Talking Images Conference Report

Summary: On 20 and 21 May 2003, the Talking Images conference was held in London. This report gives an overview of the Talking Images conference, project and the research:
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Talking Images Project

Talking Images: museums, galleries and heritage sites has been a collaboration between RNIB and Vocaleyes. Funded by MLA and Arts Council England through its New Audience Programme, the two-year project has been supported by English Heritage and MAGDA (Museums and Galleries Disability Association) with the aim of involving blind and partially sighted people in extensive consultation and research. 

Talking Images focused specifically on the use of audio description in museums, galleries and heritage sites and aimed to:

· raise the standards of audio guides, description and general access to museums, galleries and heritage venues throughout the UK for blind and partially sighted people 

· make a significant contribution to quality developments in the field of audio guides, description and inclusive interpretation 

· positively influence the practices of all key stakeholders: museums, galleries and heritage venues; commercial producers of audio guides; the regional and national arts; museums and heritage organisations and funding bodies; cultural training agencies and organisations of and for people with sight problems.

Talking Images research and case studies

The Talking Images project comprised a number of research studies that examined current provision including:

· a telephone survey of 270 blind and partially sighted people which investigated attitudes towards and experiences of visiting museums, galleries and heritage sites 

· audits of 63 audio guides undertaken by blind and partially sighted auditors at venues across the UK 

· self-assessment questionnaires completed by the 55 venues involved in the project. 

· In addition to the research, Vocaleyes undertook case studies: 

· Kettle’s Yard, on an audio guide for the touring exhibition of work by Ben Nicholson that also visited The Whitworth Art Gallery and Southampton City Art Gallery 

· Tate Britain, on the development of two audio guides 

· Christchurch Mansion in Ipswich, on an inclusive low cost guide.

The Talking Images conference

The Talking Images conference was held to report back on the findings of the Talking Images Project, to launch two publications and to give museums, galleries and heritage sites the opportunity to discuss policies and practice in their venues, and to share ideas and experience.  The first day of the event was held at Eltham Palace, an English Heritage venue in South London which is a fascinating combination of medieval and Art Deco architecture and decor. 

Delegates attended study visits on the morning of day two, and the afternoon session was convened at the Royal Festival Hall.

The conference, funded by English Heritage, attracted 200 delegates from across the UK and as far away as the US, Australia and the Netherlands. Delegates came from a variety of backgrounds: museum directors, access and education officers, cultural sector funding and policy making bodies, audio guide producers and visitors themselves.

Talking Images Conference: Day 1 summary

The first morning session: The social and cultural relevance of the project

The first session in the morning had presentations from:

· Dr Simon Thurley, Chief Executive, English Heritage 

· Martin Linton MP, Parliamentary Private Secretary to Baroness Blackstone 

· Colin Low, Chairman, RNIB 

· Clare Stewart, Director, Vocaleyes 

· Fiona Marshall, Museums Computer Group to announce the winner of The Jodi Mattes Access Award
The presentations in this morning session focused on the commitment of the partner organisations and the Department for Culture Media and Sport to access. Organisations outlined their involvement in Talking Images and Martin Linton commended the participation of blind and partially sighted people in the project, which was key to its success. Clare Stewart highlighted how few venues involved in the research had access built into annual budgets or had a member of management responsible for access and how this must change if provision is to be sustainable. 

Fiona Marshall announced that the National Maritime Museum website was the first winner of the Jodi Mattes Access Award. Judges felt that the NMM website clearly demonstrates commitment towards compliance with access standards and were also impressed with the ease of navigation.

