. 

Access to the memorial, and the museum spaces, is by way of a 

monumental stair on the Logan Square side of the building (Figure 28). 

People with disabilities must use a ramp to enter the staff entrance (Figure 

29) on the northern side. While the barrier-free entrance is on a primary 

side of the building, facing the Parkway, it remains a secondary entrance. 

The ramp itself diminishes the experience of the person who uses it, and 

detracts from the character of the building The barrier-free entrance does 

not· address the important interior spaces. From the staff entrance, people 

with physical disabilities must follow a long, circuitous, and complicated 

path to reach the elevators and the main public spaces upstairs. 

It is unfortunate that in a 1988 addition to the museum, which is 

barrier free, the designers did not addres~ the issues of accessibility to the 

entire museum, creating a new primary, barrier-free entrance in the new 

wing, and thus providing access into and through the building, while at the 

same time eliminating the need for the ramp at the staff entrance. 
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Figure 28. East (main) entrance to the Franklin Institute 
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Figure 29. North (accessible) entrance to the 
Franklin Institute 
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Case Study # 11 

Cathedral Basilica of Saints Peter and Paul 
18th and Race Streets 
Napoleon LeBrun/John Notman 
1846-64 

The Cathedral (Figure 30) is the oldest building on Logan Circle. one 

of the original five squares of William Penn's plan for the city. It was one of 

the most elaborate churches in the country when completed. and remains 

the center of Catholic life in the Philadelphia. The interior was designed in 

the grand Italian Renaissance style. The original plans. drawn by the 

Reverends Mariano Maller and John B. Tornatore. were reworked by 

LeBrun. Notable features include the domed canopy over the altar. the 

giant Corinthian pilasters surrounding the nave and transept. and the 

deeply coffered barrel vault over the nave. Notman added the dome and the 

Palladian facade in 1850 (Gallery. 1984). 

The primary entrance (Figure 31) is at the west end of the church and 

faces Logan Circle. and is inaccessible due to a series of stairs. The creation 

of an accessible entrance was recently achieved by adding a ramp at the 

transept entrance (Figure 32). Here again is a situation in which the 

secondary entrance. while somewhat accommodating. does not offer the 

same quality of experience as does the main entrance. 

Central to the failure of the solution used at the Cathedral is that the 

processional experience of entering a church is ignored. thus relegating 

people with disabilities to a secondary experience of entry. 
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Figure 31. West (main) entrance to Cathedral of 
Saints Peter and Paul 
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Figure 32. South (accessible) entrance to Cathedral of Saints Peter and Paul 
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Evaluation of Findings 

Having examined eleven historic buildings as case studies. and the 

modifications that have made them accessible to the disabled. a number of 

issues arise. The type of accessibility a building offers. the means by which 

such accessibility is achieved. and the intent of the modification all are 

critical to the evaluation. There are many conflicting priorities involved in 

any modification of a historic structure. particularly those aimed at 

improving the building's accessibility. or bringing it into compliance with the 

ADA. It is important to consider the context of the work done. Such 

modifications as the Academy of Natural Sciences or the Franklin Institute. 

predate the ADA. While they may have been acceptable by the standard of 

the day. they may not meet today's standards. and in fact may never have 

been an appropriate solution. As in the case of the Free Library. the Family 

Court Building. or other government bUildings. alterations can be part of 

large scale accessibility project involving other bUildings. This can result in 

an expedient design. in which the solution neither gives proper respect to 

the historic building. nor adequate consideration to the disabled user. 

More often. issues of accessibility are addressed during larger restoration or 

rehabilitation projects. e.g. the Bourse or the Curtis Center. There are 

many other variables. For example. building owners may have limited 

resources at their disposal. The site can often place limitations or offer 

alternatives as to how accessibility can be achieved. as with the sloping site 

at the Bourse. Also. certain building types. such as theaters. may lend 

themselves to accessibility. as the aisles tend to be ramped. 



80 

In the analysis of the case studies and the reviewed literature, it 

becomes apparent that there are many problems with how this issue is 

being addressed. All too often, the emphasis seems to be on the 

achievement of accessibility or preservation, as opposed to the attainment of 

a quality solution. It is in the consideration of quality that the appropriate 

synthesis can be found. 

In evaluating a building, it is fIrst necessary to determine if the 

building is accessible. If it is, what sort of modillcation, if any, was made to 

provide accessibility? From the readings and on-site evaluations, an 

intervention could be classilled as one of several types: 

• Architectural modillcations 

• Program or activity changes 

• Introduction of apparatus or assistance. 

