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Knowing our place

This guide is designed to help museums and galleries consider the needs of people with blindness or low vision,
with a view to developing an enhanced visitor experience for wider audiences.

In New Zealand, around 30,000 people have a significant vision impairment - severe vision loss or are legally
blind. In addition there are around 150,000 New Zealanders who have low vision. In the museum context, this
means where objects are ‘'normally’ viewed from a distance of 2.4m away, a visitor with a low vision visual acuity
of 6/24, may need to stand at least as close as 60cm away to see the same object.

Current visitor surveys don't identify the number of people who have a need for visual accessibility, but it is likely
that our museums and cultural heritage sites are missing out on a significant portion of the visitor market, and,
more importantly, approximately 3.5% of New Zealanders are missing out on experiencing a clearer understand-
ing of our history, tikanga Maori, and our tirangawaewae - our sense of belonging.

6/6 - 6/18 = 'normal’ vision
6/18 - 6/36 = 'moderate' vision loss

6/36 - 3/60 is considered 'severe'

‘Legally blind' equates to 3/60 (6/120) or greater.
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Some ways people experience viewing differently

Being blind or having low vision (BLV), is not simply a matter of losing the ability to see clearly. BLV encompasses
many conditions that affect one’s ability to understand and interpret the everyday view. These include:

Light sensitivity (ocular albinism, acromatopsia),

Reduced colour discrimation (optic atrophy),

Reduced visual fields (hemaniopia),

Involuntary eye movements which makes reading/tracking difficult (nystagmus),
Reduced near and/or distance vision (many conditions)

Ceneral sensory overload resulting in visual fatigue.

They may:

Have memory of colour

Have never seen colour

Only see black and white

Not see near, or far [focused points of view]

Wear dark contacts or dark glasses, and have light sensitivity.

Vision impairment is often a hidden disability.
Encourage visitors to advocate for their needs.



ACTIVITY:

If you have never seen an object,
perhaps only had it described to you,
how can you understand how it fits
info a scene, its place in the world?

An exercise in pairs -
Have one team member select an object from
your collection, (without revealing what it is),
and describe it to the other team member.

Consider how you might describe a colour
to someone who has never seen colour.
How will your team member understand

shape, weight, texture, materials?
How do you help your team member
understand the object’s
role or function?
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Assimilating displays for Blind or Low Vision visitors

To make exhibitions and display spaces more accessible to BLV visitors require...

e C(lose range access

e Bold well-defined images/items

e Enlarged print (minimum 18 point size)
e Use fonts with clean clear lines

® Reduced busyness and clutter in backgrounds

The following is an overview of exhibition element considerations for BLV visitors.

ORIENTATION

Consider how your visitor moves about an exhibition space, what adaptions may be required for both safety
and to facilitate an independent experience.

Keep pathways clear of obstacles, highlight head high obstacles, provide good even light levels.

Ensure frames, drawer handles, doors have contrasting colours. Glass or perspex barriers, plinth tops have
opaque markings to define edges.

Brightly coloured tactile/texture tiles or matting at top and bottom of stairs and ramps, provide handrails in
contrasting colours, white strips on step edges.

Use bright contrasting colours to define areas, spaces, changes of theme etc.



GOOD POSITIONING

Don't light objects from behind
Ensure ceiling spots don't inadvertently shine into one’s face.

Diffused lighting, with options for increased lighting - this could be in the form of a button to push that is on a timer
so it lights up an area to provide more detail, but turns off automatically so that the object is not compromised.

WRITING INTERPRETATION

Always convey the correct vocabulary associated with an exhibit or artefact.
Use the power of incredible facts! These have the power to engage a visitor and their families, friends and peers.

Questionings in interpretation need to be thought provoking and open ended.

PRINT MATERIALS

Set out panels in a clear consistent format with good contrast.

Ensure writing is clear, large, and uncluttered.

Avoid the use of coloured text on a coloured background of similar tones.

White and yellow provide the best contrast on dark green or black backgrounds.

