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Image: Woman’s hands touching preserved 
elephant tooth on table top. 
Credit: Brickworks Media.
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Sensing Culture has been a three-year multi-
partner project with the Royal National Institute 
of Blind People (RNIB) as the lead partner, and 
funded by £438,900 from the Heritage Lottery 
Fund (HLF) with one mission at its heart – to 
remove the barriers that prevent blind and 
partially sighted people (BPS) from accessing 
their heritage.

It was born from an identified need within access 
organisations, specifically the RNIB, as well as 
the heritage sector at large, that more could 
and should be done to facilitate good museum 
experiences for people who experience sight loss.

Sensing Culture brought 5 museum partners together under 
the umbrella of one project title, led and advised by RNIB, to 
work with their sites and collections in new and innovative 
ways – building bridges to blind communities and to ‘learn by 
doing’ within their sites so that learning could be shared more 
widely to the benefit of all.

Those museums were:

1  Canterbury City Council Museums & Canterbury 
Cathedral / Beaney House of Art and Knowledge

2  Oxford University Museums and Collections /  
Museum of Natural History

3  Arthur Conan Doyle Collection, The Richard Lancelyn 
Green Bequest (Portsmouth City Council)

4  Sussex Archaeological Society / Lewes Castle 

5  Brighton & Hove City Council Museums Service 
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Over the duration of the project the RNIB delivered training to 
partners in understanding sight loss and in audio description. 
Partners also worked on their own strands of activity arising 
from the needs and opportunities presented by their own sites 
and collections.

Collective output from the project included:

 Training for guides and staff in welcoming people with 
sight loss and audio description

 An accessible touring exhibition

 Creative artist led workshops using original objects to 
inspire

 Formal exhibitions of output from workshops

 Tactile / touch tours

 Replica objects

 Use of technology including audio guides

 Sensory resources utilising scent, touch, and sound

 Music outreach

 Arts Awards

Working alongside the partners the RNIB has managed 
the budget, offered opportunities for sharing and learning 
through regular partner days held over the two-year period, 
advised and guided partners, and is responsible for major 
dissemination activity which will take place in the form of a 
film, two conferences and a legacy website. The latter will 
host a newly created training manual containing information 
from experts and consultants and coordinated by a heritage 
specialist with sight loss who herself also mentored the 
partners. This draws all of their learning into one usable toolkit 
for heritage professionals looking to undertake similar work in 
their own organisations.
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Blind and partially sighted people were involved in the project 
from development to delivery and not just as end users. The 
input of the target audience to influence the journey of the 
project was a vital part of the process and has resulted in 
finished work which meets the needs of the visitor to the best 
of its ability.

Blind and partially sighted people were employed on contracts 
throughout the project to act as mentors and advisors, from 
paid staff working on project strands, to artists working 
professionally within their field, access consultants and 
heritage professionals. Sensing Culture has shown that 
working with people with sight loss crosses multiple levels, 
that a project like this is not just about making something to 
benefit someone at the end of the process, that a disability can 
be a fact about a person, but it is not what defines them.

Data for evaluation has been collected in a number of ways 
through quantitative recording and qualitative interviewing 
and feedback. 

At Canterbury City Council Museums (CCCM), where the 
lead site was the Beaney House of Art and Knowledge, a 
highly creative approach to utilising collections made clever 
use of practicing artists to encourage workshop participants 
to interpret the collections themselves through facilitated 
and accessible artistic workshops. The resulting work was 
exhibited in the Beaney’s Front Room Gallery, putting 
the artists into the frame as having voices worth paying 
attention to, and showing them that their sight loss does 
not diminish their ability to be creative. Feedback from 
this strand of work shows how powerful an impact this 
has had on a sense of self-worth, value to society, and has 
encouraged an independent creative practice at home for 
many of the participants.

A music outreach project resulted in an Arts Award for 12 
blind and partially sighted children and led to the surprise 
outcome of the Beaney Butterfly, a wonderfully innovative way 
of interpreting works of art through music and movement, 
with original music written by the Arts Award children in 
collaboration with a professional musician.
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Oxford University Museums and Collections (OUMC) worked 
in a very different way, choosing to focus on cultivating an 
organisational change in cultural attitude to blind and partially 
sighted people. This was achieved by embedding training into 
their systems and ensuring that access to that training was 
widely spread through its 4 sites. 55 staff and volunteers have 
had audio description training specifically developed by OUMC 
to suit their collections (from the training offered by the RNIB) 
and 15 front of house staff have had training in welcoming 
people with sight loss and on the spot audio description.

A new series of touch tours has been developed, with 
specialist training for delivering these offered to volunteers 
and staff, and new themes being suggested by staff who know 
the collections and are now embracing the opportunities they 
present for an enjoyable, accessible visit.

Tactile objects were created, and welcome packs for each site 
will also be on offer throughout OUMC.

The Arthur Conan Doyle Collection (ACDC), the Richard 
Lancelyn Green Bequest, differs from other partners in 
the project in that being largely a paper based archive it 
has no museum site of its own, apart from a dedicated 
gallery in the Portsmouth City Museum. Thus, the project 
here evolved to include a focus on taking the collection off-
site and out to target audiences. The staff at ACDC have 
been on a huge journey in developing the exhibition and 
have developed a fruitful partnership with Portsmouth 
University which resulted in a creative and innovative 
approach to three-dimensional sensory modelling, cleverly 
incorporating multiple textures, as well as heat and vibration, 
to communicate aspects of the interpretations of two key 
images which represent aspects of the life and work of Sir 
Arthur Conan Doyle. 16 removable panels are ring bound 
into the exhibition structure and these allow sensory access 
to ‘chapters’ in Conan Doyle’s life, for visitors to explore in a 
comfortable and well lit setting of their choosing, either in 
the display case or removed and on tables.

Sussex Archaeological Society (SAS) chose to lead the project 
with their Lewes Castle and Barbican Museum sites (adjacent 
to each other). Lewes Castle employed a part time project 
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officer, who was herself partially sighted, ensuring that every 
aspect of their project explored the needs and requirements of 
the target audience. 

The main strand of work was the development of an audio 
guide that can be accessed via an app and other formats. As 
well as orientation this brings the rich history of the site to life 
through actors, music and words. The main driver behind this 
output was the difficult physical access (over 100 steps) to the 
top of the castle. The view at the top of the South Downs is 
quite spectacular and the project commissioned a sound artist 
to create a representation of the view in sound that plays 
at the bottom of the steps. The sound artist calls his piece a 
‘sonic poem to the South Downs’ – building up the experience 
of the view through poetry, song, interviews and landscape 
recordings. Gavin Griffiths, a BPS access consultant who 
contributed to the development of the app, also reviewed it in 
his radio show. ‘Explore the castle with your ears’ was the way 
he described it there and it is without doubt an interesting 
experience for everyone, and not just the target end user.

Brighton & Hove City Council Museums Service had a clear 
project outline but unfortunately due to resourcing and 
capacity had to withdraw from the project before much work 
could be completed.

The project met a number of challenges, not least of all in 
the geographical spread of partners throughout the South-
East region, which impacted on the ability to share, network 
and explore the work being undertaken by partners at each 
other’s sites. In some cases, backfill of staff time for the 
partner organisations was not adequately budgeted for in the 
development phase and subsequent round 2 bid. This became 
apparent when trying to build relationships with gatekeeper 
organisations which took far longer than anticipated.

A number of surprise outcomes have mitigated against the 
challenges and there has been some extraordinary work in the 
development of 3D printed models and the thinking around 
how they should be made, finished, and what degree of detail 
should be included. At the time of development of Sensing 
Culture, the possibilities of 3D printing within this sector were 
little understood, and future access bids should consider this 
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a key interpretation tool in facilitating access to collections, 
using the learning from Sensing Culture as a guide.

The HLF identified outcomes can be evidenced on multiple 
levels throughout the project. Over a year’s worth of 
volunteer time has been contributed across the 6 partners 
demonstrating how much buy-in has been generated from 
the museum communities as a result of taking part in 
Sensing Culture.

Sustainability is a concern for some of the partner work 
whose output is less tangible in terms of resources, but 
efforts have been made in the face of strongly positive 
feedback from participants to find funding to continue 
strands of work which otherwise may have ceased as a 
result of the end of this project. Future growth of provision 
for BPS audiences is reliant on staff retention (the staff who 
have been active as part of Sensing Culture) at the sites 
where significant cultural change has not yet taken place or 
training for future staff has not been embedded within the 
organisations’ processes for induction.

Long term the impact of Sensing Culture will be hard to 
measure, but it has been built to provide a set of concrete 
examples of what can be achieved using a variety of different 
sized sites with a diverse range of collections. It has a powerful 
potential to be a springboard for discussion and learning for 
other heritage sites looking to undertake projects of this 
nature and this is built into the dissemination process which 
will take place in the latter stages of the project.

Overall the key messages to be heard from understanding 
Sensing Culture are:

1 Museums have a responsibility to embrace the 
opportunities of their collections and to make them 
accessible, and this is entirely doable no matter what your 
site or staff resource.

2 Working in partnership enables sharing and learning and 
the development of a supportive network of likeminded 
individuals working to achieve the same goals.
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3 Improving access for blind and partially sighted people 
also improves access for other audiences and that overall 
visitor experience can be improved when skills are taught 
and resources offered for people with sight loss. 

Sensing Culture provides a platform to inspire and inform 
future provision for blind and partially sighted people in the 
heritage sector with a strong momentum that must not be 
lost when this project itself ceases to run.
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Sensing Culture is a partnership project with 
a wide scope connecting people, ideas and 
resources across different sites and heritage 
organisations. Each partner was able to take 
different approaches to introduce new ways  
to enable people with sight-loss to access  
their heritage. 

The project was devised to deliver a clear message that a 
shared experience of museums, galleries and heritage is a 
right for everyone. The aim was to implement change in order 
to make access to learning and heritage available to new 
audiences, creating a legacy by embedding accessible solutions 
into the future practices of museums and galleries.

Collectively the project partners house a varied and eclectic 
variety of collections within diverse organisations with varied 
governance structures. Each has its own strategic or forward 
plan and from this was identified specific target groups 
of visitors to develop within their segment of the project. 
Additionally, the RNIB undertook a project segment of their 
own and operated very much as a partner within the project as 
well as providing support of the project as a whole. 

Sensing Culture was a large and ambitious project with 54 
strands – including Hub Activities, managed directly by RNIB, 
with outputs delivered across all partners; and individual 
Satellite Activities, chosen by the museum partners. Two 
Ambassador Partners were identified to be responsible for 
promoting the project to key networks and partners. These 
were Canterbury City Council Museums and Canterbury 
Cathedral (led by the Beaney House of Art and Knowledge) 
and Oxford University Museums and Collections (led by Oxford 
Museum of Natural History.)

It ran from June 2015 to June 2018, with data collection and 
review ending for the purposes of writing this report at the 
end of November 2017.
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Image: Woman with outstretched hand 
touching fabric with embroidered hand 
prints. Credit: Wendy Daws.
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In 2003, 42% of museum venues admitted that 
blind or partially sighted people could access none, 
or only a small part of their venues, collections 
and events. Blind and partially sighted visitors 
highlighted the importance of knowledgeable, 
welcoming staff, but felt that training was 
necessary to enable staff to offer heritage 
learning opportunities similar to those enjoyed by 
sighted visitors (RNIB / Vocaleyes 2003). 

In response to this, the RNIB ran two pilot projects 
working with museums to improve their heritage learning 
opportunities. 

First, ArtsLink worked with St Fagan’s National Museum of 
Wales and offered 10 people with sight loss a combination of 
workshops over 2 days, run by St Fagan’s staff and assisted by 
volunteer buddies. It was very well received with comments 
including ‘a mutually rewarding experience…we both gained as 
much out of this as the other’.

CultureLink West Midlands took place in 2011. Evaluation 
of that project found it ‘particularly successful in 
changing attitudes…should certainly serve as a model for 
transformational good practice nationally’. Participants 
welcomed the learning opportunities it offered: “So many…
galleries are ‘don’t touch’ and everything is signposted, but 
it’s our history and unfortunately we can’t see it, so it’s 
nice to learn about your past in a different way” (Shifting 
Perspectives, RNIB 2011). 

Following consultation and development with a number of 
prospective partners in the South-East region, a bid was 
successfully made to the Heritage Lottery Fund for CultureLink 
SE to build on the successes of the West Midlands project.

Sensing Culture (renamed from Culture Link SE), has built on 
learning and experiences from these two pilots to bring about 
a lasting difference for heritage, a lasting difference for people 
and a lasting difference for communities.
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Image: Museum visitors touching display  
of casts of fossilised marine reptile.  
Credit: Brickworks Media.
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Aims of the project
The aims of Sensing Culture were to:

1 Enable project partners to provide and promote exemplar 
services to open up collections and increase sustainable 
heritage learning opportunities for blind and partially 
sighted (BPS) people. This was to be done via:

• Training and development of skills for staff and 
volunteers

• Enabling blind and partially sighted staff and volunteers 
to act as ambassadors and mentors

• Creating a network of professionals to collaborate, share 
experiences and efficiencies, and learn from each other

2 Increase heritage learning opportunities for blind and 
partially sighted people, enabling them and volunteers to 
independently learn about and access their heritage.

3 Enable blind and partially sighted visitors and project 
participants to take part in activities to influence change 
by being involved in local heritage decision making and 
learning networks.

4 Improve blind and partially sighted people’s experience of 
heritage, encouraging and providing access for those who 
are not currently prepared or able to visit, and to facilitate 
the learning of new skills relating to it.

5 Support staff and volunteers in working with blind 
and partially sighted participants, using an innovative 
approach to engaging with the blind and partially sighted 
community and making more effective use of volunteers. 
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Partner organisations
Museums were chosen to represent a wide range of heritage sites 
and museums, both small and large, in order to provide exemplar 
models for other museums. Target audiences and community 
stakeholders were identified for each satellite partner. 

The plan was for each organisation to work effectively with 
local organisations and individuals to support the delivery of the 
project’s aims.

The partners were: RNIB (Hub partner); Canterbury City Council 
Museums & Canterbury Cathedral (Ambassador partner); 
Oxford University Museums & Collections (Ambassador 
partner); Brighton & Hove City Council Museums Service; Arthur 
Conan Doyle Collection and Sussex Archaeological Society

Canterbury City  
Council Museums & 

Canterbury Cathedral  
– Beaney House of  
Art and Knowledge 

(CCCM) 
Ambassador

Sussex  
Archaeological  

Society –  
Lewes Castle and 
Barbican Museum 

(SAS)

Oxford University 
Museums  

and Collections – 
Museum of Natural 

History (OUMC) 
Ambassador

Brighton & Hove  
City Council 

Museums Service 
– Booth Museum 

(BHCC)

Portsmouth  
City Council –  

Arthur Conan Doyle 
Collection (ACDC)

RNIB 
(Hub)
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Access Audits
As part of the development phase of the project each site 
undertook an access audit by two visually impaired heritage 
professionals, the recommendations of which are summarised 
below:

1: Canterbury City Council 
Museums & Canterbury Cathedral 

1 Overcoming barriers to access

• Audio described film of the fabric of the building or a 
descriptive journey of the way around it

• Use of technology to include BSL tours and link to other 
methods of interpretation including podcasts

• Develop a large print Welcome Pack that includes 
a tactile map, overlaid braille information. Include 
descriptions of key views / aspects of the building that 
are integral to the visit but assume the need for good 
vision

• Commission more describers and artists to provide work 
for the gallery areas

• Train staff and volunteers in audio description to 
provide on the spot opportunities to access items / 
architecture

• Develop a key resource pack for new Staff and 
Volunteers to brief them in welcome and resources for 
BPS people

• Develop a BPS focus group to develop and inform new 
resources

• Create touch tours in Cathedral and Beaney Museum

• Develop digital interventions apps in consultation with 
BPS audiences

2 Getting to the venue / parking 

• Develop way finding options for BPS people in 
partnership with other organisations in the town
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• Be creative with the spaces to encourage more 
thorough visits

3 Seating

• Provide a variety of seating in all galleries

• Build interpretation and large print information into the 
seating areas for BPS people which could also benefit 
the elderly using these areas

4 Research areas

• Acquire equipment that would enable better access to 
2D archival materials in libraries etc.

5 Education room

• Use the stone / materials to create a workshop for BPS 
children

• Use sound / costume alongside objects to create a 
multi-sensory experience for BPS children

• Use more contrasting colours in education spaces

6 Exhibition spaces

• Use of apps and technology to improve access to 2-d 
images and objects in glass

• Involve BPS people when developing exhibitions and ask 
for feedback and ideas for improvements

• Large print and audio available at ‘Explorer Points’

• Commission more describers and artists to provide work 
for the gallery areas

7 Cafe

• Provide a range of seating options

• Provide accessible menus in large print or link to 
technology if menu changes everyday

8 Toilets

• Colour contrast the toilet areas and basin areas to avoid 
a white ‘snow-storm’ effect for BPS users
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9 Marketing and PR

• Create a focus day around the International Day of 
Disabled People (3rd December)

• Create pilot and open days to involve blind societies in 
new activities and resources. Ensure all aspects of the 
day are accessible in particular to BPS children who are 
often overlooked

• Produce podcasts for local talking newspapers

2: Oxford University Museums 
and Collections – Oxford 
Museum of Natural History

1 Overcoming barriers to access

• Develop a large print welcome pack that includes 
a tactile map, overlaid braille information. Include 
descriptions of key views / aspects of the building that 
are integral to the visit but assume the need for good 
vision

• Train staff and volunteers in audio description to 
provide on the spot opportunities to access items / 
architecture

• Audio described film of the fabric of the building or a 
descriptive journey of the way around it

• Develop a key resource pack for new staff and 
volunteers to brief them in welcome and resources for 
BPS people

• Develop touch tours / regular talking images event

• Expand the handling collection

• Develop a constant offering across all four venues

2 Getting to the venue / parking 

• Develop way finding options for BPS people in 
partnership with other organisations in the town

• Be creative with the spaces to encourage more 
thorough visits
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• Consider a consistent approach to signage and way 
finding across all buildings

3 Seating

• Provide a variety of seating in all galleries

• Build interpretation and large print information into the 
seating areas for BPS people which could also benefit 
the elderly using these areas

• Consider having folding stools or frame seats available

• Improve lighting at problem areas for physical access 
such as flights of stairs

4 Research areas

• Consider a digitisation project working with BPS people 
and university students

• Penfriend technology could be used to interpret the 
photographic catalogue from the museum

• Acquire equipment that would enable better access to 
2D archival materials in libraries etc.

5 Education room

• Use the architecture and carvings to create a workshop 
for BPS children

• Ensure furniture in these spaces are more BPS person 
friendly

• Use more contrasting colours in education spaces

6 Exhibition spaces

• Use of apps and technology to improve access to 2-d 
images and objects in glass

• Involve BPS people when developing exhibitions and ask 
for feedback and ideas for improvements

• Large print and audio available at ‘Explorer Points’

• Commission more describers and artists to provide work 
for the gallery areas
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7 Exhibition labels

• Work with other Sensing Culture partners to ensure 
consistency of consideration for access needs across the 
exhibition labelling

• Use more describers and artists to interpret artefacts in 
glass cases and poorly lit areas

• Consider developing a penfriend trail with objects and 
interactive labels

8 Cafe

• Provide a range of seating options

• Provide accessible menus in large print or link to 
technology if menu changes everyday

9 Marketing and PR

• Create a focus day around the International Day of 
Disabled People (3rd December) Disability History Month 
(Nov / Dec) and other Heritage Open Days (September)

• Improve website accessibility and use of Twitter

• Create pilot and open days to involve blind societies in 
new activities and resources. Ensure all aspects of the 
day are accessible in particular to BPS children who are 
often overlooked

• Invite a BPS focus group to help develop a marketing 
strategy

• Produce podcasts for local talking newspapers

3: Arthur Conan Doyle Collection

1 Overcoming barriers to access

• Use volunteer describers at certain locations to describe 
objects

• Offer more audio described talks and handling sessions 
to adults and school groups

• Train staff in Understanding Sight Loss

• Develop audio tracks in city museum to interpret 
artefacts for BPS visitors
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• Explore crossovers with other sites in the regions to 
provide a joint offering for target audiences

• Provide magnifiers and penfriends to help immediate 
access to the archive

2 Getting to the venue / parking 

• Develop way finding options for BPS people in 
partnership with other organisations in the town

• Be creative with the spaces to encourage more 
thorough visits

3 Seating

• Provide a variety of seating in all galleries

• Build interpretation and large print information into the 
seating areas for BPS people which could also benefit 
the elderly using these areas

• Consider having folding stools or frame seats available

4 Exhibition spaces

• Improve lighting in the city museum exhibition

• Introduce tactile / handling objects in the city museum 
exhibition

• Improve labelling to ensure it is fully accessible

• Ensure smooth level access throughout entrance areas

5 Education and research areas

• Consider digitising the collection and develop an online 
resource

• Introduce equipment of any sort that could improve 
access to the collection

• Furniture and equipment in the Doyle room needs to be 
more BPS friendly as this is the best space for reading 
archival material

• Use contrasting colours in the history spaces

• Develop a handling programme using the 3000 objects 
available

• Consider a ‘buddying’ type system which would help 
facilitate access through on the spot audio description 
and informed discussion about objects
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6 Toilets

• Colour contrast the toilet areas and basin areas to avoid 
a white ‘snow-storm’ effect for BPS users

7 Marketing and PR

• Organise an annual day or event to engage BPS people 
regularly. Could be tagged on Disability History Month 
or Heritage Open Days

• Produce podcasts for local talking newspapers

• Provide opportunities for BPS people to become 
role models by getting involved regularly through 
volunteering and employment

4: Sussex Archaeological Society 

1 Overcoming barriers to access

• Use community curation in development of new 
Galleries at Anne of Cleves House

• Use the National Iron Collection for touch tour 
opportunities and develop associated audio descriptions

• Develop alternative interpretation techniques for BPS 
people at Lewes Castle

• Create a film using binaural technology for the gardens 
and castle areas

• Listening posts in the Castle grounds

• Develop digital intervention apps

• Focus on families with BPS members (children / 
grandparents specifically)

2 Getting to the venue / parking 

• Develop way finding options for BPS people in 
partnership with other organisations in the town

• Be creative with the spaces and internal signage to 
encourage more thorough visits and engagement with 
the heritage

• Consider a consistent approach to signage and way 
finding across all sites in Lewes
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3 Seating

• Provide a range of seating including comfortable seating 
with arm rests

• Ensure large print guides are close by or in-built to the seating

4 Education and research areas

• Use high contrasting colours in these areas

• Improve lighting

• Commission more artists and describers to deliver work 
in these areas

• Consider how BPS people may access these areas

• Consider digitising elements of the collection

5 Exhibition spaces

• Include community curation into the development of 
new exhibition areas

• Build blind people’s stories into the new exhibitions

• Utilise the National Iron Collection for handling sessions 
and workshops for BPS people

6 Toilets

• If toilets are not nearby consider time involved in 
accessing toilet facilities when programming events and 
workshops

• Entrance to the toilet needs to be on a main public 
thoroughfare and not accessible through a restricted area

• Install sensor buttons for flushing and taps

• Colour contrast the toilet areas and basin areas to avoid 
a white ‘snow-storm’ effect for BPS users
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5: Brighton & Hove City Council 
Museums Service – Booth Museum

1 Overcoming barriers to access

• Develop training for staff and volunteers to improve 
sight awareness skills

• Embed inclusive working in culture at museum

• Use technology to interpret the bird / butterfly collection 
(iPads, audio descriptions on MP3s, smart phones etc.)