While the goal of such interventions is to alter the quality of the 

building's accessibility, they must be considered simultaneously with their 

impact upon the building as a historical artifact. The quality of preservation 

can be understood as the conservation of the historic materials and 

character, but also by the building's ability to be used in a meaningful way. 

A building that is made accessible is of greater use, and as such, the quality 

of its preservation is enhanced. 

Critical to the evaluation of an intervention is an assessment of how it 

respects the user. The quality of the experience is at the heart of the issue. 
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The quality of the disabled visitor's experience can be described in tenns of 

the following criteria: 

• Equality of Route: Do all visitors, regardless of ability, use the same 
route through the site, into and through the building? 

• Quality of Route: How does the length of the accessible route compare to 
the route for the majority of users, and what is its proximity to beginning 
and destination pOints? 

• Equality of Experience: Do all visitors, regardless of ability, share the 
same experience of entry? 

• Quality of Experience: Is the quality of the experience comparable? Do 
visitors with disabilities have a second rate experience? 

• Degree of Stigma: To what extent is there a stigma attached to the use of 
the accessible entrance? 

How the intervention specifically addresses the historic nature of the 

building, or rather, how it is reconciled with the character and materials of 

the original structure, can be described as its discernibility. The range of 

discernibility of an intervention includes the following: 

• No changes: No physical change has been made to the historic building; 
accessibility may be achieved through the use of apparatus or 
assistance, or through program changes. 

• Non-discernible changes: The intervention is intended not to be 
apparent. It is done in such a way that any change is unnoticed, 
perhaps through the use of camouflage, or the replication or emulation of 
historic features. 

• Discernible changes: The intervention is distinct from the original. 
These can be either respectful or unsympathetic to the original structure. 
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The decision to make no change is usually a safe one from the 

preservation standpoint. but when accessibility enters the equation, it is not 

always an appropriate choice. Both the Second Bank and Independence . 

Hall could be considered to fall under the classification of "No Changes", 

though the choice to make no intervention was arrived at for different 

reasons in each case. Independence Hall is too sacred a building to alter in 

any way. The historic value of the building is determined to a large extent by 

the events that took place there, and any change in the fabric would only 

detract from its character. Thus it was decided that the use of a portable 

apparatus, a ramp, was the appropriate solution from the standpoint of 

preservation. However, since the ramp is not located at the building's main 

entrance, and not along the route of the tour, it does not provide an equality 

of route or experience, and there is a high degree of stigma involved. A more 

acceptable solution would have been to revise the tour so that all visitors 

would follow the same route, thus sharing the same experience, and 

eliminating the stigma. 

In the Second Bank, no changes have been made because the design 

of the building poses some difficult problems. Modeled after the Parthenon, 

its main level is a full flight of stairs above the street. No architectural 

change to the exterior could make the primary entrance accessible without 

considerable sacrifice to the histOric character of the building. While all 

visitors share the same route of entry to the gallery, they do not share the 

same experience or quality of experience. The degree of stigma from the use 

of the StairTrac is considerable. 
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The changes made to make the Curtis Center accessible are not 

apparent from the exterior of the building. The former loading docks have 

been detailed in such a way that they seem to be original. On the interior. 

however. it is a different situation. The original lobby and entrance have 

been preserved and restored to their original condition. The rest of the main 

floor was extensively remodeled. and it is clear that the accessible entrance 

is not original. 

There is not an equality of route in the Curtis Center. The original 

primary entrance is not accessible. However. the accessible entrance has 

been made primary. and thus the quality of the experience of entry and of 

the route is comparable to that of the original entrance. As the accessible 

entrance is primary. and more proximate to the main public spaces of the 

building. many share the same experience of entry. 

The Merchant's Exchange is another case where non-discernible and 

discernible changes both occur. The single step in the center bay at the 

main entrance was cut to provide a short ramp to the entrance. This 

intervention is not apparent. however. the ,installation of modern. automatic 

doors is clearly a modern modification. All visitors to the Merchant's 

Exc~ange share the same route and experience of entry. 

The Academy of Natural Science is another example of non-discernible 

changes. The group entrance on the side of the building required little 

modification to be accessible. The single step was removed and the floor 

level of the lobby was lowered. Thus the primary entrance could be left 

alone. In the Academy of Natural Sciences there is no equality of route or 



84 

experience. The quality of entry is poor. as is the quality of the route. There 

is a high degree of stigma involved in the use of the group entrance. 