Make a copy of the exhibition text available in a hand out or folder, or even a USB that can be downloaded.
Use contrasting backgrounds, colours and tones. Intense colours forming a good contrast are easier to define.

Colour generates interest, giving dimensional and spatial qualities to form.



OPTICAL AIDS

Miniscopes

Hand-held or stand magnifiers

Audio recordings of text labels, object descriptors

Additional lighting options

FURTHER RESOURCES

New Zealand Blind and Low Vision network:
https://blindlowvision.org.nz

New Zealand Blind and Low Vision support for schools, and additional resources:
https://www.blennz.school.nz

International resources to support BLV visitors:
https://www.rnib.org.uk
https://www.perkins.org
https://mwww.tsbvi.edu

Stockists of braille and magnification equipment for accessible exhibition spaces:
https://magnifiers.nz
https://www.perkins.org

Best Practices for Creating Accessible Video for Blind and Low-Vision Viewers, by Elisa Lewis:
https//www.3playmedia.com/blog/best-practices-for-creating-accesible-video-for-blind-and-low-vision-viewers



Top Tips

Use well-contrasted colours for those who experience colour discrimination issues.

Ensure that bold black print styles are used. Red and green are difficult to read for many who are BVI.

Alternate displays between intensive and less intensive content.

Avoid unnecessary talk and reduce background noise as this adds to sensory overload, fatigue and confusion.
Consider alternative sensory means of sharing information. for example, make smell, sound, touch available.

Include Assistive Technology to increase visual access and to provide take home information.
For example, an iPad can be used to capture an image of an object at distance and then pinched fingers can be
used to enlarge the image for visual exploration.

Write descriptively

For example, Patrick SUskind’s writing in his book Perfume, sensorily describes 18th-century France:
“There reigned in the cities a stench barely conceivable to us modern men and women. The streets stank of
manure, the courtyards of urine, the stairwells stank of moldering wood and rat droppings, the kitchens of
spoiled cabbage and mutton fat. . . . People stank of sweat and unwashed clothes; from their mouths came
the stench of rotting teeth’.

Layer lighting environments by providing a subdued, not harshly-lit environment, with an option to press
a button to light an object in order to see detail.



ACTIVITY:

Take a walk around
an existing display and reflect
on how BLYV visitors currently experience
your display.

What works well?
What can be improved?

Invite members of your local

BLV community to review your display spaces.

Record and collate their responses
with a view to prioritising some inclusive
changes that can be made
info your exhibition plan.
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Group visits

Don’t assume that a BLV visitor has an accurate prior knowledge of a concept. Many have incomplete or scattered
concept knowledge as they have never had the opportunity to explore this before as it is beyond their visual range.

State the purpose of the exhibition as this may not be obvious to the BLV Visitor. They may need to be introduced
to the significance of the exhibition upon entry (or prior) so as to truly appreciate and discover it.
Give plenty of time for the processing of new information.

Provide an overview of key words and allow time for mind mapping.
Allow individuals the opportunity to preview and review exhibited items.

Have prior vision information/knowledge of those who intend to visit the exhibition so that it can
be tailored according to their needs.

Thematic loan packs: Packs to contain background information, supporting stories, or samples of what
is in the display.

Provide a hardcopy of the same information in their preferred print size. Have this information printed
ahead of time so that this visitor can commence their new learning/ experience at the same time as others.

A visitor who is BLV could benefit from a designated ‘buddy’ so that they can discuss, ponder and share new
information together.

HELPFULTIP

For younger BLV visitors, a take-home craft/construction pack
can reinforce memories and learning.



ACTIVITY:

Keep building a relationship with the
BLV community.

Create a public programme or event
that provides an opportunity for your BLV visitors to
get up close and personal with some key objects

and stories.

For example, factor in a public exhibition
that particulary focuses on the needs of
your BLV visitors.
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A person with BLV:
- Relies on audio descriptors

- Prefers tactile, quiet spaces

- Navigates, learns, understands
by feeling, smell and hearing.
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