The second morning session: Talking Images plenary

The second session of the morning sessions included presentations from project partners on the aims and findings of the research:

· The strategic perspective, Marcus Weisen, Disability Development Officer, Resource 

· Talking Images Research Findings, Catherine Hillis, Talking Images Arts and Heritage Officer, RNIB 

· Introduction to the Talking Images case studies, Andrew Holland, Vocaleyes 

· Implementation: the experience of Tate Britain, Cassie Herschel-Shorland, Access Officer, Tate Britain 

· Focus group participant’s experience: Yvette Priestley 

· The auditor’s experience: Diana Evans 

· The auditor’s experience: Peter Boscher

The scope of the research was explained and main findings highlighted. Yvette Priestley spoke about her experiences of being involved in developing two audio tours at Tate Britain. Diana Evans and Peter Boscher spoke about the venues they had audited, and Peter spoke in detail about the accessibility of the technologies used to deliver the audio tours. Some of the issues identified in this session included:

· Many venues did not consult with blind and partially sighted people, particularly with regards to long-term policies or projects. 

· Access policies and plans are vital to effecting change yet many venues did not have them and few had access built into annual budgets. 

· Although there are examples of good practice across the UK either through an innovative audio guide, website or programme of events, there are few venues where all information and services are accessible. 

· Many auditors were frustrated by a lack of accessible information, or by information that was in accessible formats but that not been kept up to date. 

· Some well-written audio guides were let down because of the types of handsets used, for example unclear control layout, lack of tactile indication or colour contrast on the controls, no audible output of what controls had been pressed and what part of the commentary they were about to hear. 

The afternoon workshop sessions

On the first afternoon delegates attended practical workshops that explored different ways to increase access for blind and partially sighted people and enthusiastically debated issues. 

· Marcus Weisen, Disability Development Officer at Resource led the session Putting access policies into practice along with Sue Nutt and Peter Berridge from Colchester Museums. Delegates discussed the vital role access polices and plans play in the development of barrier-free museums, galleries and heritage sites. The session featured an example of best practice in user consultation and involvement, the Colchester Museums Disability Access Group 

· Ros Chalmers, a describer for Vocaleyes and Isabella Murdoch, Talking Images auditor led delegates at the How to describe session through a practical exploration of audio description. Delegates discussed the information people with sight problems might need in a description and whether there are rules to follow when writing a description. 

· Louise Fryer a describer for Vocaleyes, and blind artist Rebecca Harris, led the Eltham Palace site visit: constructing an audio tour workshop. Delegates discussed how audio description can enhance a visit, and considered issues of orientation and how to select what to describe in a tour. 

· Sue King of RNIB led a practical workshop on Tactile maps, diagrams and models. Participants discussed the concept of tactile images, the main methods of production and ways in which tactile images could be used in venues. 

· Barry Ginley, Disability Access Officer at the Victoria and Albert Museum and Helen Allen, Access Consultant for JMU Access Partnership gave an overview of issues around Accessible environments. Experiences in using access consultants, user groups and access audits were discussed as well as particular issues faced in museums, galleries and heritage sites. 

· The Marketing services workshop was led by Clare Stewart, Director of Vocaleyes, Tam Wragge, Croyden Museum and Heritage Centre and Yvette Priestley, a member of the Tate Britain focus group. Delegates discussed different ways to reach blind and partially sighted audiences. 

· Producing and commissioning audio guides for visually impaired people was led by Guy Purdey, Head of Standards and Stewardship, SEMLAC and Chair of MAGDA, Juliette Fritsch, English Heritage, Dog Rose Trust and Peter Bosher, Talking Images auditor. This session was a practical guide to the process of assessing the need for, commissioning, producing, creating and installing audio guides. 

· Muriel Matheson, Talking Images auditor and Hugh Huddy, Best Practice Officer, RNIB led the Accessible information session. Different forms of accessible information and ways of developing an accessible information strategy were discussed along with experiences of obtaining and using accessible information before, during and after a visit to a venue.

Talking Images Conference: Day 2 summary

Study visits

On the morning of the second day delegates had the opportunity to attend study visits at a variety of venues: 

· Delegates visited the Hands On Base at the Horniman Museum and had the opportunity to explore the multi-sensory environment including 20 themed discovery boxes and a variety of materials such as masks, puppets and costumes. 