• Consider a multi-sensory interactive trail across all 
museum sites

• Programme BSL or audio descriptive tours onto iPads to 
improve access

• Develop a large print Welcome Pack that includes a tactile 
map, overlaid braille information. Include descriptions of 
key views / aspects of the building that are integral to the 
visit but assume the need for good vision

• Develop a key resource pack for new staff and 
volunteers to brief them in welcome and resources for 
BPS people

• Improve way finding through tactile maps

• Introduce touch tours and handling opportunities

• Develop alternative interpretation for exhibitions that 
specifically reach out to BPS people

2 Getting to the venue / parking 

• Improve way finding solutions for BPS people in 
partnership with other sites in the town

• Link the current signage system to an audio system

• Recruit volunteer buddies to help facilitate access to  
the site

• Consider a consistent approach to museum signage

3 Seating

• Ensure a range of seating is available including seats 
with arm rests and at different heights
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• Consider having a range of folding stools available to 
borrow 

• Provide a desk so that reading braille books is made 
easier

4 Research areas

• Acquire equipment that will help improve access to 
collections for BPS people

• Consider options for digitising collections 

• Provide descriptions to each of the items on the online 
catalogue

• Consider a penfriend or iPad trail through the building. 
Develop a series of workshops to complement this

5 Education room

• Apps can provide descriptions of 2D images and objects 
in glass cases

• Improve accessible resources for BPS children and 
provide them online

• Digitise imagery of butterflies to facilitate access for 
educational purposes

• Utilise technology wherever possible for educational 
opportunities

6 Exhibition spaces

• Consider use of 3D printing for handling objects

• Use technology to integrate audio descriptions of 
objects in cases and make them more accessible

• Consult with BPS people to provide feedback on each 
exhibition and to make improvements

• Commission artists and describers to create 
interpretation responses to artefacts in gallery areas. 
Explore opportunities for community engagement in a 
wider project

7 Exhibition labels

• Increase font size to pt 20 and provide support info in 
braille or audio

• Improve lighting to read labels
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• Use more describers and artists to access objects in 
cases 

• Develop a penfriend back pack trail to encourage family 
friendly exploration of the museum

• Consider a quieter area for handling objects and reading 
labels

8 Marketing and PR

• Create a focus day around the International Day of 
Disabled People (3rd December) Disability History 
Month (Nov / Dec) and other Heritage Open Days 
(September)

• Improve website accessibility and use of Twitter

• Create pilot and open days to involve blind societies in 
new activities and resources. Ensure all aspects of the 
day are accessible in particular to BPS children who are 
often overlooked

• Invite a BPS focus group to help develop a marketing 
strategy

• Produce podcasts for local talking newspapers



29

Shared goals for all Sensing 
Culture partners

1 Marketing and PR 
Action planning to include:

• Training plan

• Way finding requirements 

• Considerations of access in programming and workshop 
delivery

• How access improvements can work for all audiences

• Involvement of blind and partially sighted people in 
developing all of the above

2 Exhibitions

• Programme inclusive exhibitions for all disabled users

• Relaxed tours targeted for BPS users

• Develop understanding of marketing exhibitions to BPS 
users

• Include BPS people in the planning of exhibitions

3 Workshops

• Create and programme workshops for BPS users and 
their families

• Be clear about your intentions and audiences in the 
project / event titling 

• Ensure that BPS role models are prominent in your 
programming e.g. artists / facilitators 

• Include BPS people in the planning of workshops

4 Artists

• Include BPS artists in additional activity around 
programming and exhibitions

• Provide opportunities for commissions, performances 
and interpretation

5  Employees and visitors

• Create opportunities to employ more BPS staff and volunteers
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• Develop a programme working specifically with  
BPS people

• Create a national handling scheme in partnership with 
other museums in the SE

6 Sharing, learning and information

• Consider accessible information leaflets, guides, 
booklets and flyers etc.

• Accessible ticket booking systems

• Work with all partners in Sensing Culture to create an 
accessible way of promoting your resources and events 
created for BPS people

• Visit other venues in the partnership to see in person 
and learn from them about how they are developing 
‘See and Touch: Inclusive Heritage’ philosophy

7  Staff training needs

• Build a training programme using the social model that 
meets the requirements of staff training needs

• Pay particular attention to the use of technology in 
interpreting heritage

• Equip all staff to develop their audio description skills

8  Marketing 

• Create a marketing strategy for BPS audiences

• Develop an access database which shares accessible 
travel info to all partners in the Sensing Culture project

• Constantly review and share what you are doing with 
other partners in the project to avoid silo working
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Partner by partner –  
What we wanted to 
happen

RNIB / Hub
RNIB’s Strategy objectives for 2014-19 include supporting 
people with sight loss to live independently, as well as working 
with partners and other organisations to effect changes so 
that blind and partially sighted people are not excluded from 
society. In the plan, RNIB as the Hub partner was expected to 
undertake these responsibilities:

 Project management of Hub activity and co-ordination of 
cross-partner activity via a dedicated, part-time member 
of staff 

 Recruitment of specialist consultants to develop and deliver 
project wide graphic design, heritage guidance, web and 
social media support, accessible technology support, film 
production (as part of project evidence of successes and 
evaluation) museum mentor, and end of project evaluation

 Delivery of 5 partner workshops

 Development of the Heritage Buddies programme 

 Training

 sight loss awareness training for all partners, volunteers 
and contracted consultants

 audio description training for staff and volunteers

 commissioned accessible design training

 commissioned accessible technology training

 Development of RNIB commissioned evaluation tools and 
approaches
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 Development of a Museum welcome pack for blind and 
partially sighted visitors with guidance on welcoming BPS 
visitors for front of house staff

 ‘Train the trainer’ toolkit for staff and volunteers based on 
what was learnt from the project

 Promotional activities and dissemination of learning

 Dissemination of key learning and case studies 

1: The Canterbury Cluster 
– Canterbury Museums 
and Galleries & Canterbury 
Cathedral / Beaney House of Art 
and Knowledge (Lead Partner) 
(Ambassador Partner) (CCCM)
The Canterbury Cluster involves three partner heritage 
organisations:

1  Canterbury Museums and Galleries, which manages the 
following 5 sites: 

• The Beaney House of Art and Knowledge

• Canterbury Heritage Museum

• Canterbury Roman Museum

• Herne Bay Museum and Gallery

• Whitstable Museum and Gallery

http://www.canterbury.co.uk/Canterbury-Museums.aspx

2  Canterbury Cathedral which includes:

• Canterbury Cathedral Archives and Library

• Canterbury Cathedral Schools Department

• Canterbury Cathedral Visits Department
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3  Kent County Council Libraries, Registration and Archives 
Service  
(which manages Canterbury Library in the Beaney)

The lead partner for this project was Canterbury Museums 
(through the Beaney House of Art & Knowledge). The Beaney 
is a Grade 1 listed building, containing important collections of 
fine and decorative art, natural science, social, world and local 
history material. Much of this is unique with some collections 
of national and regional as well as local significance. It is the 
main venue in Canterbury district for local people and visitors 
to see, engage and learn from this material, and a focus for 
learning. The Beaney has a strong Health and Wellbeing 
mission – with the museum director contributing to the All-
Party Parliamentary Group on Arts, Health and Wellbeing 
Inquiry.

Canterbury Cathedral is part of Canterbury’s World Heritage 
Site and attracts over 1 million visitors a year. The building and 
its collections are of international importance, with documents 
and artefacts dating from the 9th century onwards. The 
Cathedral has recently received major HLF Lottery funding 
to widen learning and participation to hard to reach groups 
including people with disabilities.

CCCM was an Ambassador Partner, promoting the project to 
key networks and partners and with site-specific plans and 
responsibilities:

 Employment of Project Co-Ordinator (part-time)

 Commission of Arts workshop leaders to run Craft Link 
workshops, including at least one blind or partially sighted 
artist

 Programme of Craft Link workshops for Be Creative! 
(Later re-named the ‘Art of Making’ (Music, textile, mixed 
media)

 Tactile, multi-sensory, audio described exhibition to bring 
together and celebrate all elements of the project
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 Launch events for blind and partially sighted groups across 
Kent, including adults and families with children in order to 
target audiences for the workshops

 Outreach visits to local schools with blind and partially 
sighted children to promote new resources

 Design and development of an app with digital audio 
described tours of The Beaney, Beaney Library and 
Canterbury Cathedral 

 A mini-exhibition at Canterbury Cathedral highlighting the 
project and its resources

 Heritage Open Days 2016 to promote the project, using 
tactile and multi-sensory trails, and to disseminate 
learning

 Open Day to recruit project participants

 A project celebration event, to coincide with exhibition 
opening

 A Canterbury Project Development Event for other 
museums and heritage partners in Kent

 A film for project evaluation and learning dissemination 
purposes

 Project Ambassador Partner
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2: Oxford University Museums 
& Collections / Museum of 
Natural History (OUMC) 
(Ambassador Partner)
The University of Oxford owns and manages 4 museums. 
These are: 

 Ashmolean Museum 

 Museum of Natural History

 Pitt Rivers Museum 

 Museum of the History of Science 

The Oxford University Museum of Natural History (OUMNH) 
is the lead site for Oxford. Opened in 1860 and housed in a 
Grade I listed Victorian neo-gothic building, OUMNH houses 
over 7 million internationally important mineralogical, 
paleontological, zoological and archival collections including 
35,000 type specimens, the earliest surviving British natural 
history specimens, the world’s most complete remains of 
the extinct Dodo and the earliest scientifically documented 
dinosaur remains.

OUMC was an Ambassador Partner, promoting the project to 
key networks and partners and with site-specific plans and 
responsibilities:

 Employment of project leader (part-time)

 Advisory panel of blind and partially sighted volunteers to 
act as project consultants

 Development of Meet the Museum kits, with a tutorial for 
front of house staff and volunteers

 A pilot project at the Museum of Natural History to 
develop a portable tactile map system
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 Extend existing touch tour offer available at the 
Ashmolean Museum: 12 more audio described and touch 
tours to be delivered at the Museum of Natural History, 
The Pitt Rivers Museum and the Museum of History of 
Science. 

 Audio description training programme for volunteer touch 
tour guides

 10 volunteer Heritage Buddies

 Ambassador Partner

 Raising awareness of the project, including:

• online promotion and internal communication with staff 
across all University Museums

• Dissemination of learning and final project outcomes, 
internally and externally 

• Dissemination of volunteer training schemes to local 
networks 

• ASPIRE training day to disseminate learning more 
widely

3: Arthur Conan Doyle Collection
The largest collection on Sir Arthur Conan Doyle in existence in 
the world, the collection was left as a legacy by Richard Lancelyn 
Green to Portsmouth City Council in 2005. It has taken 12 years 
to catalogue the huge array of objects, books and papers, entirely 
by volunteers, and although it is open to the public as an archive, 
its only public facing ‘home’ is a dedicated room in Portsmouth 
Museum. Containing 3,500 objects, 16,000 books and 40,000 
archives it is largely 2D in nature which automatically makes 
it difficult to ensure access for all. The Arthur Conan Doyle 
Collection planned to undertake these activities:

 Development of a mini touring exhibition about Conan 
Doyle, his works and Sherlock Holmes

 Development and delivery of workshops for blind and 
partially sighted visitors 
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 Development of a range of handling objects, themed 
to fit around relevant narrative (supported by an RNIB 
commissioned designer)

 Dissemination activities

4: Sussex Archaeological Society 
/ Lewes Castle
Lewes Castle is part of a bigger group of sites managed by 
Sussex Archaeological Society. The Society began in 1846 and 
is the oldest Archaeological Society in England. Its charitable 
aims are to enable people to enjoy, learn about and have 
access to the heritage of Sussex.

Lewes Castle is the lead site for this partner within the project. 
Their collections represent how people have lived in the 
area for the last few thousand years. The castle represents 
a significant time in history and is one of the first motte 
and bailey castles to have been built. It is now a scheduled 
monument and is a strong part of the town’s identity.

Sussex Archaeological Society’s plans for activities were:

 Employment of accessible communications project 
officer (part-time) to support the site with specific 
communications development needs

 Soundscape to open up a new room in the tower of the 
castle, on the ground level. This included an architecture 
trail and sensory trail with audio posts, to bring the 
panorama and timeline of the castle to life 

 Development of new tours

 Trial events and open days to test new tours and welcome 
packs

 Shared learning and training events with other sites within 
Sussex Archaeological Society
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5: Brighton & Hove City Council 
Museums Service / The Booth 
Museum
The Booth Museum of Natural History is part of The Royal 
Pavilion and Museums which comprises five heritage sites. 
The other sites are: 

 The Royal Pavilion

 Brighton Museum

 Hove Museum 

 Preston Manor 

The Booth Museum was founded in 1874 by Edward Thomas 
Booth, naturalist and collector, who amassed an extensive 
collection of British birds in the 19th century. He built a museum in 
1874 to house his collection, displaying each of the birds in a series 
of dioramas. Unlike the typical bird displays of the time, Booth’s 
diorama cases set the birds in a depiction of their natural habitats. 

It is now home to a staggering collection of 525,000 insects, 
50,000 minerals and rocks, 30,000 plants and 5,000 microscopic 
slides. There is also a colourful butterfly collection with over 
650 types on display. The fossil and bone collections date back 
to when dinosaurs and woolly rhinos roamed Sussex. There are 
some spectacularly old specimens such as shells from the bottom 
of a 55 million year old Mediterranean lagoon, and dinosaur bones.

At the Booth Museum, the planned activities were:

 Commission of a creative project consultant with specific 
experience in projects for people with sight loss

 4 creative consultation workshops to discuss, evaluate 
and design resources and materials to make The Booth 
Museum more welcoming and accessible to blind and 
partially sighted visitors
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 Design and development of a sound map app

 Workshops to test and introduce the new accessible offer

 Dissemination of learning and experiences internally, with 
staff at other sites of The Royal Pavilion and Museums

 Project promotion and dissemination of learning via 
community groups and local networks
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Methodology 
– How we 
collected data

5

40
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External evaluation support was commissioned 
from Annie Lucas, a cultural and heritage 
consultant with particular experience in managing 
and delivering heritage projects that have a health 
and wellbeing focus and specifically for blind and 
partially sighted audiences. 

The consultant was brought on board some months after the 
project start and after reviewing the structure and complexities 
of the project created a strategy which was developed with 
feedback from the partners following a partner day in June 2016.

The complex nature of the project relied heavily on partners 
collecting and managing their own data, which was then 
centrally coordinated into master spreadsheets by RNIB / Hub.

Methods of capturing both qualitative and quantitative data 
were therefore provided for all partners, as follows:

1  Quantitive data capture form

2	Feedback forms: Training, event / visit, Heritage Buddies  
See Appendix 1 for these tools.

In addition, the following methods / sources have been used by 
the consultant in compiling this report:

3	Interviews – in person and on the telephone

4	Email feedback requests

5	Registers

6	Supporting documentation such as event invite lists, 
posters, visitor feedback in guest books, online etc.…
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Output – 
What actually 
happened

6

42
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RNIB / Hub

Activity 

Project 
Management  
of Project

Appointment 
of Consultants: 
Audio Description 
training

Appointment of 
Consultants: Film 
Makers 

Appointment 
of Consultants: 
Evaluation 
Consultant

Appointment 
of Consultants: 
Museum Mentor

Delivery of 
Partner days

Development of 
Heritage Buddies 
 
 
 

Training: 
Understanding 
Sight Loss

Training: 
Commissions 
accessible Design 
Consultant to 
advise

What actually happened 

The project was managed

Lonny Evans appointed – AD training 
delivered

Appointed Brickworks Media at start of 
project for film completion and launch at 
Sensing Culture Conference April / May 
2018 (LEGACY)

Appointed Annie Lucas

 

Zoe Partington appointed

5 partner days held 

Recruited – and trained – but the scheme 
never got off the ground 
 
 
 

Delivered by RNIB volunteer trainers and 
RNIB paid staff 

Appointed John Round as accessible 
designer for logo and other graphic 
outputs – NO training developed – 
Instead imagery sessions offered by 
Images and Tactile Maps team at RNIB

Target 
numbers

–

70 staff / 
vols 
 

–

 

–

 

–

5 

10 
 
 
 
 

90 staff / 
vols 

– 
 
 
 

Actual 
Numbers

–

127

 

–

 

–

 

–

5 

10 trained but 
only 4 made 
contact with 
museums and 
none actually 
conducted a tour

81 
 

– 
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RNIB Involvement

As the partner running the project Hub and managing the 
overall project the RNIB has had a key role to play in ensuring 
that the project rolls out as smoothly as possible while it 
also delivers on its commitment to training, partner days, 
the Sensing Culture film, E-zine, marketing support, and to 
pilot the Heritage Buddies scheme. It has a role in linking 
the partners to the overall funders via project updates and 
grant claims. Finally, the organisation has a role to play in the 
dissemination of the project learning though this will largely 
take place as legacy through the Sensing Culture conference, 
website, evaluation and training manual / case studies. 

There was a significant challenge in the remit to ensure that 
the geographically spread and diverse range of partners and 

Activity 

Training: 
Commissioned 
accessible 
Technology 
Consultant to 
advise

Development 
of RNIB 
commissioned 
evaluation tools 
and approaches

Development 
of a Museum 
Welcome Pack for 
blind and partially 
sighted visitors

Promotional 
activities and 
dissemination of 
learning

What actually happened 

Shelley Boden accessible tech consultant 
– no formal training developed or 
delivered – instead advising museums on 
one to one basis

Annie Lucas worked with RNIB to 
produce an evaluation strategy which was 
approved by RNIB and included the tools 
used for collecting data for this report 

Creation of banners and tactile books

Training delivered at Transforming 
Museums Conference  
E-zine – planned to be published every six 
months – published twice

Target 
numbers 
 
–

 

–

–

E-zine – two 
times a year 
for duration 
of project

Actual 
Numbers 
 
– 

 
 

–

 
 

– 
 
 
 

E-zine – 
published 
twice in total
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their equally varied range of activities remained cohesive 
within the Sensing Culture brand. Tactile books containing 
swell paper images from items in the partners collections and 
braille / large print / audio interpretative text to support them, 
together with pop-up banners publicising the project were 
distributed among all the partners. 

Training

All the partners were offered access to sight awareness and 
audio description training by the Hub. Training consultants 
were recruited on a tender / proposal process, and appointed 
by an internal panel at RNIB who graded the proposals. They 
were recruited and briefed over the phone, and an email 
introduction was sent out to each partner who was then 
invited to book the training sessions on offer directly with the 
trainer. Each partner was offered an allocation of up to 5 days 
of time which for most of them was more than they needed. 
For audio description in particular the training on offer was so 
strong that they simply didn’t need more than they accessed.

The Hub also ran 5 partner days throughout the project to 
share project updates and offer training opportunities. These 
were held at the following venues and all included project 
sharing opportunities and updates with specific training 
sessions shown in italics. Partners themselves requested 
London venues due to their geographical spread.

 NAVIGATION – Tactile Maps and Images – (including a 
session run by RNIB team Sue King and Michelle Lee) – 
Tate Britain, London – 28th April 2016

 EVALUATION – run by consultant Annie Lucas – The V and 
A, London – 22 July 2016

 THE VISUAL MADE ACCESSIBLE – Accessible Film 
Making run by Brickworks Media – Jerwood Gallery, 
Hastings – 16th September 2016

 Learning and sharing – PARTNER SHOWCASE – Beaney 
House of Art and Knowledge, Canterbury – 26th Jan 2017

 REFLECTIVE PRACTICE – Geffrye Museum, London – 15th 
June 2017



46

The geography of the project dictated the locations of the 
partner days and although two were held in Kent, the distance 
from partner to partner generally impeded the potential to 
share the physical output of the project on location at other 
partner sites. Partners preferred a London location as it was 
more easily commutable. 

These days have facilitated partner sharing and learning 
despite the distance – a good example of this has been for 
phase two of the CCCM project, where they have been looking 
at 3D printing replica objects. An email thread has allowed 
both OUMC and ACDC to recommend suppliers and share 
learning from their experiences, which has been significant in 
this area.

New resources

Tactile books with information about the project, and swell 
paper tactile images of key items in each partner sites’ 
collections, together with braille, large print and audio versions 
of descriptions of each item were created and distributed to 
each partner for display in their galleries. 

It was a practical solution to the difficulty to overcome the 
geographical problem outlined above, but the reality is that 
in the context of each museum, unless a visitor makes a 
significant amount of effort to read and absorb the books’ 
contents from start to finish it may not make sense to them 
that objects from another museum are being interpreted in 
the one in which they visit. Indeed, the partners struggled to 
find an appropriate home for these items within their galleries 
and one commented that they won’t be able to put them out 
at all beyond the life of the project. 

A pop up banner advertising the project was also designed and 
one each sent to partners for use at events.
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Image: Fingers touching a textured 
rendition of the cover of ‘The Hound of the 
Baskervilles’ by Arthur Conan Doyle from 
the ‘Sensing Culture tactile book’.
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What did you like most about the Sensing Culture  
sensory book?
That one was produced 
There was a lot of information 
The descriptions of the images are very detailed

What did you like least about it?
Bit large – maybe too much in one pack 
It was very very big

Feedback from BPS users of the RNIB Sensing Culture  
sensory books

The books have found a really practical life for dissemination 
purposes at conferences and sharing events with positive 
feedback from BPS users in this setting reported by RNIB. 
Sussex Archaeological Society commissioned reprints due to 
their usage in this way. 

As a tool for sharing heritage outside the museum sites 
themselves RNIB have reported that they have had excellent 
positive anecdotal feedback for the innovative qualities with 
which traditional methods such as swell print and braille have 
been used in conjunction with each other. 

Dissemination / Legacy

A large proportion of the RNIB work falls under legacy as it is 
a commitment to the sharing of the learning from the project. 
Two conferences are being delivered (after the time of writing) 
and a new website (see below) will be developed.

An E-zine was intended to have been published regularly 
throughout the project to share and communicate the project’s 
outcomes as well as articles of interest to BPS audiences 
regarding other heritage and cultural happenings. 

It was published twice, but after a key volunteer dropped out, 
momentum was lost, and the activity was not continued. 
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Some key learning was made by volunteers despite the 
challenges faced with one volunteer reporting that taking part 
in it has provided a spring board for her for other activities 
including providing voice-over and audio description pieces for 
the final Sensing Culture film (see section 9. Legacy.)