The Secretary of Interior's Standards for Rehabilitation suggest that 

any intervention in a historic building be distinguishable from the original. 

but sensitive to the scale. materials. and character. The Bourse is a good 

example of this sort of intervention. The entrance has clearly been altered. 

but the alteration is respectful to the original. By manipulating the grade of 

the plaza in front of the entry. the removal of the exterior stairs is not 

obvious. The introduction of kiosks and low walls minimizes the effect of 

the grade changes. and eases the transition between street and plaza. 

There are three pOints of entry to the Bourse's plaza: from the north 

via a set of stairs. from the south at grade. and straight on up an incline. 

All visitors to the Bourse use the same entrance. While the route through 

the plaza may differ for the individual. all visitors enjoy the same quality of 

route and share the same experience. There is no stigma for the disabled 

visitor at the Bourse. 

The United States Customs House Similarly altered the primary 

entrance for accessibility. and was Similarly successful. While the site did 

not offer the same assistance as it did at the Bourse. the addition of a 

sensitively designed ramp to one side of the entry did the job well. There 

was no effort to hide the ramp. but rather to integrate it with the existing 

configuration through the use of detail and ornament. All visitors do not 

follow the same route. but the quality of both the route and the experience 

. of entry is comparable for people of differing abilities. There does not seem 

to be a conSiderable degree of stigma from the use of the ramp. 
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When an alteration is made to a historic building that is discernible 

from the original, it is not always a success. There are many cases in which 

discernible changes to an historic building can detract from the character 

and fabric of the original, without proving much in the way of an 

appropriate accessibility. 

This is the case of the Free Library of Philadelphia. No effort was 

made to provide any accessibility at the primary entrance. The accessible 

entrance, a below grade ramp at the building's rear, is second rate in that 

people with disabilities must pass through service areas before entering the 

public areas of the library. The case of the Philadelphia Family Court is 

similar. The buildings are nearly identical, and the same solution to the 

accessibility problem was used. The only difference is that the Family 

Court had an at -grade entrance at the rear, so no modification was 

required to achieve the inappropriate means of access. 

There is no equality of route in the Free Library or Family Court 

buildings. The quality of the accessible route is lacking. Outside, the 

disabled patron must follow a long, unpleasant path halfway around the 

building. and inside. a confusing route must be followed to reach the main 

circulation areas of the library. An important part of the quality of the route 

is its length. and in this case the person with disabilities must follow an 

exceedingly long path to use the library. The experience of entering off a 

dirty rear alley. and through interior service areas, carries with it a totally 

unacceptable level of stigma. 

The Franklin Institute also made no alterations to the primary 

entrance to provide accessibility, and while the accessible entrance is not 
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primary, it is also not as bad as the Free Library. As in the Academy of 

Natural Sciences, an entrance associated with other uses was modified to 

serve as the accessible entrance. In this case, however. the addition of a 

ramp is intrusive and detracts both from the character of the entrance, and 

disrupts pedestrian traffic. Compounding this is the fact that the quality of 

experience and route is less than acceptable. The route is long and 

circuitous, and special provisions must be made to allow the disabled 

person access to the free public areas upstairs. This, along with the 

accessible entrance's separateness from the main entrance, causes an 

unacceptably high degree of stigma. 

The Cathedral Basilica of Saints Peter and Paul again modifies a 

secondary entrance for accessibility. In this case, a ramp is added at the 

transept entrance. The ramp itself neither adds nor detracts from the 

character of the building's character. It is clearly new, but it is very 

utilitarian. 

There is no shared route or shared experience in entering the 

Cathedral. and the entry experienced by people with disabilities is very 

secondary. The user of the accessible entrance loses all sense of the 

processional nature of entry into the church. Also, the quality of the route 

is lacking, as the accessible entrance is much further from the street, giving 

people with disabilities a longer walk. There is also a degree of stigma. 

The modification to the Main Building at Thomas Jefferson University 

Hospital is a unique case. Most of the interior of the first floor was 

demolished and removed to create an accessible pedestrian and vehicular 

entrance to the building. Little more than the facade was retained, and 
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much material was lost there as well. This is a very discernible 

intervention. but it is more or less successful. The character of the exterior 

has been preserved. if not all of the materials. and the building has been 

able to continue to function as a modern hospital. All visitors use the same 

entrance and follow the same route. 

Summary 

Having analyzed the accessibility modifications made to a number of 

historic buildings in Philadelphia. Pennsylvania. and developed continua 

with which to evaluate both experience and artifact. the case studies were 

then each individually reevaluated with the criteria the initial investigation 

had generated. When grouped according to these criteria (see Table 1). it 

becomes clear that successful modifications considered the quality of the 

experience of the users. These modifications were appropriately accessible 

and well preserved. The quality of experience is dependent upon issues of 

both preservation and accessibility. A poorly preserved building detracts 

from the users enjoyment just as surely as does a building that is 

inadequately or inappropriately accessible. 
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Table 1. Summary of Findings 

Degree of Bulld.iDg EquaBty Quality EquaBty of Quality of Stigma 
Intervention of of Experience Experience 

Route Route 

No Changes Case #1: No Fair No Poor Yes 
Independence 
Hall 

Case #2 Yes Same No Poor Yes 
Second Bank. 

