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Visitor Voices:
A story of accessibility and inclusion

The “Visitor Voices” session at the 2015 AAM Annual Meeting & MuseumExpo in Atlanta

featured stories and perspectives from museum visitors with low vision, hearing loss,

autism and dementia, and discussion of how museums have responded. Session leaders

shared practices that create inclusion by utilizing accessible technology and resources,

rethinking policies and programs, and overcoming existing physical barriers. Annie Leist

is an artist, and special projects lead at Art Beyond Sight, New York City. The organization

strives to make arts and culture more accessible to people with disabilities, engaging them

in their community via the arts. Sheri Levinsky-Raskin is assistant vice president for

education and evaluation and Barbara Johnson Stemler is manager of access programs at

the Intrepid Sea, Air & Space Museum, New York City. The Intrepid’s specialized programs

serve students with autism and developmental disabilities and individuals with dementia.

The museum also offers touch tours, tactile guides, assistive listening systems, and

American Sign Language-led and -interpreted programs. An institution-wide approach

aims to ensure that any visitor coming at any time for any reason is welcomed and feels

included in the museum experience.

The following is an adaptation of their conversation.
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Disability Statistics
According to Americans with Disabilities: 2010,
a report by the US Census Bureau, more than
56 million Americans have disabilities. Over 50
percent of those individuals identified as having
mobility disabilities. Other disabilities—including
vision disabilities, dementia and Alzheimer’s,
emotional disabilities and hearing disabilities—
hover around 14 percent of that 56 million. These
percentages add up to more than 100 percent
because there are people who have identified as
having more than one disability.

This means that 1 in 5 people in the United
States has some sort of disability—and that num-
ber went up in 5 years by 2.2 million. The number
of people who identified themselves as having
severe disabilities increased, and the number of
people who needed assistance increased. The
impact on the economy and on society has been
growing, and that trend is only going to continue.
Only 41 percent of people with disabilities who
were of working age (21 to 65 years old) reported
being employed. That’s compared to close to
80 percent of people without a disability. Finally,
about 5 percent of school-age children report hav-
ing a disability.

This is a significant group of people who want
to experience your cultural institution. And these
figures only include people who self-reported as

having a disability. For example, the numbers
don’t include individuals who perhaps hear just
fine when they’re at home, but not when they’re
in a loud, crowded environment; they might
not include the people who broke their leg and
are on crutches and therefore have a temporary
mobility disability; and they don’t include other
groups such as the family members, friends and
companions of the people with disabilities. When
you start adding up these numbers, they become
a huge potential museum audience.

Diversity and Inclusion
AAM’s Diversity and Inclusion Policy, adopted
last February, offers this definition of diversity:
“The quality of being different or unique at an
individual or group level. This includes age;
ethnicity; gender; gender identity; language
differences; nationality; parental status; physical,
mental and developmental abilities; race; religion;
sexual orientation; skin color; socio-economic
status; education; work and behavioral styles; the
perspectives of each individual shaped by their
nation, experiences and culture—and more. Even
when people appear the same on the outside, they
are different.” The policy provides this definition
of inclusion: “The act of including; a strategy
to leverage diversity. Diversity always exists in
social systems. Inclusion, on the other hand,

Left: Programming at
the Intrepid Sea, Air &
Space Museum allows
individuals with dementia
and their caregivers
to look at historic
photographs and objects
together while listening to
and sharing stories.
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must be created. In order to leverage diversity,
an environment must be created where people
feel supported, listened to and able to do their
personal best.”

It’s important to recognize that diversity is a
natural thing: we are all different; we all live on
some spectrum of experience, background, abili-
ties and more. And each person is on many spec-
trums. Someone with a disability also belongs
to a particular race or ethnic group, and is of a
particular economic status. These metrics apply
to each person. Every individual with, for example,
vision loss is going to have a unique experience.
It’s important to bear this in mind when you cre-
ate programming or think about accessibility and
inclusion goals for your institution.

This ideal of inclusion is something that we
have to actively create. Inclusion doesn’t neces-
sarily happen naturally, and it takes a group effort.
One person can make a big difference, but you
need help from others.

Visualizing a Visit
Take a moment and think of any event that you
have attended within the last three to six months,
whether it was at a museum, gallery space or
sports arena. How did you find out about it? Did
your friend tell you? Did you find it on a website?
Did you see a flyer? And then, how did you get
there and what was it like to approach that event
space? Whom did you encounter? How did you
know where to go once you were there? From that
overall experience, think of a memorable moment,
whether it was the best or the worst. Finally, when
it was all over, how did you go back home?

Now reimagine that experience as if you had a
physical, cognitive, visual, hearing-related, social-
emotional or memory-related disability. Start from
the top. How would you find out about that event?
How would you get there, and how would you
know where to go once you arrived? What would
be your memorable moment, and how would you
get home?