Volunteer learning from the e-zine activity overall included:

1	When producing an e-zine, engagement with the target 
audience first would help find out exactly what they want 
to see.

2	 When setting up a volunteer group for a specific project it 
is important to recruit volunteers that have the relevant 
interest and skills to make it a success.

3	 Social media platforms such as Facebook or WhatsApp 
can help aid communication between volunteers working 
on the same project.

Social media and website support

A budget was set out for social media and web support at 
the outset but when it came to tendering for a consultant 
to fulfil the contract feedback from partners suggested that 
they would be unable to alter their corporate websites and 
they were unable to be specific about what kind of support or 
help would be required for social media so the role remained 
unfilled. Instead the money has been reallocated into the 
development of the standalone website which will house all of 
the resources and tools produced from the project for a period 
of 5 years. This is due to be launched in May 2018 (see section 
9. Legacy)

Ultimately this is more beneficial to the project as a whole 
than the original plan for this budget, since the website will 
provide easy to access, easy to use, crucial information and 
advice for other museums and heritage organisations wishing 
to action the learning from Sensing Culture in their own 
museums and sites. It also ensures a legacy of that learning 
for at least five years from the project end.
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Project Structure

The process for the project began over two years before the 
bid was submitted with an initial 12-month development 
phase. From this activity each partner created their own 
activity plan. All of the activity plans were put together into 
the project bid by RNIB and included a Hub activity plan. As 
an RNIB led project, the overall project structure, reporting 
and financial processes were under RNIB control. The partners 
devised their own project timelines which were coordinated 
into the overall activity plan.

Heritage Buddies 

RNIB uses a database system to record and monitor a bank of 
volunteers throughout the UK. There are over 600 volunteers 
in the South-East Region. The volunteer opportunities in this 
region are predominantly Technology Support, Fundraising and 
Studio Readers. Both RNIB and partners felt that the Sensing 
Culture project provided an opportunity for new volunteers 
to be recruited and trained as Heritage Buddies, supporting 
people with sight loss when visiting local museums and 
heritage sites. The objective in the original bid was to train and 
recruit 10 Heritage Buddies who would meet a BPS person at a 
partner site and share a visit with them.

Buddies were recruited and trained centrally through the RNIB 
channels and were then put in touch with each partner to 
advertise the service and match to blind and partially sighted 
visitors locally to them who wanted to use it.

Due to some challenges within this mini-project (see section 
8. Review) no actual formal visits were ever undertaken so 
there is no data available to analyse the potential success of 
the scheme. However out of the total of the 10 target Buddies 
recruited 3 remain active fulfilling other roles within the 
partner sites including delivering touch tours.
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Response to Access Audits

In pulling together the whole project the RNIB as the 
overarching project manager sought to respond to the 
following recommendations outlined in the Access Audits, and 
to advise and encourage partners to do this within their own 
strands of the project.

Access Audit 
category

Action Planning 
 
 
 
 

Staff Training 
Needs 
 
 
 
 
 

Exhibitions 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Artists 
 
 
 

Employees and 
Visitors 
 

Recommendations acted upon within this project

 
Training plan – roll out of Understanding Sight Loss and Audio Description 
training to all partners

Involvement of blind and partially sighted people in developing all of the 
above – ensured focus groups and BPS involvement is inbuilt into the 
project structure

Build a training programme using the Social Model that meets the 
requirements of staff training needs – Museum Mentor appointed to advise 
on this

Pay particular attention to the use of technology in interpreting heritage – 
specialist Tech advisor was appointed

Equip all staff to develop their audio description skills

Programme inclusive exhibitions for all disabled users – Museum Mentor 
appointed to advise on this

Relaxed tours targeted for BPS users – encouraged and supported across 
all partners

Include BPS people in the planning of Exhibitions – focus groups built into 
delivery proposals

Include BPS artists in additional activity around programming and 
exhibitions – embedded in the project

Provide opportunities for commissions, performances and interpretation – 
embedded in the project

Create opportunities to employ more BPS staff and volunteers – embedded 
in the project

Develop a programme working specifically with BPS people
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Recommendations acted upon within this project

 
Consider accessible information leaflets, guides booklets and flyers etc. – 
Sensing Culture tactile books

Work with all partners in Sensing Culture to create an accessible way of 
promoting your resources and events created for BPS people.

Visit other venues in the partnership to see in person and learn from 
them about how they are developing ‘See and Touch: Inclusive Heritage’ 
philosophy – supported through partner days 
 
Constantly review and share what you are doing with other partners in the 
project to avoid silo working – supported through partner days

Access Audit 
category

Sharing, Learning 
and Information 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Marketing 
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1: Canterbury City Council 
Museums & Canterbury 
Cathedral (CCCM)

Partner 
 

Employment 
of Project Co-
ordinator PT 

Arts workshop 
leaders including 
one BPS Artist 
 
 

Events run by 
BPS artists 

The Art 
of Making 
Workshops

Painting with 
words – audio 
described tours 
 

Sensation Tactile 
Tours / Handling 
objects 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Activity 
 

The money in the bid proved insufficient 
to create a post so Manda Gifford 
managed the role and the money was 
redeployed across the project

Wendy Daws and Claire Buckley 
appointed – BPS artist Aaron Peake and 
Faye Kilburn ran workshops 

Richard Navarro (Musician) ran 
workshops

Two workshops took place – recruiting 
BPS artists proved difficult for regular 
workshops

36 Mixed Media, Music and Textile 
workshops took place up to 30 Sept 2017 
(more to come)

Audio description training provided –  
a bank of audio descriptions was begun 
with a view to recording – the main bulk 
of money was absorbed into the ibeacons 
app (LEGACY)

Tactile tour which is made available to 
group facilitators – it is not published as 
several items on it need a staff member 
or experienced volunteer with the group 
to ensure gloves, gentle handling etc.

2 main new tactile handling object 
collections – The Mark of the Maker and 
Tactile Too / Two.

Touchable Beaney is a LEGACY project 
which began with the Epstein ‘Red Dean’ 
as the subject.

What 
actually 
happened

– 
 
 

– 
 
 
 
 

6 events 
 

10 BPS users 
per workshop 

6 BPS users, 
6 Vols, 6 
students 
 

6 BPS users, 
6 Volunteers, 
6 students 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Target 
numbers

 
– 
 
 

– 
 
 
 
 

2 workshops 
 

33 total BPS 
with 10 -16 per 
session

– 
 
 
 

Total workshop 
participants 
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Partner 
 

Launch Events 
for BPS people 
in Kent including 
adults and 
families with 
children

School CPD event 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Outreach to 
Schools 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mini Exhibition 
at Canterbury 
Cathedral 

Heritage Open 
Days using multi-
sensory and 
tactile trails 
 
 
 
 
 

Activity 
 

Exhibition launch events at the start of 
each exhibition (December 2016 & Jan 
2018) and these were used to offer 
info and display work to tempt future 
participants to join, so they were a form 
of taster.

With RNIB agreement the money for 
this was redeployed this across a range 
of children’s activities which included the 
music workshops attended by teachers 
and TA’s as well as students, as well as 
the summer 1-day workshops.

CPD event for Kent Museums & Galleries 
with several Learning Officers attending 
took place, and presentations including 
how to use Arts Award with VI children. 

Young people from 4 schools in Kent:  
St Nicholas SEN, Canterbury; Bromstone 
Primary, Broadstairs; Reculver Primary; 
Whitfield and Aspen Primary, Dover. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

On 4th October 2016 there was a display 
on the project as part of the cathedral’s 
annual open evening. 200 visited the 
Archives as a whole.

Heritage Open Day in the Archives at 
Canterbury Cathedral on 8th September 
2016 on the project had 20 attendees. 

On 8th September 2016 an Heritage 
Open Day was held at the Beaney with 
50 participants (20 general public and 20 
who hadn’t attended a BPS related event 
before)

What 
actually 
happened 
 
– 
 
 
 
 

20 teachers 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4 visits from 
schools with 
BPS children 
to promote 
new materials

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2000 
 
 

50 BPS over 
6 sessions 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Target 
numbers 
 
 
– 
 
 
 
 

25 at CPD 
event 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

11 disabled 
participants: 
5 registered 
blind, 6 
Visually 
Impaired, 
4 have 
additional 
learning 
needs & 2 are 
wheelchair 
users.

200 
 
 

70 
participants; 
20 general 
public; 20 
who hadn’t 
attended a VI 
event before 
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Partner 
 

Open Day 
to recruit 
participants / 
taster days 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Project 
celebration event 
and Front Room 
exhibition

Arts Award 
project (replaced 
wise words 
festival) 
 
 

Film for 
evaluation 
and learning 
dissemination 
purposes

Being a Project 
Ambassador 
 

Activity 
 

Very poor uptake for this recruitment 
drive as the lead in time was extremely 
short due to late project start and the 
CCCM project being heavily front loaded 
– everyone wanted to come to the main 
workshops and the group grew steadily 
as word of mouth got out – was hard to 
break into the target groups for drop-ins 

Exhibition launch events at the start of 
each exhibition (so December 2016 & Jan 
2018) used to offer info and display work 
to tempt future participants to join, so 
they acted as a form of taster.

Ran Dec 16 – Feb 17 
 
 

4 music workshops took place with 74 
young people with professional musician 
Richard Navarro and this led to an Arts 
Award which was completed by 12 
children. 
 

This has been amalgamated into the 
main Sensing Culture film, but 2 short 
films and a slide and sound piece were 
produced for exhibition and website use. 

Promoting the project to Kent 
Ambassadors and Kent Museums and 
Galleries

What 
actually 
happened

– 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2000 
 
 

Not in 
original bid 
– workshops 
only set 
target of 30 
people to 
attend

– 
 
 
 

Not logged 
in action plan 
so no target 
numbers set

Target 
numbers 

– 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9030 
 
 

74 attended 
and Arts 
Award 
completed 
by 12 BPS 
children 

– 
 
 
 

42 +15
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Training

CCCM provided Sight Awareness training to the commissioned 
artists (Wendy Daws, Richard Navarro and Claire Buckley), to 
Julie Neville who ran the Arts Award programme and to staff 
and volunteers from the Beaney, the cathedral and the library.

Audio Description Training was offered to 32 people, staff, 
volunteers and freelancers working on the project at both 
the Beaney House of Art and Knowledge and the Cathedral. 
On-the-day evaluation revealed that 12 / 12 who completed 
evaluation forms people found the day to be ‘useful’ 

‘[It was interesting] How conscious you have to 
be about the language used in describing objects 
and environment. Hearing a description brings 
life to objects for sighted as well’
Audio description feedback at the Beaney – CCCM

Partner 
 

Beaney Butterfly 
Machine 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Activity 
 

Unpredicted project development of 
interactive interpretative music machine 
which interprets paintings through 
physical movement, musically. All of the 
Art of Making Workshop participants had 
a go on it, and it has been out in public 
on numerous occasions with no recorded 
data on the number of users to have 
taken part. Music was written by the 
BPS Primary school students and music 
students from 5th and 6th forms at 
Simon Langton Grammar School for Boys 
(but including some girls) during the Arts 
Award project and in subsequent funded 
workshops. The music was then arranged 
and curated by Richard Navarro 

What 
actually 
happened

no targets set 
as unexpect 
ed outcome

Target 
numbers 

All of the 
workshop 
participant 
s and a 
significant 
number of 
public as it 
has been 
out n public 
a great deal 
but numbers 
weren’t 
collected.
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The Art of Making

Phase one of the Canterbury project focused on providing 
access for BPS people to the collections through innovative 
and creative arts and textiles sessions called ‘The Art of 
Making’. Structured with a ‘softly softly’ approach, drop in 
taster sessions at both the Beaney and Canterbury Cathedral 
were designed to give potential participants a flavour of what 
would be on offer and this would then lead to them signing up 
for the main workshops. ‘The Art of Making’ workshops were 
facilitated by professional artists in 2016 and 2017 (and will be 
continuing in 2018). The work created by the groups here was 
curated into an exhibition called ‘The Mark of the Maker’ in the 
Beaney’s Front Room Gallery at the end of 2016. 

Creative workshops were held for the first phase of Art of 
Making with a combined attendance of 203 of which it is 
reported that 58 attendances were of BPS people. This is a low 
figure as full data from a number of the workshops has not 
been submitted (see Appendix 2 for full details)

A second round of workshops leading to a second exhibition 
in the Front Room Gallery was approved upon high demand 
from the participants. Workshops in this phase included two 
sessions led by sight impaired artists Aaron McPeake and Faye 
Kilburn in early 2018. 

‘… these workshops are important because 
people can express themselves through art, 
increase self-confidence, learn new skills and 
meet new people. Being treated as an equal in 
workshops regardless of your disability is really 
important, being given the opportunity to access 
art galleries and create art and also show people 
what you can do is important for self-worth.’
Fae Kilburn – Artist Facilitator (BPS) – CCCM
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Image: BPS participants interpreting 
original objects through drawing and 
textiles. Credit: Brickworks Media.
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New resources 

The artist workshops also provided an opportunity to involve 
BPS people in the creation of two new handling collections and 
a tactile tour, and feedback from the group fed directly into the 
development of both.

At the Beaney there is already a strong culture of handling 
objects built into the design of the museum. Handling 
opportunities are provided for everyone in each gallery and 
tactile books work alongside these. Nevertheless, two new 
handling collections have been pulled together from the 
collection to enable more focused workshop activity, and a 
tactile trail has also been developed.

‘It cannot compare to normal viewing especially 
when things are behind glass or not on my eye 
level. Things are often too high to get close 
enough to focus. Nothing beats the handling and 
touching for me. Visually we need touch. Is it 
warm or cold? Smooth or rough? Soft or hard? 
Heavy or light? Those sort of things.’
‘The Art of Making’ Workshop participant (BPS) on using 
Handling Collections – CCCM

Exhibitions

Exhibitions have been an important part of the Canterbury 
project by way of celebrating and sharing the incredible 
creative output of the groups working in ‘The Art of Making’. 
9,030 people visited ‘The Mark of the Maker’ exhibition 
between 3 Dec 2016 and 29 Jan 2017 with a second exhibition 
in Jan – March 2018. A pop-up exhibition of the work was also 
held in Canterbury Cathedral (where some of the workshops 
took place) as part of the 2017 Heritage Open Days, taking 
the work to a more diverse audience and further underlining 
the message that sight loss does not, and should not, inhibit 
creative ability.
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‘I hope that visitors are now more aware of how 
The Beaney is all inclusive to people and how 
accessible art and heritage is improving for all.’
‘The Art of Making’ Exhibitors (BPS) – CCCM

Arts Award

Alongside the art workshops a music project took place under 
the Arts Award scheme, directly engaging BPS children with 
the heritage space and musical tradition of the Cathedral and 
cleverly combining that with opportunities for creative musical 
response to the Beaney art collection.

12 primary aged children with sight impairment worked alongside 
musician and teacher Richard Navarro in a series of musical 
workshops in which the children played instruments and in some 
cases composed work in response to the Cathedral or the Beaney 
collections. GSCE students without special educational needs 
worked alongside them to assist in the workshops, and a 6th 
form student going to Cambridge University to study physics 
also took part. It was this latter involvement that resulted in 
the creation of the Beaney Butterfly Machine (an unexpected 
outcome from Sensing Culture – see section 7)

Comments from the BPS children on new skills gained from 
the experience:

 Gained confidence from performing 

 How to play the drums 

 Playing the violin to an audience 

 New drum rhythms. Learning the history of Canterbury (Ryan 
particularly like the Beaney… the different touchy feely stuff 
in the museum, the scale of, and the textures of the building) 

 To play the violin and the bird machine 

 How the imagination and the use of other senses can 
inspire children to enjoy music 

 Arts award advice
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Dissemination

As a designated ambassador for the project CCCM has had 
an extra responsibility for sharing and dissemination of the 
project.

Outreach events to schools have taken place to young 
people from 4 schools in Kent: St Nicholas SEN, Canterbury; 
Bromstone Primary, Broadstairs; Reculver Primary; Whitfield 
and Aspen Primary, Dover.

11 disabled participants: 5 were registered blind, 6 were 
visually impaired, and 4 have additional learning needs, 2 are 
wheelchair users.

Additionally, two events have taken place to promote the 
event to the Kent Ambassadors and to museums and galleries 
staff from across Kent (see section 9. Legacy.) 

Involvement of BPS people

In total over the course of the project 77 BPS people have 
interacted with the work at CCCM.

 BPS participants on the ‘Art of Making’ programme – 33

 BPS professional artists – 2

 Arts Award young people – 12

 BPS children from the 2 Children’s Art Days – 10

 BPS Women’s Day – 9

 Claire Buckley outreach workshop / talk for Macular 
Society 11th July – 8

 Claire Buckley outreach workshop / talk for the Birchington 
VI group – 3
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Response to the access audit

The work undertaken by CCCM specifically catered to the 
following points identified in the access audit undertaken 
during development phase of the project with specific activity 
identified in italics

Access Audit 
category

Overcoming 
barriers to access 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Education spaces 

Exhibition spaces 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Recommendations acted upon within this project 

Use of technology to include BSL tours and link to other methods of 
interpretation including podcasts - app in development (LEGACY)

Develop a large print Welcome Pack that includes a tactile map, overlaid 
braille information. Include descriptions of key views / aspects of the 
building that are integral to the visit but assume the need for good vision. 
In development alongside the beacons app (LEGACY)

Commission more describers and artists to provide work for the gallery 
areas - undertaken through ‘Art of Making’ workshops

Train staff and volunteers in audio description to provide on the spot 
opportunities to access items / architecture.

Develop a key resource pack for new Staff and Volunteers to brief them in 
welcome and resources for BPS people.

Develop a BPS focus group to develop and inform new resources – has 
happened through ‘Art of Making’ workshops

Create touch tours in Cathedral and Beaney Museum.

Develop digital interventions apps in consultation with BPS audiences – 
i-beacons APP ( Legacy)

Use the stone / materials to create a workshop for BPS children – handling 
collections developed for children and adults alike

Use of app’s and technology to improve access to 2-d images and objects in 
glass

Involve BPS people when developing exhibitions and ask for feedback and 
ideas for improvements

Large print and audio available at ‘Explorer Points’

Commission more describers and artists to provide work for the gallery 
areas
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Access Audit 
category

Marketing  
and PR 
 

 
 

Recommendations acted upon within this project 

Create pilot and open days to involve blind societies in new activities and 
resources. Ensure all aspects of the day are accessible in particular to BPS 
children who are often overlooked – pilot days developed for ‘Art of Making’ 
workshops

‘It’s been good to talk to people that were 
visiting – I hope it gives people awareness, 
that people are aware of things that one CAN 
do if one is so-called disabled. Awareness of 
other people’s disability is always important. It 
emphasises the fact that there is more in life if 
you lose your vision.’
‘The Art of Making’ Exhibitors (BPS) – CCCM
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Activity 

Employment of 
Project Leader PT

Advisory Panel 
of BPS to act as 
consultants 
 

Development 
of Meet the 
Museum Kits, 
and tutorial for 
FOH staff and 
vols

Portable tactile 
map system in 
pilot at MNH

Extend existing 
Touch Tour offer 
– 12 more tours 
across 4 sites

Audio Description 
training for 
volunteer tour 
guides

Training for FOH 
Staff 
 

Training to 
deliver Touch 
Tours 

Project Ambassador 
– online promotion

What actually happened

 
Done – Susan Griffiths 

Was begun as Focus groups but in the 
end found tagging user testing and 
feedback gathering onto the end of Touch 
Tours to be the best way of gathering 
data 
 
Museum Welcome Packs developed 
 
 
 
 

In place 
 

21 tours took place across all 4 museum 
sites. With average of 10 BPS at each 
tour (4 – 16 recorded on each occasion)  

Delivered to 55 volunteer guides with 19 
more to train 
 

All FOH staff trained in on the spot Audio 
Description 
 
 
 
3 teams of people trained to deliver 
Touch Tours in house 
 

Delivered internally and externally:

Target 
numbers

– 

– 
 
 
 

– 
 
 
 
 

– 
 

12 tours 
 
 

10 
 
 

Not logged 
in action plan 
so no target 
numbers set

Not logged 
in action plan 
so no target 
numbers set

 
 
 

Actual 
Numbers

– 

– 
 
 
 

– 
 
 
 
 

– 
 

21 up to end 
sept 2017) 
 

55 
 
 

15

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

2: Oxford University Museums 
(OUMC)
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Activity 

Project 
Ambassador – 
Dissemination 
internally and 
externally 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Arts Award 
project (not part 
of original bid) 

Project 
Ambassador – 
Dissemination of 
volunteer training 
events to local 
networks 

Project 
Ambassador – 
ASPIRE Training 
day 
 
 

What actually happened 

Museums for Health and Wellbeing 
Conference – 2 March 2016 Whitworth 
Art Gallery, University of Manchester

Access All Areas conference – 14 Sept 
2017, Oxford University Museums

Museums Staff Conference – 26 
September 2017, Oxford University

Natural Sciences Collections Association 
Annual Conference ‘Evolving Ideas: 
provocative new ways of working 
with collections’ – 20 – 21 April 2017, 
Cambridge University

Heritage Volunteer Conference, Workshop 
on Audio Description – 8 May 2017, 
National Museum, Cardiff 

UCL Museum Students, presentation 
given – Museum of Natural History

Culture Health and Wellbeing Conference 
– 19 – 21 June, Bristol 

Arts Award 
 
 

Presented and delivered training to 
the Museum of Oxford on the 17th 
November 2016. We also presented and 
delivered training to the BOB (Berkshire, 
Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire) 
Volunteer Managers Forum on the 13th 
December 2017

Did not take place It was felt that what 
would be duplicating a lot of what would 
take place at the end of project conference. 
Better to concentrate on the whole project 
dissemination event so that it would have 
a greater impact. Already undertaken more 
conferences than planned.

Target 
numbers 
 
5 events 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Not logged 
in action plan 
so no target 
numbers set

 
 
 
 
 
 

35 to attend

Actual 
Numbers 
 
7 events 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

7 BPS children
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Training

The OUMC project focused primarily on rolling training out 
to all staff and volunteers across the four sites but also to 
cultivate a culture of sight awareness and audio description 
skills in their in-house offering future staff and volunteers. 
This ensures sustainability of the skills and offering moving 
forward. 

OUMC has also become something of a champion for sight 
awareness and audio description, having developed their own 
in-house training, they are now offering this to other museums 
in their region. The audio description training they have 
developed out of the Hub sessions they received has been 
over-subscribed due to word of mouth. This is testament to 
the passion of the team about the way audio description skills 
can be used to facilitate access not just for BPS audiences but 
for any audiences with a special access requirement.

55 tour guides have been trained so far – with 19 more to train 
at time of writing at training sessions which will continue to 
run through 2018

Further evidence of the success of the audio description 
training was provided over the summer of 2017 when the 
museum developed a multilingual guide for overseas visitors 
and other tourists. Designed to cover the top 12 items in the 
collection all staff were emailed and asked to provide their 
own audio descriptions of their favourite objects with an 
overwhelming response.

