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ACCESS TO LEARNING FOR ALL 

Museums are becoming increasingly 
inviting and accessible for persons with 
disabilities. It feels rewarding to make 
such a positive claim. As I’m sure is 
true for most advocates, too often it 
is the need to do more work and the 
desire to push forward that is foremost 
on my mind. Rarely do I take the time 
to notice the great and powerful work 
that is already taking place in the field. 
That is why I am so pleased that the 
Visitor Studies Association (and 
especially, the Visitor Studies Today 
editor Chris Parsons) agreed to dedicate 
this issue to museum accessibility 
for persons with disabilities. 

Working as the guest editor for this 
issue has truly been a labor of love 
as each article has reminded me that 
museums have the potential to be 
places where everyone, including 
persons with disabilities, are invited 
and “able” to learn. The very idea of 
a museum journal dedicated to 
discussing accessibility for persons 
with disabilities is evidence that 
museums are becoming increasingly 
accessible to the close to 20% of the 
U.S. population that self-identifies as 
having a disability (Waldrop & 
Stern, 2003). 

The concept for this issue first arose 
during a meeting of visitor-studies 
professionals held in April 2002 at 
the office of the Association of 
Science-Technology Centers and led 
by Sally Middlebrooks (then Director 
of Education at ASTC, and founder of 
the Accessible Best Practices program). 
During that meeting we discussed and 
agreed that visitor researchers and 
evaluators can play a critical role in 
helping museums develop a better 
understanding of the needs, concerns 
and perspectives of the diverse 
audience represented under the heading 
“persons with disabilities.” However, 
as a group, we also disagreed about 
whether we should be more proactive 
and lead the industry forward in this 
effort. Some felt evaluators play a 
powerful role in museums as they 
define the criteria by which the industry 
judges success. Therefore, by not 
calling attention to who is excluded 
from fully participating in a learning 
experience, we imply that this 
information is not important or 
meaningful for defining the success, 
or lack of success, of a project. 
Others felt that it is not the role of 
the evaluator to define the criteria for 
success—this is the responsibility 
of institutional leaders and project 
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Museums, Accessibility and Evaluation (continued from page 1) 

...evaluators can 
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developers, and therefore, unless this 
information is specifically requested, 
it should not be mentioned in an 
evaluation. We left the issue 
unresolved, but I believe it is worthy 
of future discussion by the Visitor 
Studies Association (VSA). 

Alas, I have fallen back into the 
advocacy trap of highlighting only the 
work that needs to be done! Let me 
call your attention then to the uplifting 
news presented in Steve Tokar’s article, 
“Universal Design in North American 
Museums with Hands-on Science 
Exhibits: A survey.” This survey 
provides interesting insights on the 
increased attention that North American 
science museums are paying to issues 
of accessibility. According to his study, 
a substantial number of museums with 
hands-on science exhibits are familiar 

with the term “universal design” and 
feel their exhibitions are accessible 
for visitors who are wheelchair users. 
Most important from the perspective 
of VSA, these museums are also 
including access as part of their 
formative evaluations. 

The heightened awareness of issues 
concerning access in the science 
museum field may be attributable to 
the success of the ASTC Accessible 
Best Practices program. According 
to a summative evaluation conducted 
by George Hein, this project led to 
an increased number of accessibility 
sessions at the ASTC annual 
conference. Unfortunately, however, 
Steve’s article also tells us that most 
institutions do not consider their 
exhibits to be accessible for visitors 
who are blind. 

It is in the area of furthering access 
for blind visitors that Ellen Giusti’s 
and Steve Landau’s article, “Accessible 
Science Museums with User-Activated 
Audio Beacons (Ping!)” offers 
inspiration and hope. Navigating 
through museum exhibitions is 

especially difficult for visitors who 
are blind. In most cases, these visitors 
are forced to rely on sighted persons 
to guide them through museum 
exhibitions and inform them of what 
the exhibitions contain. As a long-term 
friend and colleague who is blind once 
said to me, “Imagine what it would be 
like to only experience an exhibition 
through the eyes of your husband...” 

Results of the initial user testing of the 
Ping! wayfinding system demonstrates 
that the ubiquitous cell phone shows 
potential as a technology that can 
provide visitors who are blind with 
the ability to independently explore 
museum exhibitions—without the need 
of a sighted guide. This project shows 
great promise and I look forward to 
watching this product’s development 
over time. 

“Scenes of Silence—An Exhibition to 
Break Down Mental Prejudices” by 
Orna Cohen and Andreas Heinecke 
demonstrates the role that museums 
can play in not only providing access 
to learning for persons with disabilities, 
but also in shaping the meaning of the 

Betty Davidson, Ph.D., a pioneer of universal design in museum exhibitions, is evaluating 
part of an exhibit. 
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A publication of
term “disability.” Scholars from the 
field of disability studies often refer to 
the “social model” of disability, where 
“...disability is a dimension of human 
differences (and not a defect), [and] 
derives its meaning from society’s 
response to individuals who deviate 
from cultural standards...” (Gill, 1999). 
Following this definition, it is the 
environment and the “cultural 
standards” that define who is able or 
disable, not a person’s physical state. 

Scenes of Silence is the perfect 
embodiment of this very concept. 
In the silent environment of this 
exhibition it is the hearing visitor, not 
the guide who is deaf, who experiences 
difficulty communicating with others. 
As the summative evaluation results 
show, experiencing this role reversal 

...the museum industry 


has indeed made 


great strides in 


improving access for 


persons with disabilities. 


The articles presented 


in this issue 


provide evidence of 


just how far 


the industry has come. 


firsthand had a profound impact on 
visitors’ conceptions of what it 
means to be “deaf.” 

While we still have much further to go 
before we can claim “success” (don’t 
worry fellow advocates, I’m not hang
ing up my picket sign just yet), the 
museum industry has indeed made 
great strides in improving access for 
persons with disabilities. The articles 
presented in this issue provide evidence 
of just how far the industry has come. 
Thank you Orna, Andreas, Steve, Ellen 
and Steven, and of course, Betty 
Davidson (author of the book review 
and my long-time friend and mentor). 
Your work has inspired me, and I hope 
it will provide you, Visitor Studies 
Today readers, with encouragement 
as well. 
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