Non- Case #3: No Poor No Poor Yes 
Discernible Academy of 
Changes Nat. SCience 

Case #4: Yes Same Yes Same No 
Merchant's 
Exchange 

Case #5: No Good Similar Comparable No 
Curtis Center 

Discernible Case #6: Yes Same Yes Same No 
Changes The Bourse 

Case # 7: No Good Similar Comparable No 
US Customs 
House 

Case #8: Yes Same Yes Same No 
Jefferson 
Hospital 

Case #9: No Poor No Poor Yes 
Free Library 

Case #10: No Poor No Poor Yes 
Franklin 
Institute 

Case #11: No Poor No Poor Yes 
Cathedral of 
SSe Peter & 
Paul 
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Test Case: Leon PubUc Library 

When the Carnegie foundation sent out infonnation to grant 

recipients in the early part of this century, they included a set of six 

example floor plans to promote more efficient use of interior space. 

Carnegie favored the idea of bringing the books and reader together, and 

recommended open access. A bi-Ievel plan emphasized the public areas of 

the library: reading rooms, children's space, reference spaces, and lecture 

halls. Reading rooms were to be visible from the street level, so that passers 

by could see people reading in the library. The interior of the typical library 

was an open-plan with bookshelves dividing the space so that the librarian 

could oversee the entire floor from a central location. The Carnegie Library 

in Leon, Iowa (Figures 33, 34, 35 & 36), is a classic example of the small 

community library. It also has the classic accessibility and preservation 

problems inherent in Carnegie libraries. The building is quite small, with a 

footprint occupying approximately 1600 square feet. The community has 

little need or desire to expand the library. However, there is a need and a 

desire to bring the building into compliance with the ADA. 

Entrance to the building is possible through the primary entrance at 

the front of the building,(Figure 34) or by a secondary entrance at the rear 

of the building (Figure 36), near the parking lot. The primary entrance is 

typical of Carnegie libraries: half a flight of steps to the door, and then 

another half a flight up to the main floor, or down to the children's library. 

The secondary entrance is also inaccessible: down several steps, and 

through a storage/workroom and into the children's library. This was never 
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Figure 34. South view of Leon Public Library 
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Figure 35. East view of Leon Public Library 
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Figure 36. North view of Leon Public Library 
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meant to be used as a public entrance. but over the years. it has been used 

because of its proximity to parking. and the lack of a need for control over 

access to the library. 

The lot is tight. with no room for intervention on either of the street 

fronts or the side. What room there is at the rear of the building would be 

at the expense of the library's small parking lot. There is not on street 

parking on either of the streets. 

Having developed continua which evaluate and attempt to synthesize 

the goals of accessibility and preservation. and applied them to the case 

studies which generated them. it is critical to use these criteria in the 

generation and evaluation of design options. The Carnegie Library in Leon 

is appropriate for this for several reasons. First of all. the library is small 

and intact: little has been done to the basiC organization or detailing of the 

space. This library operates very much as it did when it was built. 

Secondly. the Library Board is concerned solely with the preservation of the 

building. and the provision of accessibility. 

The analysis of the case studies demonstrated that it is key to the 

success of an accessibility modification that everyone enjoys the same 

quality of experience when entering and using a building. The best way of 

achieving this is for the primary entrance to be accessible. as is required by 

the ADA. The existing primary and secondary entrances of the Leon Public 

Library being inaccessible. several options present themselves: 

• Option A: bring the existing primary entrance into compliance with ADA 

• Option B: bring the secondary entrance into compliance and make 
"more primary" 
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• Option C: create a second primary entrance. 

Option A (Figure 37). making the existing entrance accessible. would 

maintain the street entrance as the primary entrance. but would also 

require the demolition of both the exterior and interior stairs. It would 

necessitate the removal of a door. and the addition of a new door at street 

level. and an elevator where the existing stairs lead down to the children's 

library. There would be equality of route and experience. but it would be a 

greatly diminished experience. These highly discernible changes would 

negatively impact both the experience of the user and the character and 

material of the building. 

Option B (Figure 38) would make the existing secondary entrance 

both accessible and more primary. and would have less dire consequences. 