In pre-evaluation questionnaires for audio description 50 % of 
respondents answered 1 out of 5 (where 5 is best) regarding 
the following questions, and no one gave themselves high than 
a three:

 Knowledge of visual impairment

 Knowledge of audio description

 Confidence in describing museum objects to BPS visitors

 Confidence in guiding BPS visitors around museum spaces
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In post evaluation questionnaires where the same questions 
were asked 50% of the same group of people then scored 
themselves 4 or 5 out of five, testament to the efficacy of the 
training.

The overall welcome across the OUMC is now significantly 
improved. Front of house staff are taking the time to really use 
the skills they have learnt. They are doing this independently 
of the outreach team and are clearly taking an initiative. Front 
of house specific training has been offered to staff at the 
Museum of Natural History, the Pitt Rivers and the Museum of 
the History of Science which all have smaller teams (15 max). 
Structural changes at The Ashmolean have made rolling out 
Front of House training difficult but the duty managers have 
all been trained in sight awareness and a ‘train the trainer’ 
programme is being developed to ensure that this training is 
embedded in the culture in this site too.

The front of house staff report an increase (100 % of 
respondents) in confidence in approaching BPS visitors now 
that they are properly equipped with the skills to do so.

It shows great foresight from the team at OUMC to prioritise 
and embed training and culture change into their project. All 
of the feedback from their focus groups stated the same thing 
– a museum can have all the ‘snazzy’ technology in the world, 
but if it doesn’t work, or if the staff don’t know it’s there, then 
it might as well not be there. 

The front of house staff, volunteers and museums’ staff across 
all four sites, by having sight awareness placed high up on 
their training agenda, have also all become ambassadors for 
what is on offer, and in this way word is spreading about the 
project and its output.

A great example of this was a phone enquiry that came to the 
front desk of the Museum of Natural History from a teacher 
bringing a school group, one of the students from which was 
sight impaired. All the staff were able to immediately offer 
a host of facilities that were available to assist the student 
in their visit and when the group arrived the student was 
given a one to one tour specifically tailored to her needs. 
Historically this call would have been put through to the public 
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engagement department, and this demonstrates the personal 
but highly informed approach that OUMC is committed to 
cultivating in its front of house staff and volunteers through 
the access skills now embedded in their internal training 
programme.

The knock-on effect of delivering such intensive and widely 
accessible training in OUMC is that staff have a real sense of 
buy-in to the skills they have developed and the audiences 
for whom they can serve. They are actively excited by the 
new Touch Tours and are routinely coming up with their own 
suggestions for objects and themes that could be included in 
the programme. 

‘The positive legacy of Audio Description 
provision covering Oxford Museum sites now 
in place is a huge leap forward. There were 
no resources with Audio Description available 
before this project. Susan Griffiths and her staff 
have really responded brilliantly to the project 
and the creation of resources and the legacy of 
training new tour guides to include AD in their 
tours.’
Lonny Evans – Audio Describer and Audio Description Trainer

Arts Award

Both Oxford and Canterbury instigated an Arts Award as 
part of Sensing Culture. Across both partners worked with a 
total of 19 BPS children to engage them with the collections 
and provide a tangible usable award for their records of 
achievement as a result. 

At OUMC this work was undertaken in partnership with the 
Oxford Association for the Blind (OAB) with a group of 7 
BPS children. The inclusion of the Arts Award within Sensing 
Culture has ensured that this is now a permanent relationship 
with a sustained offering of the Arts Awards at OUMC
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An added benefit of the relationship with OAB is that regular 
programming of activities aimed specifically at BPS people 
can be marketed directly to them through their established 
channels as an advocate organisation. 

Finally, the OAB is now including training about the museums 
and their accessible offerings for its ‘befrienders’, people who 
volunteer to assist BPS people in their day to day living.

‘I thoroughly enjoyed the training session on 
Saturday and found it very interesting. It was 
well constructed and informative. Further 
sessions would be useful for me.’
Volunteer befriender training at OUMC – Oxford Association  
for the Blind

Touch Tours

Each tour is planned around a different theme (dovetailing into 
the temporary exhibition programme) by the outreach team 
who work across all four sites but are based in the Museum of 
Natural History. 

Visitors on the touch tours are drawn mostly from the same 
group, and due to their popularity OUMC are now exploring 
the possibilities of hosting tours at different times of the day 
and week in order to allow those otherwise occupied during 
working hours to attend.

At least half an hour of the tour is held in a gallery space. 
The intention here is that the handling session is as visible as 
possible within the museum building, whilst also ensuring that 
BPS visitors get as much of a museum experience as possible 
without being singled out or sidelined into a separate room 
due to their disability. This also demonstrates a commitment 
to contribute to shifting perspectives of other visitors coming 
on those days and reinforces the training which has been 
offered to the staff and volunteers working in the museum.

The Visual Impairment Team at Oxford City Council has 
started bringing people along in the hope that they may then 
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Image: BPS participants on a touch tour, 
touching Sabre Tooth Tiger skull exhibit. 
Credit: Brickworks Media.
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feel confident enough to visit independently on a subsequent 
occasion.  As a result, OUMC are being considered a ‘stepping 
stone’ site to independence for BPS people coming to terms 
with their condition and learning to live with minimal support 
because the site is so safe, and the provision for them is so good.

21 tours have taken place with 10 – 16 attendances on average. 
They are only possible with the valued support of volunteers, two 
of whom are needed at each tour in order to facilitate the sessions 
with the number of service users that OUMC are now seeing. The 
people who attend these tours also appreciate the continuity of 
service that this gives them if they attend more than one tour.

‘Long may these sessions continue.’
Touch Tour Participant (BPS) feedback – OUMC

New Resources

Welcome packs have been developed for all four museum 
sites. These will sit at the welcome desks of each museum. 
Specifically tailored to the needs of the site they contain 
orientation information and sound spots that provide audio 
through the use of a discovery pen.At the Museum of Natural 
History, a tactile map is provided for the site.

Involvement of BPS people

A formal focus group system was set up in the early stages of 
the project but as the touch tours took off in popularity the two 
merged and now informal feedback sessions are held at the 
end of each touch tour as required to test new resources, ask 
questions and get feedback on what could be improved. This 
was a direct result of responding to the needs of the BPS users 
who had already made the journey to be on site, and saved them 
being inconvenienced to come back on a separate occasion. 

As each tour has up to 16 people on it and takes place once a 
month, there is now an embedded system for consulting BPS 
visitors and no reason for that to discontinue in the future. 

25 BPS people were engaged throughout the project.
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Dissemination

Oxford, as a designated ‘Ambassador’ for the project has been 
particularly active in sharing its experiences with presentations 
given at the following conferences and seminars, as well as a 
training session delivered to senior managers from the HLF 
which really showcased the project work.

 Museums for Health and Wellbeing Conference – 2 March 
2016 Whitworth Art Gallery, University of Manchester

 Access All Areas Conference – 14 Sept 2017, Oxford 
University Museums

 Museums Staff Conference – 26 September 2017, Oxford 
University

 Natural Sciences Collections Association Annual 
Conference ‘Evolving Ideas: provocative new ways of 
working with collections’ – 20 – 21 April 2017, Cambridge 
University

 Heritage Volunteer Conference, Workshop on Audio 
Description – 8 May 2017, National Museum, Cardiff 

 UCL Museum Students, presentation given – Museum of 
Natural History

 Culture Health and Wellbeing Conference – 19 – 21 June, 
Bristol 

‘We were amazed by your work, not just how 
you look after those coming to the museum 
so well, but how you also bring the joy of the 
museum to people where they are’
HLF feedback following visit to OUMC – October 2017

Dissemination to local networks

OUMC presented and delivered training to the Museum of 
Oxford on the 17th November 2016. They also presented and 
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delivered training to the BOB (Berkshire, Oxfordshire and 
Buckinghamshire) Volunteer Managers Forum on the 13th 
December 2017, meeting their commitment to dissemination 
on a local level.

Response to the access audit

The work undertaken by OUMC specifically catered to the 
following points identified in the access audit undertaken 
during development phase of the project with specific activity 
identified in italics

Access Audit 
category

Overcoming 
barriers to access 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Research areas 

Education spaces 

Exhibition spaces 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Recommendations acted upon within this project 

Develop a large print Welcome Pack that includes a tactile map, overlaid 
braille information. Include descriptions of key views / aspects of the 
building that are integral to the visit but assume the need for good vision.

Train staff and volunteers in audio description to provide on the spot 
opportunities to access items / architecture.

Develop a key resource pack for new staff and volunteers to brief them in 
welcome and resources for BPS people.

Develop touch tours / regular talking images event

Expand the handling collection

Develop a consistent offering across all four venues

Penfriend technology could be used to interpret the photographic catalogue 
from the museum – penfriends used in Welcome Packs

Use the architecture and carvings to create a workshop for BPS children – 
3-d printed models are now being used for visits from BPS people

Involve BPS people when developing exhibitions / workshops and ask for 
feedback and ideas for improvements – grew into regular focus groups after 
touch tours

Large print and audio available at ‘Explorer Points’

Commission more describers and artists to provide work for the gallery 
– Staff and volunteers trained in audio description so the objects can be 
instantly accessed



74

Activity 

Develop Mini 
Touring exhibition

Tour to 3 groups 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Recruit 5 BPS 
Mentors to 
advise on 
development 
 
 
 
 
 

Training for 
volunteers in 
Handling Objects, 
Guiding and 
Audio Description

Development 
and delivery of 
workshop for 
BPS visitors

What actually happened 

This was achieved 

2 Nov – Portsmouth Association for  
the Blind (1-3pm)

23 Nov – Portsmouth Access Group, 
Southsea Library (10 – 12) – 12 BPS 
attended

16 Feb – Gosport Discovery Centre 
Reading Group (10 – 12)

7 Mar – Southampton Sight Group

1 Oct – Open Sight, Locksheath Club  
for the Blind

29 Oct – 2 Nov – Beddow Library, 
Southsea

Due to staff turnover consultation took 
place with two groups with sensory 
needs including BPS on two occasions. 

Outreach Officer is in talks with a 
participant from the ARVON course, and 
hoping to pay her to come down as a 
BPS mentor, to look at how we make 
our events this year accessible for BPS 
people. 

Training 5th Dec 2017 and a celebratory 
meal for volunteers. We trained 10 people 
in total. Our volunteer numbers have 
slipped slightly as the cataloguing is 
coming to an end.

Project spend re-allocated to Arvon 
Writers’ Residency 
 

Target 
numbers

 
3 groups 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

30 vols

 
 

Actual 
numbers

 
6 Groups 

 

 

10 vols

 

3: Arthur Conan Doyle Collection 
(ACDC)
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Exhibition

The Arthur Conan Doyle Collection developed a tactile, 
sensory, portable exhibition incorporating Discovery Pens, 
produced by Mantra Lingua, which can facilitate access to the 
Conan Doyle story by touring to smaller museums and venues. 
It is a radical approach to 3D interpretation and has resulted in 
valuable learning regarding the creation of handling objects for 
visitors with specialist access needs.

ACDC held two focus groups with their target audiences to 
develop their touring exhibition. Detailed feedback from these 
focus groups directly informed the creation of the exhibition 
from font size, the number of sound spots included, to the 
type of plastic and finish which could be used for the handling 
object element of the exhibition.

Originally intended to be a series of handling objects 
developed by BPS people through facilitated workshops, a 
pre-existing partnership with the University of Portsmouth 
resulted in really innovative use of 3D printing technology and 
the use of the project as a BA Hons dissertation subject for a 
student studying Computer Animation at the university. 

Working with the student, Ken Matsui, and the Director of 
Creative Technologies Postgraduate Programmes, Dr. Brett 
Stevens, the team at ACDC chose two archives that related 
to key elements of the life of Conan Doyle and rendered these 
into a multi-sensory 3D interpretation. These sit within the 
‘cover’ part of a purpose-built display case styled as a hard-
back book on a plinth. Sixteen A3 tactile panels fix inside this 

Activity 

Develop range of 
handling objects 

Dissemination 
activities

What actually happened 

These were amalgamated into the main 
exhibition. Along with 16 removable pages 
(instead of the panels proposed) 

Project spend re-allocated to Arvon 
Writers Residency

Target 
numbers 
 
10

Actual 
numbers 
 
Merged into 
main exhibition
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book structure and provide accessible interpretation of various 
further elements of the author’s story using braille, tactile 
images and large print. Sound spots which work with the 
Discovery Pens provide audio description of the contents of 
the pages.

The images chosen were an etching of the famous 
Reichenbach Falls scene from Conan Doyle’s last Sherlock 
Holmes book ‘The Final Solution’ which opens a door to 
the Sherlock Holmes stories for which Conan Doyle is most 
famous. The second image, a spiritualist photograph which 
depicts Conan Doyle with one of his ‘spirits’ illustrates his deep 
belief in the spiritualist movement and opens up discussion 
about his desire to be remembered for bringing spiritualism to 
the British people, over and above his talents as an author. 

They are intricately made out of a variety of materials and 
are very cleverly multi-sensory. The Conan Doyle portrait has 
detail down to the pores in his skin, and each individual hair 
of his moustache.  The ‘spirit’ is depicted by a very slightly 
raised shape beneath grey leather with a random pattern 
of vibration beneath. She is deliberately hidden with the 
hope that after a lot of touching the leather will discolour to 
reveal the spirit shape in the material. The unit incorporates 
a refrigeration system which chills the area of the waterfall 
in the Reichenbach Falls, making it cool to touch for those 
experiencing the depiction.

‘The texture of the objects clearly showed 
differences in response and feedback. Most of 
the individuals in the group favoured a smoother 
material over the rougher types. Others felt that 
the rough textures had more characteristics and 
provided an enhanced stimulation of the senses’
Ken Matusi – Student of University of Portsmouth, working 
with ACDC
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Image: 3D printing technology used to 
create head for Arthur Conan Doyle  
portrait. Credit: Brickworks Media.

Image: Purpose-built multi-sensory 3D 
interpretation display case.  
Credit: Brickworks Media.
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Involvement of BPS people

138 people who are blind or visually impaired who have been 
involved in this project so far.

A total BPS audience number of 92 who have seen the 
Sensory Exhibition so far. 

BPS attendance for events: 

 Launch event 20

 Portsmouth Association for the Blind 17

 Portsmouth Access Group 12

 Gosport Discovery Centre Reading Group 16

 Southampton Sight 27.

Caption direction: BPS people experiencing the Conan Doyle 
story through the touring exhibition
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Response to the access audit

The work undertaken by ACDC specifically catered to the 
following points identified in the access audit undertaken 
during development phase of the project with specific activity 
identified in italics.

Access Audit 
category

Overcoming 
barriers to access 

Education and 
Research areas 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Exhibition spaces 
 
 
 
 
 

Recommendations acted upon within this project

 
Train staff in Understanding Sight Loss

Provide magnifiers and penfriends to help immediate access to the archive

Consider digitising the collection and develop an on-line resource – collection 
is now catalogued and improvements to website to share it are to follow 
(LEGACY)

Introduce equipment of any sort that could improve access to the collection 
– tactile exhibition uses penfriend technology

Use contrasting colours in the history spaces – careful consideration was 
made regarding colours of touring exhibition 

Develop a handling programme using the 3000 objects available – handling 
objects developed as part of the touring exhibition

Improve lighting in the city museum exhibition.

Introduce tactile / handling objects in the city museum exhibition

Improve labelling to ensure it is fully accessible

Ensure smooth level access throughout entrance areas
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4: Sussex Archaeology 
Society / Lewes Castle

Activity 

Accessible 
Comms Officer

BPS focus groups 
to inform project 
development 
 
 
 
 

Sound installation 
to open up tower 
on ground level 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Architecture trail

Sensory trail 
 

Heritage 
Highlights trail 
 
 

What actually happened

 
Was employed 

5 events took place 
 

 

There are 6 stops up to the top of the 
castle, and it uses actors’ voices as 
historic characters with evocative sound 
effects such as footsteps and bird noises 
to help you feel that the person you are 
listening to is really there with you. A 
solar powered listening bench with the 
whole app content for the castle sits on 
the ground level in the Gun Garden to 
provide description for those not willing / 
able to make the journey up to the top. 

Integrated into ibeacons app

Sensory Bags were developed – in use at 
morning explorer sessions 

This was amalgamated into the wider 
app tour 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Target 
numbers

– 

5 events 
with up to 
20 people at 
each one 
 
 
 

– 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

– 
 
 
 

100 people 
by summer 
2017

 

Actual 
Numbers

– 

Target met 
– total of 
21 different 
service users 
came to a 
combination 
of these 
workshops

See Heritage 
Highlights Trail

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
–

 
 
 
 

In the first four 
months since 
launch:  
> 120 app 
downloads 
– 400 tours 
started
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Activity 

Welcome Packs 
 
 
 
 

Trial events and 
open days to test 
new material

Shared learning 
and training 
within in SAS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Story Boxes / 
Story Cubes 

iBeacons app 
throughout Castle 
and Museum

Understanding 
Sight Loss 
training

Work with 
Library  
 
 
 

What actually happened 

Developed and in place at welcome desk 
as of October 2017 
 
 
 
 
 
User app testing took place – 
amalgamated into focus groups? 

Presentation at Full Staff Conference 
January 2017 – reached 100 staff from 
across 5 sites 

Project outcomes presented to Sussex 
Museums Network meetings reaching 
over 20 museums 

Further training taking place up to March 
2018 
 
 
 
 
 

These were an additional creation. 

 
 
 
 

25 staff trained from Lewes Castle, 
Barbican Museums, Anne of Cleves 
House and Marlipins Museums

Took part in Heritage Open Day 2017, 
purchasing of prodegi machine. 
30 people in total visited over the course 
of two sessions. One of these was 
specifically aimed at VIP’s and 2 VIP’s 
attended this one with their companions.

Target 
numbers 
 
10 families 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
10 staff at 
each event

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
–

 
 
 
 

10 vols 30 
staff 

10 vols

Actual 
Numbers 
 
10 Families 
so far and 12 
additional people 
in groups with 
sensory needs 
 
 
6 in group 
 

Presentation 
at Full Staff 
Conference 
January 2017 
– reached 100 
staff from 
across 5 sites  
Project 
outcomes 
presented 
to Sussex 
Museums 
Network 
meetings 
reaching over  
20 museums

No data 
provided  
to-date

 
 

25 staff 
 

30 visitors  
(2 BPS)
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Training

Two ‘Understanding Sight Loss’ sessions were delivered by 
RNIB with a combined attendance of 20 from three sites 
within SAS. 

Training was offered for 10 staff in audio description and a 
further two days in more advanced audio description skills 
followed.

Not all of the same staff attended all sessions but the 
combined total of staff in SAS who accessed training is 25 and 
this included staff from Anne of Cleves House and Marlipins 
Museum, as well as Lewes Castle (lead site)

Staff at Lewes Castle gave a presentation on skills at the full 
SAS staff conference which reached 100 people from the 5 
sites in January 2017.

They also presented the project outcomes to network 
meetings reaching over 20 other museums.

More targeted training for other sites was not completed by 
the time of writing but an extension has been given and this 
will be completed by March 2018. 

New resources

Tactile handling samples of the Battle of Lewes tapestry (itself 
the product of a previous HLF project) in Lewes Castle were 
embroidered by the same volunteers who were involved in the 
previous project. This is a nice example of retaining volunteers, 
and utilising skills across multiple levels.

5 story boxes were developed at Lewes Castle to tell the 
stories of folk tales from the local area with a social history 
and cultural focus. The was no cost to the project as they 
were entirely made by volunteers – they are exquisitely 
executed, but are possibly not robust enough to maintain the 
regular handling that they will incur as their primary purpose. 
Designed and made for children with visual impairment they 
will mostly get used in the holiday activities.
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Image: Listening bench with 
Audio soundscape. Credit: 
Brickworks Media.

Image: Screen shot of Lewes 
Castle app in use. Credit: 
Brickworks Media.
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Alongside these, a new group of volunteer embroiders 
came forward from Seaford and developed the story cubes. 
Designed to develop story telling skills, each side of the cube 
has an object from the collection or something associated with 
the site.

Girl (young – aged 5/6) spent several minutes 
playing with the story cubes and making up a 
story with one of the adult staff, she then looked 
in some of the other bags and sat to have a go 
at spinning. Mum – ‘It’s making me well up a bit. 
Usually she runs around and it’s really hard for 
her to sit still. It’s amazing. Mummy might cry 
again. I’d like to find out more about the other 
explorer sessions. We often don’t get a chance 
when there’s not too many children. The people 
are important too – and getting some one to one 
attention.’
Tactile resources user – Lewes Castle SAS

Welcome bags for blind and partially sighted people are now 
housed at the welcome desk. These include braille information, 
large print guides, sound pens, torches and magnifiers. 
New activity bags called “Castle Explorers” contain sensory 
activities including sounds, smells and touch objects. On 
Mondays in school holidays, families with additional needs can 
attend the Morning Explorer sessions. These sessions are open 
for families who may need a quiet space with limited numbers 
and trained volunteers are available to guide and assist them 
to access the activities.

‘I want to do it all’ – Participating child excited 
by what he saw as he entered the room with the 
sensory bags laid out . ‘It’s good the children can 
wander around , make a noise and not disturb 
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anyone. They can come back to the activities 
when they want’ – much more likely they will 
join in and try things out.’
Morning Explorer Feedback – Lewes Castle SAS

A partnership with the project staff and Society Library 
in Barbican House Museum was developed. The Library is 
entirely run by volunteers who embraced the opportunity to 
think about how to make their collections more accessible. 
They attended training and visited a nearby archive facility. 
The Reference Library then worked with project staff to 
purchase a Prodigi (1) Magnifier Machine. This is hugely 
beneficial as the library, a mainly paper based archive, is 
largely inaccessible for BPS people. On the Heritage Open 
Day handling objects were provided alongside books from the 
collection, e.g. a Wooden Print Block to explain the printing 
process of a book, or a lump of raw chalk to work in tandem 
with a geological map.

(1) http://shop.rnib.org.uk/magnification/prodigi-duo-20-inch-
screen-cctv.html

Having something to handle is important for BPS visitors – 
and the use of handling objects alongside items in the library 
brings an added dimension to otherwise quite inaccessible 
2-dimensional objects. Library volunteers reported that those 
who visited were encouraged to come back.

App development

An app was developed in partnership with a sound artist in 
order to orientate, illustrate and immerse visitors in the history 
of the spaces they are in, and to bring to life some highlights 
from the collections. A focus group met to give feedback 
on the accessibility of the technology, content and design 
at points during the development process. The brief for the 
app was developed after direct feedback from the BPS focus 
group that they did not all wish to walk and listen at the same 
time. This resulted in listening points which are triggered near 
benches and comfortable sitting places.
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It is downloaded onto a personal smart phone and is 
automatically triggered by beacons sited around the Museum 
and the Castle site. The app was beta tested by a BPS access 
consultant who gave strong feedback about the user interface 
and who returned to review the final version.

