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This paper will comment on how the Powerhouse Museum worked together with Vision Australia to create and manage the temporary exhibition Living in a sensory world: Stories from people with blindness or low vision.

First a brief background, the Powerhouse has been a Museum (albeit with different titles) since 1880. With over 350,000 objects, broad collecting areas from space to stoves and three separate sites part of its history is constant adaption. Making the collection and its stories engaging and accessible to different audiences is the brief for every decade and exhibition. Ideas about which audiences and what is engaging and accessible are often debated.  

The current brief is to make museum open to comment, to community, ideas, innovation and engagement. As part of this we have been touring Living in a sensory world to regional centres across three states.

What can we do to make an exhibition and a museum more accessible to people who or are blind or who have low vision? This was the brief for the Powerhouse Museum in 2007.

In a way they are another community, disparate in age, location and attitudes but sharing a single linking factor loss of sight.  For community groups often the most valuable thing with working with museums is the validation they get from having their stories told in a public space. When their stories are contentious and will possibly be challenged by people who disagree, it is important for the museum to know where it stands. Impartial, an umpire, prepared to take a stand? Community exhibitions do not lend themselves easily to number crunching.

Other cultural institutions around the world have been increasing accessibility for people with disabilities including the blindness community.  A social and legislative push of the 1980s was to change attitudes and remove discrimination around disabilities and as well make public places, spaces and institutions more accessible. How has that been realised 20 years later in the cultural sector?
There are several ways: 
The attitude to making museum accessible needs to be in the Museum policy. Making a museum and its collections accessible needs to betaken seriously, to have a policy that endorses it and resources allocated to it.
As many museums have found, good staff education is the single most effective step towards fulfilling the goal of making the entire museum accessible. 
Often institutions are made accessible through public programmes and educational activities where exhibitions are described and objects that are able to be touched. 
What the museum has done in the past

This is not the first step into creating access for a different audience, we have had education and curatorial staff in the past create audio guides and the museum did have at different times a tactile map, and has created musical response to  major objects on the museum. 

What the Exhibition has
The exhibition content and design was geared toward people who are blind or have low vision. Through using bright contrasting colours (show photo) in design, large format size and particular font type on the labels. Objects are placed at the front of the showcases. The use of Braille labels, high light levels and large graphics are some of the ways. 

Made the exhibition accessible 
Training for staff 

Workshop for staff and volunteers 

Talk from educator Nick Gleeson 

Training guide 

Visitor accessibility and movement 
In order to make this exhibition as accessible and user-friendly as possible, the Museum has undertaken the following:

· Used large print, (at least 18pt sans serif font) with text shown against clear, contrasting backgrounds.  

· Labels were located outside  the showcases and on a slight angle

· Used Braille on object labels and theme panels

· Objects have been placed against highly contrasting colours to optimise visibility

· Bright contrasting colours have also been used in the material to construct the exhibition

· Tactile floor indicators have been placed at the two main entry points to the exhibition

· Showcases are not deep; this is to allow easy viewing of the objects. Viewing is also from the front and top according to a person’s height. 
An audio guide (Daisy player and message sticks) on the exhibition will be available at the front desk for people who are blind or have low vision to use. This information along with other details about the Museum is available on the Museum’s web-site so that visitors can down load and use on their own equipment if preferred.

The audio guide provides the following:

· Directions to the Museum

· Entry experience and accessibility

· Directions to the exhibition

· Exhibition layout and descriptions

· Amenities and services

· What else is on at the Museum

Public programmes – June 2009 long weekend focus on the exhibition with:

About Face

This workshop explores the relationship between our senses and perceptions of form. By using touch to create a portrait we explore how these perceptions change between vision impaired and sighted people. The workshop is free with museum entry although participants must create their portrait while either wearing a blindfold or glasses that replicate various eye conditions, like glaucoma or macular degeneration for example

Touch trolleys

The Museum has developed a series of “case studies” that investigate a theme or an area of the collection.  The objects within these case studies form part of the Museum’s education collection and are designed especially for visitors to touch, pick up and investigate in ways that it is not possible to interact with other museum objects. The touch trolleys provide a great opportunity for all visitors to explore our collections up close and personal.