The secondary entrance is already used by many of the library's patrons 

because of its proximity to the parking lot. The existing primary entrance 

would be preserved. and little modification of the exterior of the building 

would be required. There would be discernible changes only at the rear of 

the building. The small workroom behind the children's library would be 

converted into a small lobby. and an elevator would be inserted at the rear 

of the building. directly across from the main entrance. All library patrons 

would not share the same route or experience of entry. Option B has little 

impact on the exterior of the building. but the elevator would detract from 

the historic character of the main level. Also. the rear entrance still feels 

secondary. and there could be stigma attached to using the rear entrance. 
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Option C (Figure 39) would create a new accessible, primary entrance. 

An addition, containing a new entry, lobby, and elevator, would be built at 

the rear of the building. This option would again preserve the existing street 

entrance. It would also leave the interior of the existing building virtually 

intact. All visitors may not share the same route or experience, but the 

quality of the experience of entry would be the same. 

On the basis of the criteria set out above, Option C would be the 

preferred solution. It provides a quality experience of entry, free of stigma, 

to all the building's users. The intervention is clearly discernible, but 

without compromising the historiC character or fabric of the existing 

building. 
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CHAPTER VI: CONCLUSION 

It has been the purpose of this thesis to develop an integrative process 

that synthesizes two linear ways of thinking. The Literature Review focused 

on two areas: a review of the historical background of the Disabilities' 

Rights and Historic Preservation Movements, and an investigation of what 

design professionals have written in the past, and are now writing, as to 

how to reconcile the goals of these two issues. This understanding of the 

background of the two movements provided the necessary context in which 

to analyze the theories and ideas put forward. 

This analysis seemed to identify a general process for adapting a 

historic building for accessibility: the evaluation of the building and its 

components for historic significance, the evaluation of the building's level of 
, " -----~---,~.~-.- .• ~~- " ~-~ ~.--~ ~ «- - ~ 

accessibility and compliance with ADA, and the evaluation of proposed 

accessibility modifications for conformance with the Secretary of Interiors .. ~.----------_#, ... -~ _ ... -. . -,-~--.-.~.-. -< 

Standards for Rehabilitation. As this Literature Review illustrated, even 

when dealing 'with both accessibility and preservation in the same project, 

we have tended to deal with each issue independent of the other. 

The documentation and analysis of cases where historic buildings 

have been made accessible generated a set of criteria which simultaneously 

describes the quality of experience and the integrity of the building as 

historic artifact. In applying the criteria to the case studies themselves, it 

was then possible to reevaluate the degree to which the interventions 

reconciled the experience of the users with the preservation needs of the 

building. 
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As a test case. these criteria were applied to a building which had not 

been modified. so that the evaluative process could infonn the design 

process for some future intervention. Three options were generated as a 

response to the criteria. and then reevaluated. determining that the option 

which best responded to the quality of experience was the better preserved 

and most appropriately accessible . 

The ethics of the preservation and accessibility communities need not 

be contradictory. and their respective goals need not be mutually exclusive. 

While the regulations may often seem prescriptive. their purpose is not to 

generate designs. Rather. they are there to set the standard. 

The goal of preserving or restoring a historic __ b_uil_diQg should always \ 'i - • 
~~------ -- ----~ < -1 <-. 

be to enhance and maintain its value to the community. The goal of any \ ~ 
_---______ ---------- ________ I 

accessibility _mpdification ought to be the same. In making a building 
--------- ----------- -----

accessible to the whole community. we ought to increase the value of the 

building. If accessibility is achieved at too great a cost to the historic 

character of the building. we diminish the experience of using the building. 

and hence its value to the community. Few would disagree that it would do 

more harm than good to place a ramp at the front steps of Independence 

HaIl. or insert an elevator in its interior. However. it is also inappropriate to 

discount the obvious solutions as harmful. and then do nothing. 

In ttying to achieve universal accessibility. and in attempting to 

preserve our historic buildings. we strive to provide for a better quality of 

human life. The accessibility and preservation communities may approach 
------------~--~ -----------

it from different pOints of view. but they share the same ultimate goal: to 

~nhance- th-e-exp--erience of the built environ~-fi-o-r-e-v-e-ry-o-n-e-. -Th-e-fo-c-u-s-
--_. ----_._-_._-_. __ .-
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must thus be on quality. Guidelines and standards are never an 

appropriate means of generating good designs. It is in creativity that the 

synthesis of the two issues lies. Good design is a product of the creative 

talent of the individual designer. Appropriate accessibility solutions. that 

are considerate of the experience of the user as well as respectful of the 

preservation needs of the historic building. are simply good design. 
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