If a place has an audio guide I’ll use – I’ve given 
up on museums due to not seeing enough on my 
own and not having someone to describe. So many 
heritage sites are hard to access independently esp 
if no transport. The general problem is there maybe 
would be something available in some places but 
it is not advertised so one has no idea and is not 
getting it offered at arrival even if one turns up with 
a cane and shows the disability without having said 
a word as well. Having been to places, OK has been a 
few years when readers etc came out, compatibility 
with the phones one had to use was so bad if phone 
was a bit older it did not work anymore and places 
own stuff often did not work that well either. Too 
often just got shoulder struck when asking for help, 
one felt like a nuisance so gave up on it’
BPS focus group response in app development session – Lewes

One point that emerged strongly was the challenge of 
navigating the steps. The tour was subsequently divided into 
stopping points with seating as well as being provided in its 
entirety at the bottom of the steps. 

For those that do wish to climb the steps there are 6 stops 
up to the top of the Castle, and each room in the museum 
has an audio described room guide. These descriptions have 
been written by staff who have received the audio description 
training. Each room guide is triggered as you walk into the 
room, gives a brief audio description of the room layout, and 
then describes three ‘highlights’ of each room and provides a 
line drawing of each that can be zoomed into on individuals’ 
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personal devices. It uses actors’ voices as historic characters 
with evocative sound effects such as footsteps and bird noises 
to help you feel that the person you are listening to is really 
there with you. A solar powered listening bench with the audio 
guide for the castle sits in the Gun Garden for those who wish 
to listen to the tour at ground level. There is also a listening 
post with seating in the museum. 

A key recommendation would be to undertake more user 
testing of the app in development. This was limited due to 
time and capacity constraints and sufficient testing had 
not been factored in possibly due to a lack of experience of 
working in this way amongst the team.

Focus groups

Lewes Castle held five focus groups during the project. The 
focus groups looked at the accessibility, content and design 
of the app, as well as other aspects of the project. Children 
and young adults came to test the sensory activities. Focus 
group participants were invited back to the launch events and 
further feedback was gathered. The results are immersive and 
engaging and will add to the visit for any visitor and not just a 
BPS person, though there is no doubt that the enhancements 
for the target audience will provide an engaging visit and 
facilitate memorable experiential learning. 

 Create stories to encourage discussion, Jean felt she didn’t 
have enough background to know what their link was to 
Lewes castle.

• Penny suggested including ‘a day in the castle’ prompts so 
people could create their own stories out of the different 
smells.

 Example of focus group feedback from report by 
Technology Consultant Shelley Boden – Lewes Castle SAS

Involvement of BPS people

Approximately 30 BPS people have recorded as being involved 
in the project so far. This includes the Project Manager, 21 
people who took part in the focus groups, 6 who took part in 



88

beta testing and 2 who attended the Heritage Open day in the 
reference library. It does not include visitors who have benefitted 
from the materials as this information is not recorded.

Response to the access audit

The work undertaken by Sussex Archaeological Society 
specifically catered to the following points identified in the 
access audit undertaken during development phase of the 
project with specific activity shown in italics

Access Audit 
category

Overcoming 
barriers to access 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Seating 
 
 
 

Education and 
Research areas 
 
 

Recommendations acted upon within this project

 
Use the National Iron Collection for touch tour opportunities and develop 
associated audio descriptions – series of embroidered handling objects 
developed for storytelling workshops and family activities. Whilst not 
directly related to the NIC still shows huge consideration for linking 
collections to activities specifically for BPS users

Develop alternative interpretation techniques for BPS people at Lewes 
Castle – demonstrated through the developed app

Create a film using binaural technology for the gardens and castle areas – 
binaural technology used in the i- beacons app

Listening posts in the Castle grounds – and sound installation in the garden

Develop Digital intervention apps – i- beacons app

Focus on families with BPS members ( children / grandparents specifically) 
– activities provided also reach out to autistic children and families with 
children with other learning difficulties

Provide a range of seating including comfortable seating with arm rests – 
provided in museum and garden

Ensure large print guides are close by or in-built to the seating – also 
integrated listening posts

Consider how BPS people may access these areas – Prodigi machine 
purchased for the library

Consider digitising elements of the collection – objects have been digitised 
for use in the app
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5: Brighton & Hove City Council 
Museums Service
Brighton & Hove City Council (BHCC) Museums Service 
recruited a Project Officer to support the project locally and 
successfully contributed to the whole project launch event. 
A BPS focus group was established, which met 3 times, 
resources were tested with this group, including testing real 
and replica objects using 3D printed objects, which produced 
some interesting feedback. Relationships were also developed 
with Brighton University and initial meetings were held to 
explore the use of 3D printing and imagery.

Sight awareness and audio description training was delivered 
to staff and volunteers and initial meetings were held with all 
project trainers and consultants.

BHCC were unable to progress their project actions as quickly 
as had been planned and were facing some considerable 
capacity issues. The project activities were re-planed 
but unfortunately, the plan provided left too many risks 
outstanding to allay HLF concerns and there was insufficient 
time for audience consultation, user testing, or incorporating 
feedback. Given the nature and approach of this project, it was 
felt that this was a particularly important omission, and one 
which could impact on the outcomes.

In August 2017, a mutual decision was made that it was 
not the right time for BHCC to proceed with the planned 
works, given the capacity issues they have been facing. It 
was acknowledged that a number of people have worked 
hard to try and make the project a success but this type of 
issue occasionally happens on complex partnership projects, 
particularly when so many heritage organisations are facing 
capacity issues. Support has been offered to BHCC to enable 
them to apply to HLF in future, building on learning and 
networks they have gained through their involvement so far.

The BHCC Project Manager described Sensing Culture as “a 
powerful initiative. Although we’ve experienced obstacles 
to progressing as we’d have wished, we have been inspired 
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by it, delivering a new presentation of one of the Booth 
Museum’s galleries last year to better serve partially-sighted 
visitors and with improved interpretation benefiting all 
audiences. We remain committed to achieving the aims of 
this project and, while it is no longer appropriate to do this 
within the timeframe of the current project, we would like to 
continue exploring the ways we can make our Museums more 
accessible for visually impaired visitors”.

Involvement of BPS people

12 BPS people were reported as taking part in the project as 
a whole during the time that BHCC was involved in Sensing 
Culture.

Response to the access audit

No data is available from Brighton & Hove City Council 
Museums Service from their time in the project to compare to 
the access audit.
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Performance 
against RNIB 
aims and HLF 
outcomes  
– The difference 
the project 
made

7

91
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The following section will detail which aspects of the project 
specifically met the RNIB aims and HLF outcomes of the 
project, exploring the difference made to heritage, people and 
communities.

RNIB aims / HLF 
outcomes overview
Providing and promoting exemplar services to open up 
collections and increase sustainable heritage learning 
opportunities

 Training and development of skills for staff and volunteers

 Enabling blind and partially sighted staff and volunteers to 
act as ambassadors and mentors

 Creating a network of professionals to collaborate, share 
experiences and efficiencies, and learn from each other.

Increasing heritage learning opportunities for blind and 
partially sighted people, enabling them and volunteers to learn 
about and access their heritage.

Enabling blind and partially sighted visitors and project 
participants to take part in activities to influence change by 
being involved in local heritage decision making and learning 
networks. 

Improving blind and partially sighted people’s experience of 
heritage, encouraging and providing access for those who are 
not currently prepared or able to visit, and to facilitate the 
learning of new skills relating to it. 

Supporting staff and volunteers in working with blind and 
partially sighted participants, using an innovative approach to 
engaging with the blind and partially sighted community and 
making more effective use of volunteers.
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The project will achieve the following HLF Outcomes:

 Heritage will be better identified and recorded

 Local and regional heritage will be better interpreted and 
explained

People with sight loss and individuals (staff and volunteers, 
wider audiences and stakeholders) will:

 Develop new or existing skills

 Be enabled and supported to learn about heritage

 Change their attitudes and / or behaviours

 Be able and supported to have an enjoyable and fulfilling 
experience, through participation in workshops, training, or 
visiting a site with a heritage buddy

 New and existing volunteers will be able and supported 
with training and advice, to become heritage buddies and 
to contribute their time in facilitation of workshops and 
activities or in guiding a visitor with sight loss during their 
visit

Sensing Culture will also have a wider impact for communities:

 More people and a wider range of people will have 
engaged with heritage

 Local areas / communities will be a better place to live, 
work or visit

A summary of Sensing Culture activity which evidences the 
aims and outcomes follows. 

Individual pieces of activity can be cross referenced using the 
numbers provided against the table in Appendix 6: Overview of 
Sensing Culture activity plan: 
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RNIB aims
Providing and promoting exemplar services to open up 
collections and increase sustainable heritage learning 
opportunities by: Training and development of skills for staff 
and volunteers

Activity which fulfils this aim: 2, 9, 10, 11, 12 (HUB) 42, 43, 44 
(OUMC) 52 (ACDC) 67, 68 (SAS)

The RNIB / Hub was responsible for delivering training to staff 
at all partner sites, as well as training the volunteers who 
came forward for the Heritage Buddies Scheme.

 27 Staff and volunteers were trained in Audio Description

 81 Staff and volunteers were trained in Understanding 
Sight Loss.

At the partner sites, and specifically at OUMC, training was 
then cascaded down to other staff members and volunteers. 
The whole backbone of the OUMC project was to embed 
training into their organisation and this has been achieved 
with a permanent and sustainable effect.

 55 Staff and volunteers trained in audio description

 15 Front of house staff trained in ‘Understanding Sight 
Loss’ and audio description

 Touch Tour training delivered to 3 volunteers

Specialist ‘Train the Trainer’ sessions have been developed for 
museum managers so that sight awareness can become embedded 
in induction of all new staff and volunteers in the future.

Enabling blind and partially sighted staff and volunteers to 
act as ambassadors and mentors

Activity which fulfils this aim: 6, 9, 10, 15 (HUB) 19, 22 (CCCM) 
38 (OUMC) 51, 53a (ACDC) 57, 63 (SAS)
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A culture of focus groups of BPS people was built into the 
project at development stage with focus groups and BPS 
volunteer involvement informing the direction and output of 
the projects at OUMC, SAS, and ACDC.

In addition to this it has also been a priority of RNIB and 
Sensing Culture to employ BPS people where possible. This 
happened in the following ways

 Museum Mentor Zoe Partington is a well recognised and 
highly respected cultural consultant and artist

 Liz Porter is a heritage professional who was employed to 
be the Accessible Communications Officer at Lewes Castle 
(SAS) and the Project Facilitator at Brighton & Hove City 
Council Museums Service.

 Artist Aaron McPeake was contracted to work with the 
BPS artists in the ‘Art of Making’ workshop group at CCCM

 Artist Fae Kilburn was also contracted to run a workshop 
with the ‘Art of Making’ workshop participants at CCCM

 Understanding Sight Loss trainers were themselves BPS

 RNIB employs many BPS people many of whom will have 
contributed to the project.

Creating a network of professionals to collaborate, share 
experiences and efficiencies, and learn from each other

Activity which fulfils this aim: 7 (HUB)

A culture of sharing and networking was embedded in 
the project at development stage and was largely the 
responsibility of the RNIB / Hub to deliver. This took place in 
the form of the 5 partner days, as well as project launch and 
celebration events, the latter still to come.
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Partner days took place as follows:

 NAVIGATION – Tactile Maps and Images – (including a 
session run by RNIB team Sue King and Michelle Lee) – 
Tate Britain, London – 28th April 2016

 EVALUATION – run by consultant Annie Lucas – The V and 
A, London – 22 July 2016

 THE VISUAL MADE ACCESSIBLE – Accessible Film 
Making run by Brickworks Media – Jerwood Gallery, 
Hastings – 16th September 2016

 Learning and sharing – PARTNER SHOWCASE – Beaney 
House of Art and Knowledge, Canterbury – 26th Jan 2017

 REFLECTIVE PRACTICE – Geffrye Museum, London – 15th 
June 2017

Sharing at these days has put partners in contact with each 
other and they are able to support each other across the 
region with advice and recommendations for tackling new 
initiatives that may benefit their growing BPS audiences. One 
example of this is a recent email thread between partners 
seeking experience and recommendations for creating 3D 
printed objects.

Increasing heritage learning opportunities for blind and 
partially sighted people, enabling them and volunteers to 
learn about and access their heritage.

Activity which fulfils this aim: 14 (HUB) 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 25, 
26, 28, 31, 36 (CCCM) 39, 40, 41, 46a (OUMC) 49, 50, 54 (ACDC) 
58, 59, 60, 61, 62, 65, 66 (SAS) 

When participants on the CCCM project were asked if they felt 
that museums in general made the most of handling objects 
within their galleries and collections 100% of people replied 
that they did not.
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Sensing Culture has sought to overcome this in partner 
museums sites by working with them to improve access for 
BPS people to the collections. This has been achieved through:

 Regular handling sessions and touch tours

 Facilitated creative work using tactile original objects and 
architecture as inspiration

 3D printing of items in the collection and in accessible 
aspects of tactile architecture

 Use of technology to bring historic sites to life

 Use of technology to provide closer access to objects 
through zoom function in touch screen images

 Use of sound to interpret paintings and landscapes

 Arts Awards at CCCM and OUMC aimed specifically at 
BPS children using their collections as the focus

 Tactile and sensory objects 

 Welcome packs for BPS visitors using penfriend tech and 
tactile imagery / maps

 A sensory touring exhibition which explore the life of Sir 
Arthur Conan Doyle and takes the ACDC archive out into 
the wider community

 Purchasing of machinery and tech to improve access to 
paper based archives and objects

 Heritage Open Days with specific consideration to the 
experience of a BPS person

Over the course of the project approximately 284 blind or 
partially sighted people have been involved with the activities 
outlined above.
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Enabling blind and partially sighted visitors and project 
participants to take part in activities to influence change by 
being involved in local heritage decision making and learning 
networks

Activity which fulfils this aim: 9, 10 (HUB) 18, 19, 30, 32 (CCCM) 
38, 41 (OUMC) 49, 51, 53a, 54 (ACDC) 57, 63 (SAS)

Focus groups were run at:

 OUMC – began in a formal way but were then 
amalgamated into the Touch Tours for ease of 
participants. There is an average of 10 – 16 participants 
at each tour all of whom have directly contributed to the 
project development.

 ACDC – 36 participants with varying disabilities of which 
approx. 20 had sight loss

 SAS – 21 participants

 BHCC – 3 Focus groups held with 8 BPS people in 
attendance at each one.

Improving blind and partially sighted people’s experience of 
heritage, encouraging and providing access for those who 
are not currently prepared or able to visit, and to facilitate 
the learning of new skills relating to it.

Activity which fulfils this aim: 8, 14 (HUB) 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 25, 
26, 28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 36 (CCCM) 39, 40, 41, 46a (OUMC) 49, 54, 
53a (ACDC) 58, 59, 60, 61, 62, 65, 66 (SAS) 

The provision of all the new resources outlined above improves 
hugely the BPS person’s experience of the museum sites. The 
ACDC touring exhibition specifically addresses this need by 
taking the archive out to groups that cannot currently visit it.
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‘Today’s technology working in tandem with the 
past. I hope you enjoyed my small tour of Lewes 
Castle and that this inspires you to go and visit 
for yourself and tour the castle with your ears.’
Gavin Griffiths – BPS Focus Group participant, Accessibility 
Consultant and radio presenter – SAS

Supporting staff and volunteers in working with blind and 
partially sighted participants, using an innovative approach 
to engaging with the blind and partially sighted community 
and making more effective use of volunteers

Activity which fulfils this aim: 2, 3, 6, 7, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14 (HUB) 
20, 21, 22, 31 (CCCM) 42, 46a, 39, 43, 44 (OUMC) 52 (ACDC) 67, 
68 (SAS) 

As identified above a large number of staff and volunteers 
have been provided with skills through the Hub roll out to 
integrate into their day to day duties at the sites in which they 
work, alongside specialist events / activities for BPS people in 
which they also participate.

At OUMC ‘on the spot’ audio description is now available for 
visitors who may not wish to be singled out in a specialist visit 
for BPS people. Here volunteers have also been trained to help 
with delivery of touch tours.

When asked what was most useful to participants on the 
touch tour training one person answered:

a)  Listening to fellow trainees describing museum objects 
for partially sighted visitors – both objects which they 
can touch and other (such as plaster casts) which they 
cannot. Then to do a trial-run touch tour of objects which I 
regularly describe to fully sighted visitors (I am a guide in 
the Ashmolean’s lower cast gallery).

b)  Becoming aware that a touch tour need not be inferior 
to a normal tour. Those with visual impairment may have 
heightened sensitivity in other respects.
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When interviewed, 100% of front of house staff trained to 
work with BPS people said that the training offered ‘improved 
their confidence in working with this audience’.

‘Has helped me improve my hosting skills 
generally especially how to work with people 
with impaired sight’
Jane Griffin – Visitor Services Assistant – OUMC

HLF outcomes
The difference made to heritage
Heritage will be better identified and recorded

Activity which fulfils this aim: 2, 14 (HUB) 21, 22, 26, 28, 31, 36 
(CCCM) 39, 41, 42, 44, 46a (OUMC) 49, 50, 54 (ACDC) 58 – 62, 
65, 66, 68 (SAS)

This has largely been achieved through:

 Audio description

 Technology

 Tactile tours

 Handling objects

 The Arthur Conan Doyle touring exhibition

Audio Description

The inclusion of audio description across all sites has ensured that 
the heritage is far better explained during a casual visit, a touch 
tour, a handling session or a workshop. Prior to this project very few 
staff across the partner sites had skills in audio description. Staff 
and volunteers have now received training and created resources. In 
addition, the enthusiasm from recipients of this training regarding 
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the subject has meant that in some sites a catalogue of descriptions 
of items in the collections has started to be compiled.

‘The positive legacy of Audio Description 
provision covering Oxford Museum sites now 
in place is a huge leap forward. There were no 
resources with Audio Description available before 
this project. Susan Griffith and her staff have 
really responded brilliantly to the project and the 
creation of resources and the legacy of training 
new tour guides to include AD in their tours.’
Lonny Evans – Audio Describer and Audio Description Trainer

Technology

As described in section 6.5 the audio guide that has been 
developed by SAS for Lewes Castle and the Barbican Museum 
utilises the most current technology including i-beacons and 
binaural technology, to provide an immersive and engaging 
way of accessing the castle site and museum collections.

‘The pace of the tour is lovely and really opens 
up the castle and surrounding district’
User feedback – Lewes Castle SAS

The app is a great success, as it enhances a visit for everyone, 
sighted or sight impaired. It has a very clever balance of 
orientation / info and historical factual content presented in 
a highly creative and multilayered way that would appeal to 
all visitors and not just the target groups. Lewes Castle used 
the content of the app in other ways. They have provided the 
audio guide in as many formats as possible including an app, 
an audio bench, a talking book, penfriend, listening post and 
large print script and braille in an attempt to meet the diverse 
needs of their visitors and provide some low-tech alternatives. 
They listened to BPS people talking about their experiences of 
visiting heritage sites and added formats and bought seating 
to meet their needs.
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‘This clearly is a first version and the concept 
and layout is very good. I like the simpleness and 
while is very easy to use, it needs cleaning up of 
labels on buttons and many things to be looked 
at ready for the next version. Good looking so 
far but needs a fair bit of work to take to the 
next testing stage. As a totally blind user its 
pretty good though there is some way to go 
before this could be rolled out as a public facing 
app in my opinion. In its current state it’s not yet 
fit for purpose’
BPS User Feedback during App ‘beta testing’ stage – SAS

As part of legacy work, Shelley Boden the Sensing Culture 
tech adviser will be undertaking work with front of house 
staff at Lewes in order that they can better promote the app’s 
existence and help facilitate its use among visitors.

Three sites (OUMC, SAS, ACDC) have used ‘Penfriend 
Technology’ in their new offerings, facilitating further access 
and interpretation to their collections. Penfriends are included 
in the welcome packs of all four of the museums at OUMC as 
well as in use at Lewes Castle (SAS), and in conjunction with 
sound spots on the removable exhibition ‘pages’ of the Arthur 
Conan Doyle Collection touring exhibition.

OUMC also described as a key legacy of their project the 
discovery of a real appetite amongst collections staff to 
further integrate technology into their work to better provide 
access – this is across all four sites of the University Museums.

Tactile Tours

In total over the life of the project 23 Touch Tours have taken 
place at (OUMC – 21 and CCCM – 2). These have been attended 
by 294 people, 172 of which are blind or partially sighted.

At OUMC there is a strong emphasis on handling with an 
aim to have as many opportunities as possible to do this. 
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Touch tours take place once a month, across all 4 museums 
in rotation (there are 3 / year / museum). Interestingly they 
began over 20 years ago in the Ashmolean, and it’s testament 
to their success that they have continued through multiple 
staff changes and organisational restructures. 

The roll out of the tours across all the sites has been particularly 
popular, regularly hosting up to 16 people and 3 – 5 guide dogs 
and as a result Oxford University Museums have undertaken 
far more than originally intended. These are now embedded into 
the museums programme. To begin with visitors would pick and 
choose which tour they attended but over time the same group 
just booked onto all of them, irrespective of the topic, because 
they have found them so enjoyable. 

Handling Objects

In Canterbury at the Beaney there is already a strong culture 
of handling objects built into the design of the museum. 
Handling opportunities are provided for everyone in each 
gallery and tactile books work alongside these. Nevertheless, 
two new handling collections have been pulled together from 
the collection to enable more focused workshop activity, and a 
tactile trail has also been developed.

‘I found it a very emotional experience. My 
favourite item was the wooden Japanese head 
rest. Just holding this item and thinking of it’s 
age and history was amazing.’ 
Chrissy

‘As a totally blind person the most important 
thing is to handle something. Feel it, smell it, 
put it up to your eyes. You feel all the lumps and 
bumps and shapes to build a picture in your visual 
cortex. The most important thing for a blind 
person is to feel something’ 
Pat
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The Oxford University Museums and Collections project 
included the creation of some interpretation models to better 
interpret and explain objects out of reach or hidden behind 
glass and this has enabled BPS visitors to experience these 
items for the first time. It has also led to some unexpected 
learning (see section 8. Review)

It is not just the collections that have been scanned and 
printed. An already established and very popular architecture 
tour in the Museum of Natural History’s building has resulted 
in the 3D printing of one of the ornate and intricate column 
tops in the central colonnaded space. The monkey puzzle 
column top has been recreated, not to scale, and divisible into 
quarters, so that visitors can feel the whole carving, or it can 
be split into four segments to allow easier and faster access 
among larger tour groups.