This is a powerful exercise. From it we have
identified four major areas in which museums

might face challenges in creating accessibility:
communication, environment, collections and
social opportunities. For each, we have included
stories from individuals with varying disabilities
about what they need from cultural institutions
during their visits, and how impactful an experi-
ence can be with or without accommodations.
We also provide examples from museums that
have overcome each challenge and become more
inclusive as a result.

Communication
Communication includes letting people know
what amazing programs you’re setting up for
a particular audience, or for any audience. But
it also involves communicating within your
museum. If you have a particular opportunity
available for someone with a disability and they
come in and your front-line staff is not aware of
it—or winds up trying to figure things out while
the visitor waits—it can be disconcerting. It’s
not the most welcoming environment. It might
make visitors feel like they’re being a burden, or
set apart.



SEPTEMBER / OCTOBER 2015 museum / 39

The style of communication is also important.
“Guides will always be better off with folks on
the spectrum by being specific and avoiding
euphemisms, soliloquies, figures of speech,” said
Michael John Carley, founder of GRASP Network
for adults with Asperger Syndrome, at a profes-
sional development workshop organized by the
Museum Access Consortium. “When I was a kid
and heard, ‘Let’s toast the bride and groom,’ I had
nightmares for two weeks.’”

There are so many nuances, including body
language and facial expressions. Sarcasm can be
really hard. One form of communication will not

work for everybody. There needs to be a range.
You need to know your audience, or at least be
sensitive to the fact that you don’t know your
audience. Try and gauge how they’re responding
to what you’re saying or not saying.

Communication also takes place among your
audience members. A visitor who has an awkward
experience coming to a museum might say to
somebody else with similar potential for experi-
encing barriers, “You know, I had a really tough
time there. Just be aware of that.” Someone in that
community might be less likely to go if another
member had a difficult experience.

INCLUSION AT THE MUSEUM: COMMUNICATION
At the Whitney Museum of American Art in New York City, programming, resources and
staff training help visitors who are deaf feel welcome. Even the guards know a little bit of sign
language so they can say “Hello, how are you?” or “Thank you, have a nice day.” The museum
has developed Whitney Video Blogs, or vlogs—short videos featuring deaf museum educators
communicating in American Sign Language. The vlogs give people an opportunity to access the
museum without being physically present.

Environment
Museum spaces come in all shapes and sizes. One
thing they usually are not is traditional. There’s
something interesting or different. They can be
big, crowded or unusually shaped. They can have
noise levels that you might not encounter on a
day-to-day basis. They’re special environments,
and we have worked hard to create them that
way. Knowing what to expect from that initial
moment when you walk into the museum can be
really helpful.

At a focus group related to mobile technology
and accessibility for visitors who are blind or have
low vision, Art Beyond Sight asked, “What would
you like to know before you go to a museum?”
One visitor to a certain museum responded, “The
thing that’s always missing is how you negotiate
[the space] when you get there. That’s where the
anxiety comes in … especially if you’re not familiar

with it. And the people who work there are not
trained, tuned out, care less. They have no idea
how to greet you, how to treat you. It wouldn’t
take much for everyone to be trained to see a
white cane and say, ‘Can I help you? Do you know
where you’re going? Would you like directions?’”
She explained that while she had no qualms about
traveling internationally on her own, the anxiety
about that initial welcome was enough to prevent
her from visiting museums alone.

A museum can provide information, perhaps
on the website, to give people an idea of what to
expect. This would be helpful not only for people
who are blind or have low vision, but for anyone
who might have some anxiety. That’s related to
both communication and creating an environ-
ment where people will feel welcome.
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Left: Participants in an Intrepid Sea, Air & Space Museum Access Family program use question prompts to interview a former crew
member. Right: A boy who is blind touches the T-34 Mentor during a touch tour for families.

INCLUSION AT THE MUSEUM: ENVIRONMENT
The Intrepid Sea, Air & Space Museum offers Early Morning Opening programs for children with
autism. The museum is not normally a quiet environment, so the initial challenge was finding ways
to change it. Individuals with autism can have a tendency to wander and run, and that can be a risk
and concern for many families. How can you alter an environment to make it safer? By opening the
museum early for these families, there are no loud crowds, wait time is reduced, exhibition lighting
and sounds are controlled, and it can be much easier to track a child who is running. There’s a no-
judgment environment with the families, because everyone is experiencing something in their own
way. All the families are not the same, but they seem to understand each other.

Collections
Museum visitors who are blind or have low
vision sometimes say, “I never thought there was
anything for me at a museum, because everything
is so visual.” Making your collections accessible
to people who perceive and learn in different
ways opens your museum up to an entirely new
audience and can alter assumptions.

Some museums permit visitors to touch certain
artifacts in a controlled setting—while wearing
protective gloves, for instance, and under the
supervision of museum staff. Even if you don’t
have artifacts or a collection that visitors can
touch, there are other steps you can take to make
your collection more accessible. For visitors who
are blind or have low vision, describing things
verbally is important. Instead of just talking about

the history of the object, use visual language to
talk about what it looks like. This approach is
helpful not only for visitors who are blind or have
low vision, but for any audience as a way to high-
light certain elements of an object or artwork.