How did this work?

Feedback from the education officer Helen Nicholson was that the weekend was a success in a few ways. Helen had spent the weeks before talking to and training the volunteers and front of house staff about the weekend. This added to previous training meant they had a much higher level of awareness of working with the blindness community than ever before.
Around 600 people did the about face workshops over three days, what Helen found remarkable was the number of participants who made comments about “oh my mother has macular degeneration”. 
What I think the exhibition is doing 

I think its taking people on a journey of discovery about:

1. the history of people who are blind what they have done and also shifting attitudes toward the blindness community
2. the amazing use of current technology and the amazing lives people who are blind live, they don’t let a simple thing like lack of sight stop them skiing down a mountain at rapid pace (Bart Bunting a Paralympic skier).


I was there and I have been to other talks we have had by people who are blind or have low vision. I am amazed by what I consider their courage to even step out the door. They seem to be remarkable people who just happen to be blind. It has shifted my thinking into being more aware of the sensory world, of looking at the world as if I was blind. I was in Wagga Wagga recently and noticed the traffic lights near the station didn’t seem to be making that beeping noise. I doubt I’d have noticed it a year ago. We are just getting feed back from a small questionnaire to some staff at the moment but I think any museum staff and volunteers who went to the training and have seen the exhibition will have had a shift in awareness. Just reading some of their responses it seems they feel more confident in helping people who are blind or have low vision. I think awareness about one disability leads to a shift in awareness about others. I remember we had a meeting with Nick Gleeson, the Vision Australia education officer to talk about access to the museum and being struck that really he and other people from the blindness community just want to have choice and access.
PHM Survey of front of house and volunteer staff May 2009

In preparation for the opening of this exhibition, a series of training sessions were conducted for Museum staff and volunteers, in assisting visitors with blindness and low vision coming into the Museum for this exhibition.

At the request of exhibition Curator, Anni Turnbull, feedback was sought from frontline staff and volunteers on how this exhibition and the training session influenced awareness and confidence in interacting with visitors that have blindness or low vision.

Respondents were asked to indicate whether the Living in a sensory world exhibition had given them a greater awareness of people visiting the Museum with blindness or low vision.

The majority of respondents (88%, 22 respondents) stated that this exhibition gave them a greater awareness of visitors with blindness or low vision, both in terms of the number of these visitors and their needs.

Twenty-one respondents (84%) gave an additional comment about whether the exhibition or training session had caused them to think differently.  For many respondents, the exhibition gave them a greater understanding of the challenges faced by people with blindness or low vision in their daily lives, as well as a greater sense of admiration and respect.

Some respondent comments included:
“The training was good and made me feel very confident when I was asked to accompany a blind woman through the exhibition”.

“Having a blind person tell us his experiences in life outlined to me how brave these people are and what challenges they face”.

Fifteen respondents offered thoughts on the exhibition or commented on an experience that they have had with visitors with blindness or low vision since the exhibition opened.

They are normal people, just without sight, and should be treated accordingly. Always ask, before giving, if they would like assistance.  Never interact with the guide dog.

Travelling the exhibition 
Now in 2013 where are we?

Well Living in a sensory world has just opened at its fifth venue, the Museum of the Riverina at Wagga Wagga. Like previous venues there has been staff training for staff and volunteers from the local Vision Australia office and an audio described tour created of the exhibition.

Conclusion 

The biggest barrier to access it would seem is not a set of steps or a label in small print, but short-sightedness about disability. Lack of awareness and knowledge mars communication, creating a gap which no ramp can bridge. Having accessibility enshrined in a museums policy would go a long way to making it happen.

Thank you to Linda Raymond, the external curator, Vision Australia and all the Museum staff who worked creatively to make this a ground breaking exhibition.