Objects at OUMC that have been printed / or are being  
printed are:

 Haida Object (Pitt Rivers)

 Monkey Puzzle Column Top (Museum of Natural History)

At Lewes Castle tactile handling objects have formed a 
key part of their project, improving the explanation and 
interpretation of their collections. Embroidered tactile 
samples of the Battle of Lewes tapestry (itself the product 
of a previous HLF project) here were created by the same 
volunteers who were involved in the previous project. 

Another group of volunteers created story cubes and story 
boxes to illustrate traditional folk tales. 5 story boxes were 
developed to tell the stories of folk tales from the local area 
with a social history and cultural focus. There was no cost to 
the project as they were entirely made by volunteers. These 
are specifically designed and made for children with visual 
impairment and will mostly get used in the holiday activities. 

Four handling sessions were recorded by partners, though 
handling objects is an integral part of a touch tour in OUMC, 
and object handling was built into each workshop at the 
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Beaney, so 70 is a more accurate figure for the quantity of 
handling sessions offered, catering for a total of 430 BPS 
people.

Arthur Conan Doyle Collection Touring Exhibition

Telling the Conan Doyle story better is at the root of the 
collection’s decision to take part in Sensing Culture. Although 
the output diverged from the original plan (a series of separate 
handling objects and eight A1 panels) it shares far more of the 
Conan Doyle story than it might otherwise have done, and the 
learning has taken place on multiple levels, not least of all in a 
new understanding about the way that digital technology and 
3D printing can be used to create handling objects for a variety 
of audiences with differing special needs (See section 8.B – 
Unexpected Outcomes)

‘A big plus of this exhibition and the removable 
pages is that it can be put into a familiar, known, 
venue which enables the blind and partially 
sighted people to have freer access in their own 
time and is much more enabling’
Michael Gunton – Curator, Arthur Conan Doyle Collection

Local and regional heritage will be better interpreted and 
explained

Activity which fulfils this aim: 2, 14 (HUB) 21, 22, 26-28, 36 
(CCCM) 40 – 44 (OUMC) 49, 50, 52, 54, (ACDC) 58 – 62, 65 – 
68 (SAS)

All of the museums house collections which reflect local and 
regional heritage but in particular Sussex Archaeological 
Society (Lewes Castle) and the Arthur Conan Doyle Collection 
explore this in some detail.

At Lewes Castle not only does the audio guide give access to 
the local history of the castle (which reflects the wider Sussex 
story) but the sound installation cleverly contextualises 
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this within the wider Sussex landscape in a creative audio 
interpretation, something which the artist who made it 
describes as a ‘sonic poem to the South Downs’.

Here too the story cubes and tactile boxes provide access 
to local myths and legends and are designed to be used in 
conjunction with storytelling workshops for families during 
school holidays.

Dissemination activities which have been led by partners 
in their local / regional area have also ensured that the 
collections, and the work the museums have undertaken, is 
better explained to industry colleagues and peers. The Kent 
Museums event run by CCCM at the Beaney is a good example 
of this but all partners have engaged with their local museum 
communities to meet this outcome through dissemination 
work.

The difference made to people
People will: Develop new or existing skills

Activity which fulfils this aim: 2, 7, 9, 10, 15, 16 (HUB) 19, 20, 24, 
25, 31, 35 (CCCM) 38, 39, 42 – 48, 46a (OUMC) 55 (ACDC) 64 
(SAS) 

Art of Making

The workshops at the Beaney taught new skills to participants 
using the museum collection as inspiration. Overall 43 
workshops have taken place to date with 382 instances of 
attendance overall, 222 of which have been BPS people. In 
phase two 2 workshops were run by 2 BPS Tutors.

Skills offered during these workshops were

 Drawing

 Foil work

 Cord making
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 Embroidery

 Sewing

 Printing

 Sculpture

 Following instructions (direct feedback from participant  
as a new skill)

‘Thank you for an inspiring course – I have 
loved every minute and have realised I can use 
my hands to make arty objects again through 
different sensory ways’
Jo – Art of Making workshop participant (BPS), CCCM

Music Workshops 

At CCCM, 4 music workshops took place with 74 young people 
12 of whom have some kind of sight loss, with professional 
musical Richard Navarro and this led to an Arts Award which 
was completed by the 12 BPS Children.

Participants of the Arts Award project reported that they had 
learned the following new skills:

 Gained confidence from performing

 How to play the drums

 Playing the violin to an audience

 New drum rhythms. 

 Learning the history of Canterbury 

 To play the violin and the bird machine

 How the imagination and the use of other senses can 
inspire children to enjoy music

 Arts award advice
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‘[I most enjoyed] the new drum rhythms, 
Learning the history of Canterbury. I particularly 
liked the Beaney... the different touchy feely 
stuff in the museum, the scale of it and the 
textures of the building’
Young BPS Arts Award participant – CCCM

Audio Description

127 people have been trained in audio description over 11 
separate sessions. This is a combination of Hub delivered 
training and the subsequent sessions rolled out to staff and 
volunteers in house as part of the OUMC project.

Heritage Open Days

At SAS / Lewes Castle the partnership with the Reference 
Library and the purchasing of the Prodigi machine enabled 
Heritage Open days to provide better access to hitherto 
previously inaccessible heritage.

30 people in total visited over the course of two sessions. One 
of these was specifically aimed at blind and partially sighted 
people and 2 sight impaired people attended this with their 
companions.

Interviews with the volunteers who work in the reference 
library revealed that the event brought in people who were 
not previously visitors. Volunteers found it stressful to 
begin something new but once they got into the flow they 
realised the benefit and are keen to do more with good ideas 
to develop and improve the event in the future. It was very 
empowering for volunteers involved.

Be enabled and supported to learn about heritage

Activity which fulfils this aim: 2, 14 (HUB) 20 – 23, 31, 36 
(CCCM) 39, 41 – 44, 46a (OUMC) 47, 49, 50 (ACDC) 58 – 62, 65, 
66, 68 (SAS)
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Learning about heritage runs through everything that has 
been offered by the partners of Sensing Culture.

The workshop and focus group participants have learnt about 
their heritage as they have contributed to the development of 
the project as handling sessions and beta testing technology 
was regularly built into focus group sessions requiring 
feedback from participants.

As a result of the heritage being better explained by the 
following outputs more people will have learnt about the 
heritage.

 App (Lewes)

 Sound Installation (Lewes)

 BPS Welcome Packs (Lewes and OUMC)

 Sensory Bags (Lewes)

 Story Cubes (Lewes)

 Story Boxes (Lewes)

 Tactile Tapestry Samples (Lewes)

 Handling Objects (Lewes, OUMC, CCCM, ACDC)

 Touring Exhibition (ACDC)

 Touch Tours (CCCM, OUMC)

 Music, Mixed Media, Textile workshops (CCCM)

 Butterfly Machine (CCCM – Beaney)

In total 1388 people (2424 attendees) have been recorded as 
taking part in a visit, workshop, focus group or event that has 
taken place a direct result of Sensing Culture happening.

People will have changed their attitudes and / or behaviour
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Canterbury Museums have a very strong Health and 
Wellbeing agenda but although BPS people have always 
been an audience they wish to better serve, they have not 
had the funds to be able to do the groundwork and build the 
relationships. Being a part of Sensing Culture has given them 
the impetus and resource to begin this crucial piece of work 
and as a direct result BPS people have become one of the 5 
target groups of KPIs for Canterbury Museums which are: 

 Dementia 

 Mental Health 

 Homeless 

 BPS 

 Adults with Learning Difficulties.

The Director of Canterbury Museums and Galleries has also 
contributed in 2017 to the All Party Parliamentary Group 
inquiry into Arts Health and Wellbeing (2) with these KPI 
groups directly informing her contribution.

(2) http://www.artshealthandwellbeing.org.uk/APPG

Sussex Archaeological Society has really supported the work 
undertaken as part of Sensing Culture by making physical 
improvements to buildings – white edges on steps and 
additional handrails have been installed. This goes a great way 
towards supporting independent visits for BPS people. There is 
still work to be done, and future bids will build upon the work 
of this project. Partners remain committed to championing 
whichever improvements can still be made, specifically with 
regarding accessing the newly developed offer for BPS people 
and improving the welcome areas with more accessible info 
and interpretation.

At Portsmouth City Council (keepers of the Arthur Conan 
Doyle Collection) the creation of a new Sherlock Holmes 
exhibit in Portsmouth Museum will now include specific access 
considerations which has come largely from the learning 
that took place when developing the Sensing Culture touring 
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exhibition created by the Arthur Conan Doyle Collection 
team. Involvement in Sensing Culture has opened up a wider 
organisational conversation about the collection which already 
has a history of working in innovative ways to facilitate access.
(3)

(3) In 2011 a Virtual Guide to the collection was created 
including a film with costume characters to bring the 
archive to life. In 2017 six five-minute flash mob events were 
broadcast through Facebook Live’s, taking the collection out in 
the public domain.

An interview with Janet Stott, Deputy Director the Oxford 
Museum of Natural History demonstrated just how much 
the project has impacted that organisation and she feels that 
there is ‘tangible organisational change’ in the museum.

‘As a result of our involvement with Sensing 
Culture we have now established a working 
group to review signage and other access 
issues including labels and object backgrounds. 
Institutionally we have a commitment to 
improving facilities’
Janet Stott, Deputy Director the Oxford Museum  
of Natural History

Oxford University Museums and Collections already have 
a culture of sharing. Directors regularly meet to share and 
update the work they are undertaking and as a result Sensing 
Culture and the provision for BPS audiences has reached 
higher management level across multiple sites more easily 
than has been experienced by other partners. 

The popularity of Touch Tours and the Outreach team’s 
clever dovetailing of them within the temporary exhibitions 
programme has resulted in Touch Tours being embedded into 
exhibition programming as a whole.
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‘Sensing Culture has been a real springboard 
for the museum – it has put blind and partially 
sighted people high up on our agenda and 
really embedded this audience in new cultural 
thinking here’
Susan Griffiths – Oxford University Museums and Collections

Also at OUMC due to the staff and volunteer wide roll out 
of Sight Awareness training, there is a cultural increase in 
awareness of hazards for BPS people, grates in the floor, 
for example, are now identified by everyone as a potential 
problem for visitors using sticks. Assistance dogs are no longer 
a cause for anxiety, there are dog bowls available in the office 
for visitors bringing a dog with them, and this level of detail in 
welcome really puts everyone at ease.

The exhibition in the Front Room gallery at the Beaney ran 
Dec 16 – Feb 17 and 9030 people came to visit it. It showcased 
the artwork of the BPS participants, inspired by the collections 
and so provided a new layer of interpretation to the visitors, 
as well as strongly conveying the message that sight loss does 
not equal loss of creativity.  It was so well received by visitors 
and the benefits so huge to the participants that a further 
allocation of funding was released to run a second stage which 
led to a second exhibition in Jan 2018. 

This second stage brought in blind and partially sighted artists 
Aaron McPeake and Fae Kilburn to work alongside the project 
curator Wendy Daws. This is a hugely significant step in 
recognising the value of BPS people not just as service users 
but as professional people able to contribute in a meaningful 
way to further learning and creative collaboration among 
others, and communicates a strong commitment by CCCM, as 
well as a vital message to sighted visitors.

The clear presence of successful creative and professional 
people who happen also to have sight loss was hugely 
motivational for the participants involved in these workshops.
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‘I had no idea that they had sight impairment 
themselves – you don’t know and there’s no 
reason you should know. Finding out afterwards 
is actually quite amazing, as he’s so obviously 
come to terms with it and makes amazing work.’
BPS Workshop participants feedback – on the Aaron McPeake 
and Fae Kilburn (BPS) artist led workshops – CCCM

Be able and supported to have an enjoyable and fulfilling 
experience, through participation in workshops, training, or 
visiting a site with a heritage buddy

Activity which fulfils this aim: 2, 9 (HUB) 20, 25, 28, 31, 36 
(CCCM) 41 – 44, 46a (OUMC) 51 – 53a (ACDC) 57, 67, 68 (SAS) 

The Art of Making workshops at CCCM and exhibition at the 
Beaney have been truly empowering for participants many 
of whom have been profoundly affected by sudden sight loss 
drastically changing their lives in some cases overnight. So 
much so that participants threatened to do a sit-in in the 
Cathedral because they were so bereft at the thought of it all 
ending. 100% of respondents answered that they wished the 
workshops to continue.

‘It’s incredible what they have brought into my 
life, it’s amazing.’
‘The Art of Making’ workshop participant (BPS), CCCM

There is no doubt that the workshops and resulting exhibitions 
have provided a huge benefit to the participants, not just in 
terms of their creative output and empowerment to make 
artwork themselves, but with regard to breaking some of 
the barriers of social isolation that have arisen from their 
conditions, regularly getting out and meeting others as well as 
engaging with and learning about something totally unrelated 
to their lack of sight. 
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‘The group has really gelled but it absorbs new 
members too. We support each other! Making 
stuff and art provides the fun, it isn’t about us 
all getting low about our sight loss. The benefits 
of this can’t be measured, it’s been immense.’
‘The Art of Making’ workshop participant (BPS), CCCM

One participant was an artist before her sight loss with her 
own studio at home. When she lost her sight she quite literally 
locked the door and never went back in. Taking part in The Art 
of Making has resulted in her unlocking that door, and starting 
to use her creative space again regularly at home.

The workshops leaders benefitted too, developing 
professionally in multiple ways from working with the groups.

On the resulting exhibitions in the Front Room Gallery:

New and existing volunteers will be able and supported 
with training and advice, to become heritage buddies and to 
contribute their time in facilitation of workshops and activities 
or in guiding a visitor with sight loss during their visit

Activity which fulfils this aim: 2, 9 – 12 (HUB) 42, 44 (OUMC) 52 
(ACDC) 67, 68 (SAS)

Over the course of Sensing Culture to date (report authored 
before project end) volunteers have made the following 
contribution to the project:

 Unskilled Volunteers – 264 days

 Skilled Volunteers – 222 days

 Professional Volunteers – 40 days

This includes limited volunteer time supplied from Brighton 
& Hove City Council Museums Service as this partner project 
was not completed.
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At Lewes Castle the use of volunteer embroiderers from a 
previous HLF project to make the exquisite story boxes was a 
really good example of volunteer retention and utilising skills 
of volunteers to benefit audiences directly without there being 
a direct cost to project development.

A new group of volunteer embroiders from Seaford found the 
project and came forward to make the story cubes – a perfect 
addition to the story boxes, and beautiful executed. 

At Oxford University Museums and Collections there is an 
operational pool of approximately 500 volunteers active 
across all four museum sites. Audio Description Training and 
Sight Awareness Training was offered to all volunteer tour 
guides and object handlers, and as a direct result of the team’s 
commitment to embed these skills into their training culture, 
this will continue.

Additionally, a team of three volunteers was trained at OUMC 
to assist with the Touch Tours. They were drawn from the 
exiting team of volunteers but had already developed good 
relationships with the BPS visitors and shown commitment to 
the work being undertaken by Sensing Culture. The continuity 
here has meant that vulnerable people have a familiar face and 
feel more confident when they attend these events.

What do you enjoy most about delivering Touch Tours at  
the University Museums?

The University museums are wonderful places filled with 
diverse and sometimes unique objects, professionally curated 
and described by highly knowledgeable experts. 
 
Not having an academic background myself, it is a great 
pleasure to be immersed in this environment. 
 
Touch Tour volunteer – OUMC

At CCCM the workshops and music project were supported 
by volunteers from Kent Association of the Blind as well as 
those from the Beaney and Canterbury Cathedral. This was 
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an excellent opportunity for cross pollination of the volunteer 
base with the KAB volunteers being skilled in the needs of 
the service user and the site volunteers being skilled and 
knowledgeable in the sites. The service users here were 
ultimately very supported by this range of volunteers.

Sensing Culture has empowered volunteers to realise that 
with a few simple changes and a bit of creative thinking they 
can make the experience of a visit to even a paper based 
collection a valuable and engaging learning experience.

‘In giving a touch tour one is forced both to 
become more flexible in the way one describes 
objects on display, and to focus on the clarity 
with which one describes them. These are useful 
skills in many areas of life.’
Touch Tour volunteer – OUMC

The difference made to 
communities
More people and a wider range of people will have engaged 
with heritage

Activity which fulfils this aim: 2, 9, 10, 11, 12 (HUB) 42, 43, 44 
(OUMC) 51 (ACDC) 67, 68 (SAS) 

Sensing Culture has primarily focused on improving access to 
heritage and providing enjoyable learning opportunities for 
blind and partially sighted audiences.

Its inception was part of a wider movement in the heritage 
sector, where projects such as these can be a positive seed 
change in working methods throughout the industry, and 
where consideration for BPS and other disabled audiences 
becomes part of the day to day planning and running of an 
operation, and not undertaken as a separate piece of work just 
to reach that new, or harder to reach, audience.
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The partners have all embraced their involvement with this 
project in order to raise the profile of access consideration 
within their own organisations, as well as to facilitate a better 
visit for BPS audiences specifically. In addition, both the Arthur 
Conan Doyle Collection and Sussex Archaeological Society 
set out to provide for visitors with other sensory or learning 
difficulties such as autism.

BPS visitors / participation

Over the life of the project 17 focus groups have taken 
place. Through these 91 blind and partially sighted people 
have directly provided feedback which has informed the 
development of all aspects of the project.

The Visual Impairment team at Oxford City Council have 
started bringing people along to the Touch Tours in the hope 
that they may then feel confident enough to visit independently 
on a subsequent occasion.  As a result, Oxford University 
Museums are being considered a ‘stepping stone’ site to 
independence for BPS people coming to terms with their 
condition and learning to live with minimal support because the 
site is so safe, and the provision for them is so good.

‘By building collaborations you are benefitting 
from the partners expertise and building 
resources – I really value the partnership we 
have with Oxford University Museums and it is 
extremely positive for our service users’
Ellie Pearce, Community Connections Coordinator — Oxford 
Association for the Blind

Additionally, despite the culture of handling objects in the 
Beaney at CCCM, previous decisions had all been made 
considering dementia audiences. Sensing Culture provided an 
opportunity for them to revisit their collections with tactility 
and sensory needs in mind.

There has been a good mix of young and older BPS people 
involved at multiple levels of the project though it is weighted 
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towards an older audience, due largely to the availability 
of this group to attend focus groups and the slightly easier 
safeguarding considerations. Nevertheless CCCM, OUMC 
and Lewes Castle have specifically engaged young people 
through their Arts Awards projects and Castle Explorer days 
respectively.

Overall there have been 2390 recorded instances of attendance 
at workshops, focus groups, product testing and events over 
the lifespan of Sensing Culture (correct at end Nov 2017)

Disabled Children / Visitors with learning 
difficulties / Dementia

As outlined in section 6.5 new activity bags called “Castle 
Explorers” are now available at the welcome desk. These 
contain sensory activities including sounds, smells and 
touch objects. On Mondays in school holidays, families with 
additional needs can attend the Morning Explorer sessions. 
These sessions are open for families who may need a quiet 
space with limited numbers and trained volunteers are 
available to guide and assist them to access the activities.

‘This is brilliant. We can touch things and talk to 
people. These quiet times to look at the things 
at our own pace are important. When it’s too 
busy we would have to leave so we actually get 
a chance to find out things. She’s very quiet 
and sometimes gets pushed to the back – it’s 
nice for us to be at the front and get to try 
everything.’
Adult with teenage participant – Morning Explorer Session – 
Lewes Castle SAS

Touch Tours developed during Sensing Culture have proven 
to benefit other groups as well as the BPS audiences. An 
added and unexpected benefit of the touch tours at OUMC 
has been the attendance of people with other access needs 
and at CCCM the Beaney found the tactile trail had knock-on 
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effects to benefitting other groups and not just BPS, including 
the dementia audience they have an already established 
relationship with who can access the collection in a new way 
as a result.

The Arthur Conan Doyle Collection reached out to users with a 
variety of disabilities during their focus groups. The groups had 
a range of abilities and disabilities including sight impairment, 
hearing impairment, dyslexia, knowledge of working with 
young people with disabilities. The exhibition was tested on 
members of Highbury College Learning Disabilities Unit and 
Dynamite Portsmouth on 8 March 2017 and recorded as 21 
students aged 16 – 19, 4 with sight impairment (and the others 
with learning disabilities) 

Local areas / communities will be a better place to live,  
work or visit

Activity which fulfils this aim: 2, 9, 10, 11, 12 (HUB) 42, 43, 44 
(OUMC) 51 (ACDC) 67, 68 (SAS)

The work that has been developed by partners in Sensing 
Culture has without doubt enhanced a visit for the target 
audience of blind and partially sighted people. Tactile 
objects giving access to objects normally hidden behind 
glass, audio descriptions on penfriends, touch tours and 
creative workshops have all been designed to improve a 
sight impaired person’s experience of the heritage sites and 
collection. Much of what is on offer would benefit sighted 
people too – and this is specifically evidenced in the Sussex 
Archaeological Society project. 

The use of i-beacons and other technology in the app and 
sound installation at Lewes Castle, (and soon to be at the 
Beaney as part of Legacy work) will undoubtedly be enjoyed 
by all visitors. These specifically are a great example of 
inclusion because as highlighted by Aaron McPeake when 
discussing the Front Room exhibition in which he took part, 
making an exhibition of work of artists, and not specifically 
labelling them blind or partially sighted, makes the work speak 
for itself in the context of the gallery, and stops it being viewed 
through a sighted persons filter of ‘work by a blind person’.
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The app at Lewes Castle, whilst designed with disabled 
audiences in mind, is not marketed solely as a tool for disabled 
or BPS people, and this makes it an all-inclusive way of 
accessing the heritage, for everyone. 

The story cubes and story boxes are available to all families 
during holidays to bring local legends to life with large print 
texts and sound pens to help to tell the stories.

As such it can be summarised that all 4 partner sites have 
improved their offering for all visitors, and thus have fulfilled 
this HLF outcome.
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Challenges of the project
Organisational Impact

The benefits and learning from the project has had a major 
impact on the teams that have been developing the work, 
and the end user, but this has not always rippled up through 
management levels in the way that perhaps it could have 
been. In order for the real long-term benefits to impact an 
organisation senior management leadership needs to buy in 
and support the work being undertaken. This is particularly 
important in large complex organisations with a hierarchy. 
Arthur Conan Doyle Collection in particular feels that the work 
undertaken in Sensing Culture has been overlooked by the 
larger teams working above the outreach team below.

Staff turnover with the organisations has meant that multiple 
people have had responsibility for the project work, resulting 
on occasion in a change of direction to the original plan and 
meaning that ownership and emotional investment in the 
output has at times been a struggle for the partner staff who 
may have done things differently had they had full ownership, 
consistently, from the beginning.

Promotion and marketing

Publicising the project has been a challenge for all partners, as 
the time involved in making and cultivating partnership was 
not clear at the outset. 

RNIB issued a number of national media releases from their 
own internal media department which operates as part of a 
different directorate from the team managing Sensing Culture 
within the organisation. Local press for partners was not 
managed by the RNIB.