Providing objects that can be touched can also
enable visitors who are blind or have low vision to
engage more deeply with your collection. Even if
you don’t have historic or authentic objects, you
can be creative if you have 3D printers. You can
find examples of different materials to highlight
an artistic process or a historical context. Objects
that are meaningful and purposeful can enhance
and enrich the experience, and can be easier to
find than you think.

Making your collections more accessible to
all kinds of audiences and learners involves a
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INCLUSION AT THE MUSEUM: SOCIAL OPPORTUNITIES
The Intrepid Museum’s Access Family programs for individuals with learning and developmental
disabilities are designed to offer a fun, educational and structured social experience for families.
At one, a former crew member and helicopter mechanic described his experience working and
living on the aircraft carrier. Program leaders distributed cards printed with different questions
that the children could ask, thereby practicing their social skills. The questions are in large print
and are accompanied by visual cues. While some children can ask their own questions, others
might need some prompting, feel nervous or have limited expressive language. They were able to
hand a question card to the individual, and that became their interaction.

Intrepid’s Stories Within program for individuals with dementia and their caregivers creates
opportunities for visitors to look at something together—perhaps a historic photo in front of a
World War II-era airplane—discuss their reactions, and tell each other what they see and think.

multisensory, multimodal approach. Think about
interesting sounds that might be relevant to
an object that you’re talking or teaching about.
Consider interactive or visualization activities.
Anything that can make the experience a little
bit more interactive—while still being on point,

on mission and relevant—can make it more
accessible, and not just to people with disabili-
ties. Kinesthetic learners might identify with an
object if they can physically imitate a pose or an
action. For someone with memory loss, singing
songs from the time period of a painting could be
a positive experience.

INCLUSION AT THE MUSEUM: COLLECTIONS
MoMA’s Art inSight program is held monthly in the galleries for individuals who are blind or partially
sighted. Specially designed lectures highlight specific themes, artists and exhibitions, engaging
participants through extensive verbal descriptions. “Art is explained in a way that I can see it. And
that’s an experience that I haven’t had before,” said one participant in a video about the program. “And
since I discovered the accessibility of the museums, I have been able to appreciate art, which I never
could before. Today, we felt a Matisse sculpture. I mean, who in the world would think that anybody
could ever feel a Matisse sculpture? For just me, to be able to feel Matisse … thrilling!”

Social Opportunities
Museums have social value and are social
experiences. They can provide social
opportunities for people who may otherwise
be isolated. (This is not to say that people with
disabilities are always isolated. People with
disabilities have diverse active lives.) The social
aspect of museums is just as important for
audiences with disabilities as it is for anyone else.
And the social experience of some of these group

activities is going to be just as important for their
care partners.

The goal is for visitors to feel like that the
museum is their museum—and that they’re
not alone. A lot of the families who attend the
Intrepid’s Access Family programs for children
with autism, for example, have created their own
support system. The museum thereby helps cre-
ate a network outside its walls. «
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Next Steps for Inclusion
1. Contact your regional access cultural

consortiums, such as:
Access Indy (Indianapolis): facebook.com/
AccessIndy
ARTability (Arizona): vsaaz.org
Bay Area Arts Access Collective
(California): facebook.com/bayareaaccess
Chicago Cultural Accessibility
Consortium: ChicagoCulturalAccess.
weebly.com
Cultural Access Network Project (New
Jersey): njtheatrealliance.org/cultural-
access-network-project
Cultural Access New England: ca-ne.org
DC Arts & Access Network (Washington,
DC): dcaan.org
Museum Access Consortium (New York
City): museumaccessconsortium.org (for
more information, see page 32)
Florida Access Coalition for the Arts:
flaccess.org
Pittsburgh Arts Council:
pittsburghartscouncil.org/accessibility

2. Identify foundations that support
programs in your area. Foundations can
provide financial support for museums and
visitors, and can be partners in developing
programs and community outreach.

3. Create an access advisory board within
your museum. Pull people from different
communities with varying disabilities to
form a group that meets regularly, evaluates
your programs and tools, and helps you
set goals. If you’re having trouble finding
people representing particular audiences,
try looking at national disability or veterans’
organizations that can connect you with
local chapters or members of the community.
Consider creating a cross-departmental task
force as well. Accessibility is important in all
areas of the museum, from front-line staff to
executive leadership.

4. Reach out to visitors. Has a community
or group come to your institution and told
you they had a great time? Include those
who have already expressed an investment
in your space. Or have you had visitors with
complaints about something that didn’t go
well? Invite them to accept an advisory role.
Take that feedback, value it and ask them to
help you improve.

5. Keep talking. Attend conferences like the
AAM Annual Meeting & MuseumExpo and
LEAD, the Leadership Exchange in Arts
and Disability, run by the Kennedy Center
(kennedy-center.org/accessibility/education/
lead). The ADA National Network (adata.org)
also offers a variety of resources, trainings
and webinars.


