Talking Images guidance for commissioning an accessible audio guide

Introduction

This guidance is aimed at venues that are thinking about commissioning an audio guide.  Addressing access issues at the start of a project is much more satisfactory and cost-effective than trying to make changes later on.  The aim of the guidance therefore, is to help organisations consider accessibility for blind and partially sighted people at the outset of developing an audio guide and to suggest how accessibility can be written into the brief.

The Talking Images partners hope that these practical points will help an organisation to develop an audio guide that is enjoyable and accessible to as many people as possible.

More detailed advice on developing accessible audio guides can be found in chapter six of the Talking Images Guide.  You can download the Talking Images Guide in PDF or word format.

Things to think about before commissioning

Before you even begin to commission an audio guide it is important to consider some issues and their impact on blind and partially sighted visitors.

Why do you want to have an audio guide?

There are many reasons an organisation may decide to develop an audio guide, aside from access considerations. For blind and partially sighted people, at its best an audio guide can offer:

· an independent visit that is not necessarily reliant on members of staff or other sighted assistance

· a service that does not need to be booked in advance and is available all the time

· a consistently high level of interpretative information. 

An audio guide alone however will not solve all access issues for blind and partially sighted people and should be seen as one aspect of your provision.  Many venues find it beneficial to develop an access policy and action plan that addresses all aspects of access. Further information on access planning is given in chapter three of the Talking Images Guide.

Is an audio guide right for your venue?

There may be instances when an audio guide is not the most appropriate access solution for your venue.  This may be for example that exhibitions change frequently and you know that you will not be able to find the resources to regularly update the guide or that your venue has a complex or changing layout e.g. with trip hazards.  You might consider another approach, such as training your staff in visual awareness and descriptive skills and offering one to one tours in addition to or instead of a recorded guide. Chapter five of the Talking Images guide offers advice on other access solutions such as descriptive tours and events, touch tours, handling sessions, tactile images and tactile models. 

Who is the audio guide aimed at?

Just because a guide is in audio, does not necessarily mean it will be accessible and useful to blind and partially sighted people. Whether a guide is specifically written for blind and partially sighted people or is a general guide, accessibility for people with a sight problem should be considered from the outset and the points in this paper addressed. 

A guide written for blind and partially sighted people is likely to contain more detailed descriptive information and orientation information than a general guide.  A specific guide might form a linear tour with orientation information or it might be a random access guide that relies on other information such as tactile and large print maps to guide a visitor between the different listening points. 

This additional information can also be provided in a general guide. Random access audio guides allow ‘layering’ of information and give the user the flexibility to listen to additional tracks as they prefer, meaning that one ‘inclusive’ guide may meet the needs of different groups of visitors. 

Will you charge blind and partially sighted people to use an audio guide?

Even if you decide to charge most visitors for an audio guide, we recommend that you do not charge blind and partially sighted visitors for use of the guide.  Blind and partially sighted people are frequently denied access to information and it is unlikely that all information in your museum, gallery or heritage site is accessible to people with a sight problem.  Until this is the case, we suggest you offer an audio guide free of charge as recognition of this situation.

If you decide to offer an audio guide free of charge or at a reduced rate for people with a sight problem you may be worried about deciding whether a person has a visual impairment or not.  Whilst there is a registration system for people to register as ‘blind’ or ‘partially sighted’, it is important to consider that many people choose not to register as such. A more inclusive approach, and the preferred option, would be to offer the guide free or charge or at a reduced rate to those who identify themselves as having a visual impairment.

Another option would be to stipulate criteria; for example the criteria for receiving a national cinema discount card is claiming Disability Living Allowance (DLA), holding a disabled person's railcard or being registered blind. 

Where will the audio guide be picked up and deposited?

We recommend that an audio guide must be stored and distributed in a logical and easily accessible place. All members of staff in the venue should be aware of its existence, where it is stored and how to operate it. This is especially important if a guide is not used frequently. It is also essential that the guide is promoted well within the venue using clear, large signage.

How will the audio guide link to other services and interpretative media in the venue?

An audio guide should not stand alone.  It should clearly highlight any opportunities to handle objects within the gallery, museum or site and should link to other facilities such as tactile images, models and further information or maps in accessible formats. 

Most blind and partially sighted people can access audio information.  An audio guide is therefore an excellent opportunity to let visitors know about your other services such the shop, café and toilets and where they are located.

How will you promote it to blind and partially sighted people?

There is no point in producing an accessible audio guide if no one gets to know about it.  Before producing an audio guide it is important to think about how and where you will promote the guide and recognise that promoting your services for blind and partially sighted people will take time and resources.  The greater contact you have with groups of local people with a sight problem, the more you can draw on their expertise as to ways to promote services locally.  You should also promote the guide in all your general publicity material.

Issues to incorporate into a commissioning brief to ensure accessibility

Consultation with blind and partially sighted people

You must ask an audio guide producer to consult with blind and partially sighted people throughout the development of the audio guide.  This should not just be a ‘check’ when the guide is already written but must also take place in the formative stages of development to ensure that the guide is relevant and valuable to the people who will use it. 

The audio guide producer and client must also recognise that feedback from the consultation process may propose changes to the audio guide that take time and money.

Accessibility of the audio guide technology

The Talking Images partners have produced a set of general principles on accessible audio guide handsets based on the feedback of the Talking Images auditors and members of focus groups.

These principles should be written into the brief for audio guide producers to ensure that guides are as accessible as possible. 

The principles are available:

· online by visiting our page for museum and gallery professionals
· in the Talking Images Research publication, page 34 to 36.

The guide must also include detailed instructions on how to use the audio guide keypad that have been tested and approved by blind and partially sighted people.

Scripts

You should ensure that a describer who is experienced in describing for blind and partially sighted people is involved in developing the script, particularly if an audio guide is going to be produced specifically for people with a sight problem.

To find a describer who works in the museums and galleries sector contact:

· Vocaleyes  (Telephone 020 7375 1043)

· Mind’s Eye: contact Anne Hornsby, (also chair of the Audio Description Association) on 01204 522481 or email anne.hornsby@btinternat.com
· Or contact the broadcasting team at RNIB on 020 7391 2328 or email broadcasting@rnib.org.uk
Way-finding information

Any orientation information that is given on the guide must be developed with blind and partially sighted people and tested on a group of people with different experiences of sight loss to ensure that it is as helpful and safe as possible.  Orientation information should also be used in conjunction with staff assistance, good signage and large print and tactile maps.

A note on consultation

Finding people to participate in consultation can take time.  The RNIB online database of local agencies of and for blind and partially sighted people may be a good starting point. This contains contacts for local societies, local authority departments who offer support to people with sight problems and other organisation who work with blind and partially sighted people.

To get a list of your local visit Talking Newspapers or call 01435 866 102.

Contact details for blind and partially sighted museum consultants can be found in the online MLA disability database: http://disabilitydatabase.mla.gov.uk/
Further guidance on consultation is available in the MLA Disability Portfolio no 11, which is available online on the MLA website, and in chapter three of the Talking Images Guide.

Further information

Please do get in touch if you need any further information.  We would also very much welcome your feedback on this guidance and how useful it has been to you.

Contacts

For further information please contact the partner organisations on the following details:

Arts Council England 

English Heritage
Museums and Galleries Disability Association
Museums Libraries Archive