Expectations from partners to RNIB were high in terms of 
reaching the end users with assumptions made that RNIB 
would provide easier access to a network of gate-keeper 
organisations. Indeed, this was one of the appealing things 
about partnering with RNIB with this project. This was not 
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promised by RNIB as part of the original project and the 
organisation expected that partners would undertake this 
work themselves. 

They have mostly used their own internal press officers, 
but sometimes organisational structure has impacted the 
timely distribution of press and media releases. Social media 
has been utilised as much as possible, though the use of 
the Sensing Culture twitter account (@sensingculture) has 
been low showing only 82 tweets and 133 followers, over the 
lifetime of the project to date (March 2018). 

This could have been higher had a social media consultant 
been appointed to manage some of the social media output. 
For the reasons outlined in section 6.a.1 this did not happen 
and so the responsibility fell to the over stretched part 
time project manager. A Facebook group was set up by the 
artist leading the workshops at CCCM with high hopes and 
aspirations for online sharing and connecting but in practice 
the posts have been quite one sided. It is a useful resource  
for accessing images from the workshops as they roll out in 
real time.

Promoting the projects has been particularly challenging for 
partners. At the Arthur Conan Doyle Collection for example, it 
is felt that Portsmouth people are either interested in Conan 
Doyle or they are not. They are limited by their collection in 
terms of their own audience outreach, which when combined 
with the limited numbers of BPS people in the Portsmouth 
region, and with a tiny (but dedicated) staff team working on 
the collection, has meant that they have struggled to engage 
people in focus groups and to cultivate an on-going audience.

At OUMC marketing has all been word of mouth and locally 
undertaken, though over the two years of the project has 
resulted in a core group of around 12 BPS regular visitors 
who attend touch tours and provide on the spot and on-going 
feedback in an informal focus group setting tagged on to the 
end of their tours.

One partner specifically communicated that the gravitas 
of RNIB as a partner organisation was a huge draw in the 
decision to partake in Sensing Culture but that very little 
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support was ultimately offered from them as a partner 
organisation when it came to building crucial relationships 
with local blind societies and charities which support BPS 
people. This is a key way that knowledge of the new resources 
and workshops could have been disseminated. Whilst it 
was not stated as a specific role of RNIB to facilitate this 
partnership working between the museums and other blind 
and partially sighted groups, and very limited RNIB resource 
was funded through the project to enable this to happen, this 
is important learning for RNIB to consider for any future work 
in this area.

Partnership Working

Partnership working was a key component of Sensing Culture 
in facilitating access to the new work undertaken by the 
partners who were encouraged to reach out to local blind 
societies and advocacy organisations. 

In some cases, these organisations working with BPS people 
have been extremely protective of providing access to their 
service users, apparently wary of ‘yet another HLF project’ 
and really building up their defences as ‘gatekeepers’. In early 
stages of the Canterbury project a connection was built with 
the Macular Society which it had been hoped would partner 
in disseminating ‘The Art of Making’ workshops and taster 
sessions. When it came to it the MS felt unable to share this 
information because the Sensing Culture meetings did not 
coincide with their own (enabling them to bring a group as 
part of an MS led outing) and in addition they did not perceive 
Sensing Culture as a useful add-on to the services that their 
service users would like. This has been very frustrating for the 
museums trying to find and access people to use the resources 
that they have developed. 

Partners hoped that the credibility of RNIB as a key player in 
the project would endorse them as organisations with little or 
no previous experiences of working with BPS groups. It seems 
however that this was not a role RNIB was able to facilitate 
due to a difference in expectations of the role of RNIB by 
the partners, to what was outlined as RNIB’s role within the 
application. Limited funded resource with only a part-time 
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Project Officer within RNIB working on this project meant this 
level of support was challenging. For this same reason, building 
relationships for Hub aspects of the project was also difficult. 
It is important that to avoid this misunderstanding in the 
future, better communication is necessary between the lead 
organisation and partners during project development so that 
clear roles and responsibilities are defined.

An additional challenge for CCCM was that the bid included 
a partnership with Canterbury Cathedral. While it was very 
beneficial for the workshop participants to have access to 
such a rich heritage site as the Cathedral, logistically it was a 
challenging relationship to manage since Canterbury Cathedral 
and Canterbury Museums and Galleries are two totally 
separate organisations (unlike the Oxford University museums 
which are all part of the same funding body) and as a result 
there was extra strain on the partner at Canterbury Museums 
managing this relationship including carrying the financial 
burden as the conduit to RNIB, that had not been considered in 
the original bid.

Project plan unrealistic in delivery 

At the outset there was a delay in recruitment of the Hub 
Project Manager which impacted on partners’ ability to deliver, 
specifically with regard to the crucial and time heavy work 
of building relationships with the right groups and people. 
Partners felt there wasn’t an attempt from the Hub to slip the 
milestone dates within the project structure to compensate 
for this which meant that there was some confusion in hitting 
the ground running before many systems and procedures had 
been properly put into place. In particular the appointment of 
the evaluation consultant 6 months after project kick off, and 
a late set up of financial systems has impacted data collection 
for the project as a whole and financial management for 
partners.

The time involved in delivering the project overall was 
underestimated by all partners, including RNIB, at the outset 
and so the draw on the partner staff and resources has been 
far greater than originally anticipated. This would largely 
have been mitigated against had more backfill been built 
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into individual partner project bids, and though this was 
allowed for in the Hub section of the action plan, it was still 
underestimated. This has meant that in many cases partners 
have had to work over their core hours (or compromised 
their core hours) in order to achieve the projects aims and 
objectives. This has been a universal observation by all 
partners, and something they will learn from when writing 
project bids in the future.

Other things overlooked in the individual project partner 
bids include funding for staff to attend training, provision 
of meeting spaces and refreshments and incentives for 
volunteers to attend focus groups.

Sustainability and resilience is a key consideration with 
regard to the funding that perhaps has not been given full 
consideration by partners when writing their own project 
plans. Having worked so hard at building communities of 
people who regularly attend events and workshops at their 
sites, at the end of the project, museums are now keen to 
continue their provision and relationships. For example: With 
a group of people who attend Touch Tours (one of whom has 
rearranged other regular commitments in order to be able to 
do so) OUMC wasn’t able to sustain the tours as they have 
run through the project but has now changed how they are 
managed and run so that the offering is sustainable into the 
future. At CCCM the end of the Sensing Culture funding could 
have signified the end of the workshops but after talks with 
Canterbury City Council plans are in place to fund a phase 3, 
and artist Wendy Daws is working on a funding bid to the 
Welcome Trust in partnership with the Beaney, to fund a 
phase 4.

Working across multiple sites has been a big challenge for 
OUMC and CCCM who both felt that with hindsight they 
would have been better to focus on one of their sites as 
exemplars and then roll out to other sites in subsequent 
phases when the project’s major lessons had been learnt. 

It is worth noting that an additional challenge for Canterbury 
was the relationship with Canterbury Cathedral which was 
built into their project. While it was very beneficial for the 
workshop participants to have access to such a rich heritage 
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site as the Cathedral, logistically it was a very challenging 
relationship to manage since Canterbury Cathedral (Church 
of England funded) and Canterbury Museums and Galleries 
are two totally separate organisations (Canterbury Council 
funded) unlike the OUMC which are all part of the same 
funding body and management superstructure, and as a result 
there was extra strain on the partner at Canterbury Museums 
in managing this relationship, that had not been anticipated or 
planned for in the original bid.

The geographical spread of partners was attributed to 
reducing their ability to learn from each other. This, combined 
with the part time nature of the staff managing Sensing 
Culture at each partner site and the long travel distances 
involved (up to 3 hours each way in some cases) meant that 
opportunities to visit other partner sites to see and review 
experiences and outputs was limited. 

Building relationships with key organisations such as local 
blind societies, macular societies, social groups for disabled 
groups, and supporting charities was of critical value to the 
success of the project but there was not enough time allowed 
in the timeline to build the relationships required from the 
outset of the project. Partners did not anticipate it to take 
as much time as it did to get past the gatekeepers of the 
organisations to the end users.

Training

Although the delivery of training to all partners through the 
Hub was mostly successful in rolling out new skills, a difficulty 
with the Understanding Sight Loss training which has been 
raised among all the partners was that the main appointed 
trainer was based in Glasgow, which resulted in complications 
for travel and transportation down to the South of England, 
and added costs for bag couriering in advance of the training.

The appointment of this trainer was problematic for a number 
of reasons. Primarily it is an RNIB objective that volunteers 
are used wherever possible and as such the training offered by 
the RNIB trainer was unpaid. The involvement of BPS people 
is a crucial part of this project. This appointment took place 
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due to the overarching management structure of the RNIB but 
once it was identified by the Project Officer a trainer based 
in the region (also a BPS person) was appointed to deliver 
subsequent sessions. 

Reflecting on the problems experienced by partners in 
building relationships with their local blind societies, one can 
see a missed opportunity for the partners to do so by first 
commissioning training from them. This may have provided 
an ‘in’ into local blind and partially sighted communities, and a 
ready-made network of ambassadors. 

Overall partners reported for future projects they would 
have allocated resources in their own budgets to pay part 
time / casual / front of house staff to attend the training 
since this lack of funding posed a significant problem to the 
successful roll out and therefore legacy of the training skills 
offered in some sites. At OUMC embedding training within 
the organisation, and providing opportunities for accessing it 
among as many staff and volunteers as possible, was a key 
driver in their project and is exemplary in its sustainability for 
future staff and volunteers since it is now embedded in the 
training offered to the museums by the Joint Museums team. 

Partner Days were training specific days run for partners built 
into the project from the start by the RNIB. They were largely 
designed to share updates on the partners’ individual projects 
but some of these also had a training component.

They have had varying degrees of success with some days 
being better received than others but the partners have overall 
felt that they enjoyed the opportunity to feel connected to the 
project, to listen to what the others were working on, and a 
valuable opportunity to network and share their learning. 

Partners would have liked more of them, and to have more 
peer-to-peer sharing built into them to be able to share day-to-
day struggles of managing the project within the constraints 
and challenges of their various organisations. The final partner 
day at the Geffrye Museum was picked out as a particular 
success because it offered a whole day of sharing and learning. 
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Organisation of Partner Days was difficult for the RNIB Project 
Manager for whom coordinating many partners from across 
a large geographical region, and some with part time working 
hours, proved extremely challenging.

Perhaps more could have been done to provide ‘virtual’ 
sharing opportunities such as the use of WhatsApp, Facebook 
groups, Twitter and BaseCamp etc., although RNIB itself was 
hindered by its own regulations regarding the accessibility of 
the platforms it uses. Many social media platforms and online 
sharing portals are not accessible for the technology tools 
used by BPS people and this prevented RNIB from being able 
to meet the added appetite for online sharing from partners, 
given especially that some of the staff / consultants employed 
on the project were themselves blind or partially sighted.

Heritage Buddies

Following the recruitment of 10 Heritage Buddies by RNIB 
they were put in contact with each partner directly.

At SAS two Buddies were put forward, one could only do 
Saturdays and the other has received all of the training. One of 
the Heritage Buddies offers a set time for guiding. It has so far 
been used primarily by families with complex sensory needs 
and has been specifically marketed by the sensory needs team 
on the local council.

The basic initial training provided by the Hub was not able 
to cover the complexities of each individual site since not all 
volunteers were able to attend each site within the region. 
Onsite training was offered to partners by the Hub, but this 
offer was only taken up at Lewes Castle (SAS). There was 
an opportunity to train up the Buddies within the sites own 
internal training systems but timescales, logistics and in some 
cases the Buddies themselves refusing to undertake additional 
training prevented this in most cases rendering some Buddies 
unable to actually facilitate visits on site.

The Project Manager had limited time on site to be able to 
familiarise herself with the access needs of each site which 
meant that matching buddies to each site was problematic. 
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This is largely down to the geographical spread of sites – the 
travel time required between each one, and the part time 
hours of the Project Officer.

A possible solution to this is to bring the Museum 
Development Officers on board (something which RNIB 
repeatedly attempted to do, with contact not reciprocated) 
in each region to co-ordinate and publicise this service 
which would take the onus off the museums, centralise the 
safeguarding concerns, and ensure that someone was local 
to the region and familiar with the sites to take into account 
access considerations for both the Buddy and the BPS visitor.

At OUMC Heritage Buddies hit similar problems. Two were 
recruited here. One was already a volunteer at the Museum 
of Natural History and so the role slotted in well as she had 
been internally trained, was extremely familiar with the site. 
The other had volunteered because he wanted to build a 
long-lasting relationship with a blind person, and this incurred 
problems because the museum staff felt that this was not 
within their remit to manage. 

Ultimately the sites overall were not able to take on the 
additional admin in matching buddies to visitors. The 
practicality of booking in visitors requiring a Buddy at a 
specific time (e.g. 2 pm on a Tuesday) did not fit with their 
own internal operations. 

The project scope for Heritage Buddies did not need to 
consider potential safeguarding issues pertaining to meeting 
/ greeting people from public transport etc. because this 
was never part of the original idea. However, due to the fact 
that partner sites were matching BPS with Heritage Buddies 
the issue of guidance from a public transport terminus 
to the museum became a problem. The BPS visitor quite 
often required assistance from a train station or car park, 
and although the Buddy was happy to undertake this the 
museums felt uncomfortable being responsible for arranging 
this since internal training / induction of the Buddies had 
not been able to be facilitated. Additionally, the insurance 
of volunteers (volunteers working on the sites need to go 
through the full sites training in order to be trained but in 
some case buddies were not willing to undertake this) was 
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not fully considered when the scheme was rolled out, although 
partners report that they raised it before roll-out.

The timeline for recruiting and training the volunteers also 
negatively affected the success of the scheme. An advert was 
sent out in November 2016 for volunteers to become Heritage 
Buddies. Following recruitment, they were trained by the RNIB 
for Sight Awareness in February 2016 and then they were 
put in touch with the partners. Traditionally volunteers come 
forward when they are motivated to volunteer and this delay 
in their ability to act on their motivation resulted in a drop-in 
enthusiasm and uptake at the partner sites (hence the low 
take up rate overall). 

On reflection partners have reported that they would have 
preferred to recruit the Buddies from within their own 
volunteer base in order to ensure an untrained ‘stranger’ 
was not essentially speaking on their behalf, and this would 
certainly have overcome many of the issues encountered by 
the sites in managing the scheme.

Overall, more in depth discussions and a troubleshooting 
process involving Hub and partners at the outset of the project 
might have enabled some of these issues to be overcome. 

However, not enough time was allowed in the project overall 
to manage this type of activity. The complexity of RNIB 
as an organisation with many internal directorates, and 
responsibility for the management of set up and delivery of 
Heritage Buddies, specifically across several other partner 
organisations with differing needs, policies and requirements 
of their own, proved more challenging than expected.

Staff turnover

Staff turnover within the organisations has meant that 
multiple people have had responsibility for the project work, 
resulting on occasion in a change of direction to the original 
plan and meaning that ownership and emotional investment 
in the output has at times been a struggle for the partner 
staff who may have done things differently had they had full 
ownership, consistently, from the beginning.
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Unexpected Outcomes
3D printing

A number of surprising developments have occurred as a 
result of the advances of the availability of 3D printing which 
have happened since the project’s inception. 3D models 
have been made across 3 of the partners’ sites – each one in 
partnership with a university.

Additionally, Lewes Castle have had some 3D replicas of a 
Bronze Age Hoard 3-D printed as part of another project. 
These have been made as part of a project with the ‘Cultural 
Informatics Research Team’ at Brighton University, and are 
not officially part of Sensing Culture but have been noted 
here because of what they offer to the sight impaired people 
that visit, and because of the relationship being made with 
the university that may further grow and develop in terms of 
provision into the future

At OUMC, the creation of interpretation models was always 
part of the plan but a tangential outcome has been the 
development of a working relationship with Prof. Mark 
Williams and a PhD student, both from the University of 
Warwick. Originally involved in a focus group from an earlier 
stage of the project, Prof Williams requested to digitally scan 
the Dodo, a key item in the Museum of Natural History’s 
collection. This led to a unique opportunity for a PhD student 
to work with the Oxford University Museums (funded through 
the University of Warwick by Nikon) to develop resources 
which have been 3D digitally printed. Specifically, the research 
explores general visitors’ responses to resources which 
have been 3D printed. The next layer of research will see 
the student working with the outreach team to build on the 
learning and create the replica objects from various parts of 
the University Museums collections for Sensing Culture.  

The result of this partnership has been some truly radical 
and innovative thinking around the creation of interpretation 
models. The team has discovered that material from which the 
object is made is key, and not just in relation to the material 
out of which the original object was made.
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Tactile three-dimensional objects have been designed to 
facilitate access to the three-dimensional qualities of the 
original, but are not intended to be replicas. 

Our 3D models are not replicas – they are 
an interpretation tool. They are a means of 
providing an alternative way of exploring the 
objects, allowing us to provide visitors with 
what is often the only method of exploring 
the exact shape and form of object through 
touch. We use them alongside tactile images 
and audio description to provide meaningful 
interpretation.’
Susan Griffiths – Partner – Oxford University Museums  
and Collections

A wonderful example of this is the Haida object model. 
The 3D Scans developed in order to create the model are in 
themselves an incredible tool for access, capturing such fine 
details as woodworm holes, and of such high quality that they 
can be zoomed into very easily on a tablet computer, with the 
ability to move the object to be able to look from above, and 
underneath (something not possible for anyone, sighted or 
not, when it is in its case). 

The team at Oxford has deliberately chosen not to include the 
elaborately painted surface, intending to communicate that in 
other ways, instead to leave it to the visitor to piece together 
the experience of the object in their own imaginations, not 
dictating to them their experience by giving them false or 
deceiving access to the object behind the glass.

CCCM has been working with the University of Kent School of 
Architecture to scan and 3D print items from the collections 
(LEGACY).

The partnership with Portsmouth University in producing 3D 
printed tactile interpretation objects for ACDC has also been 
noted in section 6.4.
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Beaney Butterfly Music Machine

In Canterbury, a wonderful and unexpected outcome of the 
collaboration between Richard Navarro, musician, and Cal, the 
A-level student physicist, who both worked on the Arts Award 
music project, was the development of the Beaney Butterfly 
Music Machine. This is a device which holds original music 
and sounds created in response to particular artworks in the 
Beaney Gallery. When placed in front of the artwork a user can 
trigger the sounds by moving their arms in front of the picture, 
movement which is picked up by sensors on the machine, and 
which then plays the corresponding set of sounds of music. 
It is an immersive interpretative tool which engages a user 
with an artwork through creating a physical link to the piece 
and triggering an emotional response through the musical 
interpretation. The creators of this machine, and the Beaney 
themselves, should be congratulated for their innovation 
and creativity in finding new ways to facilitate access to two 
dimensional pieces of art.

University of Oxford IT department

An off-shoot from Sensing Culture has been an application 
to the Oxford Universities IT Development Fund to develop 
a tactile project with audio description embedded into it. 
The Focus Group model has been used to test the ideas for 
this project and therefore BPS involvement is proving to be 
embedded in the process of creating and delivering future 
projects and not just Sensing Culture. 

In the future, and leading on from their focus groups, Oxford 
would like to find a way to include BPS people in the delivery 
of their training to future staff and volunteers. They would 
look towards finding ways to pay BPS people for the expertise 
during the training, in order to value their contribution 
properly.

OAB Befrienders

An unexpected outcome of the original Heritage Buddies 
idea is that the Oxford Association for the Blind has been 
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working in partnership with OUMC to develop a pilot training 
programme so that their already existing ‘befrienders’ who are 
registered with the Oxford Association for the Blind are able to 
assist in visits to the Museums. 

Audio Description welcome pack training was being delivered 
in Dec 2017 – and the staff at OUMC have offered a leaflet 
summarising what is on offer, and also publicising the fact that 
the staff across the museums are trained in audio description.

Feedback from the audio description session offered at the 
Museum of Natural History included:

OAB manages the matching of their Befrienders to visitors 
(who are also users of their service and so the safeguarding 
issues are overcome) and this has alleviated the admin 
stress on staff at OUMC while offering a service to facilitate 
enjoyable visits for service users and the volunteers 
accompanying them.

‘I found [the training session] fascinating on 
a personal level as well as gaining confidence 
in taking a visually impaired person to the 
museum. I would welcome further sessions. 
Audio describing would be useful in a lot of 
situations – not just looking at pictures. It’s not 
something I do very easily.’

‘I think it is brilliant how they [the museum] 
have trained staff to describe items more fully.’

‘Audio describing paintings would be a good 
follow-up to the short task we did at the end of 
the session on Saturday. It’s clearly quite a skill 
to be able to do it properly.’
OAB ‘Befrienders’ attending the Audio Description training 
session – OUMC
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Recommendations  
/ Lessons Learned
Sensing Culture has undoubtedly had a huge breadth of 
successful outcomes both in terms of learning for participants 
and project partners, as well as the output which will 
ultimately benefit the blind and partially sighted end user.

The process of collecting evidence for this report over 
numerous interviews, with partners and participants has 
generated a number of recommendations for future HLF 
projects looking to use a similar multi-partner model such as 
has been found in Sensing Culture.

Project identity

The identity of Sensing Culture has been hard to manage and 
communicate with the power and efficacy that the project 
deserves, although a brand identity (logo and supplementary 
guidelines) was produced. More could have been made of this 
though the previous challenge of multi-partner organisations 
with their own style guidelines and identities impacted made 
this difficult. The geographical spread of the project and the 
lack of marketing resource available to both the RNIB and the 
project partners themselves also impacted here.

 geographical spread
 Future projects that work across such a large geographical 

area should consider the time involved in travel 
between sites in order to maximise sharing and learning 
opportunities. Additionally, employment of a marketing 
officer located within the region would be of enormous 
benefit to promotion and sharing of the projects aims, 
objectives, activity, success stories and output.

 regional impact
 Nothing was built into the project bid to measure the 

regional impact of the project. This is not surprising since 
this in itself would be a huge piece of work, however from 
a funders point of view, to understand how the project 
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has impacted a community within a region would help 
inform the shape of projects in the future. Partnerships 
with MDO’s or research agencies, supported by HLF could 
be an option to overcome this. Sustainability is a vital 
consideration with a grant of this size. Whilst individual 
sites have undoubtedly had an impact on their local BPS 
audiences, an understanding of the possible impact of the 
work on other heritage sites near them, and thus widening 
the geographical reach / impact on the end user would be 
worth exploring further. This is particularly important in 
the light of two identified ‘ambassadors’ in the Sensing 
Culture project who had a remit to share and disseminate 
within their counties, without necessarily receiving 
additional funding to support this additional activity.

Brief writing

On a number of occasions across the project from RNIB / 
Hub involvement down to partner project roll-out, individual 
consultants have been employed to fulfil contracts of 
work. Examples of this are for film-making, graphic design, 
evaluation, app design, sound creation etc.

Brief writing is a crucially important skill for everyone looking 
to employ a contractor, not just to benefit the contractor who 
will have a clear idea from the start of a project what the 
scope of the project is from timescales, detail of output and so 
on, but to ensure that the contractor provides the client with 
what they feel they have asked for. 