· At the Imperial War Museum delegates visited Europe’s largest exhibition on the Holocaust, using one of two audio tours developed specifically for blind and partially sighted visitors. The audio guides take visitors round the exhibition, pausing to allow original artefacts and exact replicas to be touched and handled. 

· One of the popular “Arts through Words” sessions was recreated for delegates at the National Gallery. These sessions are held on the last Saturday of each month and include a description, interpretation and discussion based on one of the paintings from the permanent collection. 

· Delegates visiting the National Portrait Gallery were introduced to a range of services offered for visitors with sight problems, including the sound guide which contains descriptive recordings for blind and partially sighted visitors and the IT gallery. 

· At Tate Britain delegates used two 45 minute long audio tours that have been developed for blind and partially sighted visitors, one which includes paintings from the historic collection and the other from the historic collection. 

· Delegates at Tate Modern had the opportunity to experience one of the touch tours which introduces blind and partially sighted visitors to the thematic arrangements of the collections. The ideas, material and techniques of art since 1900 were explored through a combination of raised images, handling objects, description and discussion. 

· At Victoria and Albert Museum delegates visited the newly re-presented British galleries, the most comprehensive collection of British art and design in the world, and discussed the touch objects and issues of description. 

· The Wallace Collection offered delegates the opportunity to take part in a practical session with the handling collection and to listen to both live description in the galleries and to an audio guide specifically written for visitors with sight problems.

Final afternoon session: “Where do we go next?”

The final session entitled “Where do we go next?” was held at the Royal Festival Hall. Speakers at this session were:

· Peter Bosher, auditor and director of Soundlinks 

· What is web accessibility, Nick Poole, ICT Adviser, Resource 

· The Tate Modern imap project, Caro Howell 

· Multireader project, Dr. Lori DiBon, EU Project Officer, RNIB and Wendy Fisher, Project Officer, City University 

· Auditing your website, Donna Smilie, Best Practice Officer (Accessible websites), RNIB

Presentations in this afternoon session focused on the accessibility of websites and other digital technologies:

· It is estimated that less than a third of websites are accessible to blind people 

· Accessibility should be considered at the start of the design process, not at the end 

· Organisations wishing to develop a web site should consult widely and pilot the site with a wide range of user groups, including people with sensory impairments 

· If an organisation is using an external contractor to design their site, make sure that accessibility is written into the contract 

· People with sight problems tend to navigate using tab and navigation keys on a keyboard, so it is advisable to check that websites can be easily navigated without using a mouse 

· If informational content on a website is dependent on visual cues, always provide an alternative means of accessing it 

· Graphic images and online documents should be tagged with readable and recognisable filenames and/or alternative text tags so that people using text-reading software can easily interpret them. 

· World Wide Web Consortium Web Accessibility Initiative guidelines are available at WAI site 

· RNIB Advice on designing accessible websites includes a list of further information and useful websites. 

Talking Images Publications

Two new publications were launched at the conference. Talking Images Guide and Talking Images Research offer advice and ideas on how to improve access for blind and partially sighted people. Both publications are full of quotes and experiences from the blind and partially sighted people who were involved in the Talking Images consultation and research, and from the venues involved in the project. 

The publications are available in print, braille or on audio tape from RNIB Customer Services, telephone 0845 702 3153.

More information

Feedback from the event has been very positive:

· “An excellent conference that was interesting and informative. I have learnt much and greatly enjoyed the opportunity to discuss issues and get feedback from the blind and visually impaired delegates attending.” 

· “I thought that the conference was very efficiently organised. Access in museums seems such a long road but after your conference the path seems infinitely clearer to me.” 

· “I hadn’t realised that we were taking part in such a wide-ranging and important project when we were audited in 2002. The audit report was itself very helpful, but now seen in the wider context of this conference and accompanying paper, has been a stimulating and constructive experience and has given me solid guidance on how to move forwards.” 

A summary of the project and conference is also available on the ALM London (Archives Libraries Museums London) website
As part of Talking Images, VocalEyes produced a report on developing audio guides for blind and partially sighted people. This report is now available on the New Audience programme website.
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