It is universal throughout the heritage sector that briefs are 
often pulled together hastily, but clear communication and 
specific instructions and a fully thought out scope ensure that 
one remains on budget, and on time, not to mention going 
some way to ensuring that the quality of the product returned 
is high. This very often takes time.

Feedback from partners who have written briefs for 
contractors as well as appointed contractors suggests that 
the Sensing Culture project briefs were not as detailed as they 
could have been and this has, at times, had a knock on effect 
on managing work load or budget or time scales.  
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User testing

User testing is a key component in the development of any 
resource. Despite having many skills, projects officers may not 
be equipped to pre-judge what an audience may require and 
how, and this is why Sensing Culture had a strong focus group 
component built into its structure.

Future projects developing new resources with user testing 
at the core of the process should not underestimate the time 
and energy involved in the consultation process, nor the knock 
on effect of not receiving the feedback they anticipate as the 
product is tested on an audience. This will bear heavily on a 
project timeline at bid stage and is worth noting.

Project management

Project managing a multi-partner project, from an office based 
outside the geographical region in which the partners are 
based (at least on the wrong side of London to the partners) 
is inadvisable, unless more hours are available to a project 
manager to allow for travel. Future multi-partner projects 
should consider this and either employ a full time Project 
Manager or an additional Marketing / PR Officer who is based 
within the region with easy travel to each partner to provide 
additional support where required.

The evaluation process has also revealed that the following 
things should be recommended when bid writing and at 
project inception.

 Greater involvement of partners prior to project launch 
(inception)

 Instigation of processes and procedures prior to project 
launch

 Creation of key branding material prior to project launch

 Appointment of key consultants prior to project launch
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Budgeting

On the whole the Sensing Culture budget has covered what it 
was required to do and more, and with some reallocations has 
allowed for flexibility as ideas have developed in consultation 
with the changing audiences. There were two key places 
where more consideration would have benefitted the project 
running and these are:

 Project funding for backfill of posts

 Costs for staff to attend training sessions (where hours 
are extra to their contracts)

It is recommended that these are given consideration when 
assessing the viability of future funding applications.

Learning / sharing opportunities  
among partners

It has already been identified that the geographical spread of 
partners impacted their ability learn and share on their own 
sites, or off-site, as such partner days were mostly held in 
London.

Future projects should build more regular learning and sharing 
opportunities into the project – at least 5 per year (or bi-
monthly) and the time involved in attendance and reporting 
for these should be built into the backfill requirements 
outlined in a project bid.

All partners reported that the learning and sharing was a 
hugely beneficial part of Sensing Culture, but they would have 
liked more of it (recognising that within the constraints of 
their own part time jobs and at times lack of backfill available, 
this was not possible).

3D printing / New technology

When the project was developed there was limited 
understanding about the benefits of 3D printing in the 
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museums sector and certainly not specifically with regard to 
potential benefits to the end user. 

It is hard to predict the unknown, but it is recommended that 
flexibility be built into future projects, to allow for veering 
down new paths which may better serve the target audiences.

Recruitment of BPS for activities  
and focus groups

Finally, all partners underestimated the time involved in 
building relationships with the gate keeper organisations 
who would provide more easy communications access to the 
end users. Additionally, in some cases, despite relationships 
with gate way organisations such as blind associations etc., 
recruitment for workshops, specifically in the case of those 
offered at CCCM, was more easily done through existing 
networks and BPS groups, as the taster days proved very 
difficult to encourage attendance.

Word of mouth seems to be by far the strongest tool for 
sharing the benefits of activity on offer in any museum, from 
touch tours to art workshops, but it takes time to form a 
small group and cultivate it into a larger one, and this should 
therefore be carefully thought out for future access projects.

Finally, budgetary planning should include incentives and 
remuneration for BPS or other specialist groups of people 
involved in Focus Groups and other consultancy / advice roles. 
Many people are happily willing to give their time for nothing 
in order to make improvements but what is being provided is 
expertise that isn’t available elsewhere and the value of this to 
a project should be recognised for ad-hoc contributions as well 
as employment.
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Legacy  
– How sustainable 
is the project?
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Overview of legacy work  
per partner
For the purposes of writing this report, activity that took 
place after November 2017 counts as Legacy. This activity will 
be evaluated fully by the RNIB Project Manager during final 
reporting at project end.

Partner 
 

HUB 
 
 
 

HUB 
 
 
 

HUB 
 

HUB 
 
 
 
 

HUB 
 
 
 
 
 

Activity detailed in  
Action Plan 

Appointment of Consultants: 
Web and Social Media 
Support 
 

Appointment of Consultants: 
Film Makers 
 
 

Training: Train the Trainer prog 
and toolkit (Training Manual) 

Promotional activities and 
dissemination of learning 
 
 
 

Dissemination of Key Learning 
and Case Studies 
 
 
 
 

What has happened /  
will happen? 

Not appointed at the beginning 
due to lack of clear need within 
the project. Money re-purposed 
to create Legacy website – 
Consultant appointed Dec 17

Appointed Brickworks Media 
at start of project for film 
completion and launch at 
Sensing Culture Conference  
April / May 2018

Being written by Museum 
Mentor (BPS) as of 15 Jan  
– not yet tested

Supporting a Sensing Culture 
conference at Bath University 
with Prof Simon Heyhoe March 
2017, and Sensing Culture 
Conference at Trinity House 
London 30 April / 1 May 2018 

Taking place at official Sensing 
Culture Conference in April / May 
2018 

Case studies developed and 
written by partners and 
consultants

ACTUAL 
NUMBERS  
(if known)

– 
 
 
 

– 
 
 
 

– 
 

– 
 
 
 
 

– 
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RNIB
Four pieces of work are being undertaken by RNIB / Hub  
as a legacy of the project.

1: Conference

On 26 and 27 March 2018 a two-day symposium is being 
held in partnership with University of Bath, entitled ‘Sensing 
Culture Symposium – Founding a community of practice 
for sensing culture through inclusive capital’. At the time of 
writing it has not taken place, though the event has proven 
popular with all tickets selling out three weeks in advance and 
attendance due to be as follows:

Partner 
 

CCCM 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CCCM 
 
 
 

CCCM 
 
 

ACDC  
 

Activity detailed in  
Action Plan 

Design and Dev of App with 
audio described tours of 
Beaney, Beaney Library and 
Canterbury Cathedral 
 
 
 

Second Front Room exhibition 
 
 
 

Canterbury Project 
Development event for other 
museums and heritage 
partners in Kent

Arvon Writers’ Residency 
Course

What has happened /  
will happen? 

A revised brief using beacons 
technology and focusing on 12 
key objects in the Beaney but 
directing visitors to Canterbury 
Cathedral, and including 
orientation and buildings info for 
the city will be launched April 
2018

Opening Jan 2018 
 
 
 

1 Feb 2017 at the Beaney 
– 25 delegates, 5 speakers. 
Bookings managed by Museum 
Development Officer for Kent.

Week long writers’ residency for 
8 BPS people at Arvon Centre 
Shropshire 15 – 20th Jan 2018

ACTUAL 
NUMBERS 
(if known)

– 
 
 
 
 
 
 

– 
 
 
 

25 delegates,  
5 speakers. 
 

8 bps writers
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 4 x keynotes (including 2 overseas via Skype)

 27 x speakers

 22 x general admission

 2 x HLF attendees 

 8 x conference volunteers (5 from Bath Uni, 3 from RNIB)

This symposium is a lead into a one-day conference taking 
place on May 1st, 2018 (following a one-day project sharing 
and celebration) at Trinity House in London. This will 
showcase the output, outcomes, key learning and successes 
of the project to museums and heritage officers, managers, 
freelancers, artists and practitioners. On the 30 April there will 
be a day long project celebration and sharing day at the same 
venue.

This conference will also see official launch of the Training 
Manual, Sensing Culture Film and the Sensing Culture Website 
(see below) 

2: Training Manual

A direct result of the work undertaken in Sensing Culture and 
the learning achieved by partners is the creation of a Training 
Manual which will provide clear guidelines for Museums and 
Heritage officers looking to improve their offering for BPS 
visitors. This will be launched and distributed at the Sensing 
Culture conference, and will be hosted in digital format on the 
Sensing Culture website.

It is being collated by RNIB with content and input from 
experts and consultants including Zoe Partington, the 
appointed Museum Mentor and respected BPS artist and 
heritage professional working in the field of cultural access
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3: Sensing Culture Film

Over the course of the project Brickworks Media have 
interviewed participants and partners and observed events, 
workshops and project launches in order to make an accessible 
film which celebrates the work achieved by the partners of 
Sensing Culture. This will be launched at the conference in 
2018 and hosted on the Sensing Culture website.

4: Website

The overwhelming evidence from this project is that the arts, 
heritage and leisure sectors play a huge part in the quality of 
life for BPS people. This is in line with the government’s Health 
and Wellbeing agenda and RNIB’s own strategy for 2014-19 
which includes a commitment to supporting people with sight 
loss to live independently, as well as working with partners 
and other organisations to effect changes so that blind and 
partially sighted people are not excluded from society.

‘I’ve made such great new friends, I can’t 
imagine my life without them. Long may 
Sensing Culture continue’
‘Art of Making’ workshop participants – CCCM

Sensing Culture has a strong responsibility to influence and 
inform future projects at other museums who can learn from 
it and improve their own accessibility. This will be achieved 
through the creation of a legacy website. This overarching 
standalone website is being developed on which to host all 
of the Sensing Culture material, links to each partner, case 
studies, evaluation, the film and conference presentations and 
training manual, and this will no doubt be a valuable resource 
for museum workers looking to improve the welcome for BPS 
people in their own organisations.

RNIB will shortly be launching a new organisational strategy 
which hopes to see the organisation evolving to become a 
catalyst for change. This means that through empowering 
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blind and partially sighted individuals and mobilising the 
community, wider scale societal changes will be brought about. 
Whilst there will no longer be a dedicated heritage / cultural / 
leisure department within RNIB, new network teams are being 
developed across the UK. These local networks will be led by 
the needs identified by blind and partially sighted people and 
include paid staff including local Community Facilitators and 
Campaigns Officers. Where blind and partially sighted people 
identify heritage accessibility as an issue in the future, this will 
guide the work of each network and could therefore create 
greater potential for ensuring a legacy from Sensing Culture.

Canterbury City Council 
Museums
Three pieces of work are being undertaken by CCCM as a 
legacy of the project.

1: Design and development of app with an 
audio described tour of Beaney, signposting 
to Canterbury Cathedral and including 
information on street and building navigation.

The app that is being developed by CCCM further reinforces 
the site’s commitment to improving the casual visit for an 
independent visitor with a disability. Due to complete in 
May 2018 it will create iBeacons at 12 key Beaney objects 
and then lead users to Canterbury Cathedral. It also supplies 
information on street and building navigation and is supported 
by high resolution images and spoken audio descriptions plus 
a staff promotional programme. Like the Lewes Castle app, it 
is hosted on the visitor’s own smart phone or hand-held device.

2: Sensing Culture Exhibition – Front Room 
Gallery Jan 2018

With overwhelmingly positive feedback from workshop 
participants (who as previously mentioned threatened to ‘sit-
in’ if the workshops ceased) the team at the Beaney House of 
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Art and Knowledge have secured funding to run a third phase 
of workshops running monthly for the rest of 2018. Blog posts 
will be gathered from the participants to share the learning 
from these and give a further evidence base to secure a 
further tranche of funding.

Wendy Daws, the artist-curator employed to oversee the ‘Art 
of Making’ workshops and associated exhibitions is now in 
conversation with Moorfields Eye Hospital and work from the 
Art of Making workshops will be exhibited later in 2018 on site 
at the hospital.

Using the evaluation data gleaned from all of this and her 
extensive previous work with BPS artists Wendy Daws, in 
partnership with the Beaney House of Art and Knowledge, 
is in the process of applying to the Wellcome Trust for a bid 
which if successful, will secure the workshops for a phase 4 
and enable hire of the learning lab and other facilities at the 
museum.

3: Canterbury project development event for 
other museums and heritage partners in Kent

The Beaney has hosted 2 events in their role as Ambassadors 
in the project. The first visit was from 42 Kent Ambassadors. 
A second event was held on 1 Feb 2018 to share the new 
exhibition and work at the Beaney – with 25 delegates and 5 
speakers. The Kent Museum Development Office managed the 
publicity and the bookings of this second event.

Museum Officers who attended reported the following 
benefits from attending the event:

 I am more aware of the difficulties blind and partially 
sighted people experience and I can use this knowledge 
when designing new displays.

 Improved knowledge & skills acquired in this specific area.

 By opening up our minds to possibilities

 Support the development of health and wellbeing projects
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 We may well be contacting KAB and I have already been 
looking at websites of other museums with a view to 
gaining inspiration and then working out what is feasible

 I have come away inspired to continue the work we have 
already started to put in place regarding visitors with 
visual impairment

Kent Ambassadors are a group of highly successful and 
experienced people who either live or work in Kent and who 
have come together, by invitation, in a voluntary arrangement 
to help all aspects of life in Kent. Currently there are around 90 
people involved.

Their mission statement is:

‘As a group we aim to use the available 
enthusiasm, energy and experience which we 
have shown as leaders in our own spheres. We 
want to spread our own commitment to the 
County, in order to promote Kent positively and 
widely.’

Arthur Conan Doyle Collection
One piece of work has been undertaken by ACDC as a legacy 
of the project.

1: Arvon Writers’ Residency Course

Money allocated for other strands of activity within the project 
was reallocated (see section 6.d.) to creating a residential 
writing course for BPS writers at The Hurst, Shropshire in 
partnership with Arvon. 8 blind and partially sighted writers 
attended this 5-day residential which has left a lasting 
impression on the confidence of the writers who took part.

The team at Portsmouth City Council are now looking to 
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commission one of the writers who took part to become a 
paid mentor for them and to advise on making events more 
accessible for blind and partially sighted audiences, and 
participants from the course are also due to visit the collection 
later in 2018.

‘Having sight problems, I often feel excluded, 
isolated. The feeling from arrival to departure 
last week was one of being included. Not being 
defined by my disability.’
Arthur Conan Doyle Collection / Arvon – writers residential 
participant

Other instances where legacy value is held in sustainable 
activity:

1	Organisational Change
The strong story of organisational impact has already been 
illustrated in section 7.2.b People will have changed their 
attitudes and / or behaviour.

 It is most in evidence at OUMC where senior managers 
were interviewed and emphasised their passion and 
commitment to continuing this work into the future, and 
working across all museums in the University Museum 
Partnership.

 The impact of cultural change on Sensing Culture has had 
a ripple down effect as well as a ripple up. Throughout the 
evaluation process we have seen the impact of this work 
on the volunteers and museum community who have been 
a part of it, learning new skills and sharing these with new 
audiences.

 The volunteer legacy is less sustainable unless it is 
embedded in the culture like one can see at OUMC, 
but none the less for the medium term, while staff and 
volunteers who have worked on this project remain active, 
Sensing Culture will continue to have an impact.
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‘There has been a developed ownership of the 
project ‘in-house’ with many more staff aware of 
issues related to sight loss and how we can help 
visitors to enjoy their visit’
Lynn Gayford – Project Partner – Lewes Castle SAS

2	Technology
There is no doubt that the use of technology is an 
impactful legacy element of Sensing Culture. With the 
speed of developments in the tech sector, since the 
project was conceived, the partners have picked up and 
adapted wherever an opportunity has presented itself, 
making lasting partnerships and contributing to useful 
and long-term learning about the use of technology in 
their sector which will benefit others looking to do similar 
work sector wide. 

 All sites plan to develop accessible pages on their website 
to share the work and what is on offer, and therefore more 
easily facilitate visits by BPS people.

3	Training
The training embedded within the individual organisations 
is a very strong legacy of Sensing Culture. There were 24 
training events attended by 297 people and this breadth of 
training is sure to bring a legacy value to all organisations, 
and any other organisations that staff and volunteers may 
subsequently work within. In Sensing Culture, the most 
notable legacy of the training offered is that which is now 
embedded in the training offered to volunteers at OUMC. 
The project here was written specifically with a legacy 
value for training embedded within it and the training 
offered here has facilitated a fundamental shift in attitude 
organisationally towards visitors with vision impairments.

On front of house staff training for sight loss awareness:

Really helpful to me in developing my skills 
and confidence for showing blind and partially 
sighted visitors things around the museum. 
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I found the section where we wrote a small 
description of an object and then presented in 
situ to the group, particularly useful.
Krista Baker – Front of House Manager – OUMC

4	Career and Professional Development (CPD)
In addition to the training provided in Sensing Culture 
there have been numerous CPD opportunities which 
have sprung out of the project. Some of these have led 
to further work opportunities. One E-zine volunteer 
who worked on interviews and audio recordings for the 
publication has since become a paid VO artist and is 
providing the voice over for the final Sensing Culture film. 

 CPD for Artist Wendy Daws who curated the creative work 
at Canterbury is already mentioned above.

 And finally, the RNIB Project Manager is undertaking a 
PhD specifically inspired by her work on Sensing Culture 
which explores replica items of costume for handling and 
wearing within a historic setting.

5	Other project offshoots
Shipwreck Museum in Hastings were involved in the 
development phase of the project but were not able 
to commit the time and resources to take part in the 
submission of the delivery phase bid. However, as a 
result of their involvement at that early stage they have 
continued to consider access and are now going ahead on 
a new accessibility project funded by HLF. 

6	Future studies / pieces of work
Overall there are three recommendations for future 
pieces of work which could benefit the HLF and its funded 
projects:

• HLF should come back to the partners in 1 – 3 years to 
undertake a piece of work which reviews attitudinal 
change and evaluates legacy / regional impact of 
Sensing Culture in order to gain a better understanding 
of the long-term impact of its funding, and to inform 
funding decisions for future multi-partner projects.
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• HLF could produce an ‘access’ website or section on 
its own website which should include specific access 
guidelines for organisations working on HLF funded 
access projects. It should be easily findable (if embedded 
within HLF website), HLF endorsed, and cover best 
practice for all audiences with specific needs including 
but not limited to: blind and partially sighted people, 
deaf people, people with learning difficulties and special 
educational needs, people with dementia, people with 
physical and mobility restrictions. This would go some 
way towards ensuring that access requirements are 
culturally embedded within HLF and as a direct result, 
culturally embedded within the projects that it chooses 
to fund.

• A specific market appraisal could be undertaken by RNIB 
or HLF which explores how best to communicate and 
market events for BPS people to the key partnership 
and gateway organisations, as well as surveying how 
BPS people prefer to find out about projects such as 
this that they may wish to participate in. Reaching out 
to the target audience has proved challenging across 
the board for all partners, and a study on how best to 
achieve this would ensure better use of spend for future 
organisations developing access projects.
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There are many plans in place to further 
disseminate the project to other museums 
through existing networks within the region. 

Arthur Conan Doyle Collection
The Arthur Conan Doyle Collection have begun conversations 
on accessibility with the Royal Marines Museum and other local 
attractions including the Mary Rose and the City Museum. 

Oxford University Museums 
and Collections
OUMC, as a designated ambassador partner for the project 
has been particularly active in sharing its experiences 
with presentations given at the following conferences and 
seminars, as well as a sharing session delivered to senior 
managers from the HLF which showcased the project work.

 Museums for Health and Wellbeing Conference – 2 March 
2016, Whitworth Art Gallery, University of Manchester

 Access All Areas Conference – 14 Sept 2017, Oxford 
University Museums

 Museums Staff Conference – 26 September 2017, Oxford 
University

 Natural Sciences Collections Association Annual Conference 
‘Evolving Ideas: provocative new ways of working with 
collections’ – 20 – 21 April 2017, Cambridge University

 Heritage Volunteer Conference, Workshop on Audio 
Description – 8 May 2017, National Museum, Cardiff 

 UCL Museum Students, presentation given – Museum of 
Natural History

 Culture Health and Wellbeing Conference – 19 – 21 June, 
Bristol 
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‘We were amazed by your work, not just how 
you look after those coming to the museum 
so well, but how you also bring the joy of the 
museum to people where they are.’
HLF visit to Oxford, October 2017

Canterbury City Council 
Museums – Beaney House of 
Art and Knowledge
Canterbury has also been fulfilling its role as an ambassador 
partner and in July 2016 promoted the project to 42 Kent 
Ambassadors (www.kentambassadors.org) with an additional 
event in February of 2018 (25 delegates)

‘Within the context of our Power of the Object 
programme at the Beaney, I gave our visitors 
(in 2 groups) a hands-on taster of a workshop 
(especially tactile object handling) and employed 
our Sensing Culture commissioned textile artist 
(and 3 volunteers) to give them a chance to see 
the material produced by VIPs in the workshops 
we had been running since mid-June and to 
hear about the comments from participants (…)
The Chair of the Ambassador group has a great 
interest in medical matters (Fellow of Royal 
College of Surgeons) and was very interested 
in our Power of the Object & Museums on 
Prescription programmes, so it was a great 
opportunity to promote Sensing Culture (as the 
Ambassadors’ networks are excellent & wide-
ranging). 
Manda Gifford – Project Partner – CCCM
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RNIB / Hub
Plans are in place for all partners to put the Sensing Culture 
work onto their sites’ websites in an accessible format.

A film of Sensing Culture has been commissioned by RNIB and 
will have exposure on a national level among key people in the 
heritage sector.

The legacy website for the project being created by the Hub 
will include case studies, evaluation, the Sensing Culture film, 
the training manual, and top tips for museums looking to 
undertake this work in their own sites.

The Sensing Culture E-zine was one of the key outputs of 
the RNIB Hub activity. It was originally intended to be part of 
the project delivered by the Project Officer but it became a 
volunteer led project following huge support and interest from 
RNIB volunteers all over the SE region. The proposal was a 
digital publication covering the work undertaken in Sensing 
Culture as well as access and access projects in the museums 
sector at large. Volunteers were very enthused by the project 
and a lot of new skillsets have been developed from their 
involvement such as audio description, interview techniques. 
One of the volunteers has since gone on to become a voice-
over artist, which is a direct result of her involvement with this 
project. Two issues of the e-zine have been compiled so far.

The Sensing Culture symposium in partnership with Bath 
University took place in March 2018, and the appointment of 
a Communications Officer to assist in planning and marketing 
of this event, as well as the London conference (taking place in 
April / May 2018) has seen swift uptake in the usage of Twitter 
with pro-active use of the hashtag #SensingCulture. Delegates 
attending engaged in the Twitter activity prolifically with 
connections made in the virtual world, as well as in the room.

The London conference will replicate the success of this use of 
social media to promote and share key learning online, as well 
as providing valuable hands on opportunities at the event for 
delegates, speakers and volunteers to share, learn and further 
disseminate.



157

Conclusion

11

157



158

A highly complex and very ambitious project, 
Sensing Culture is part of a wider movement 
in the heritage sector, where projects such as 
these are a positive seed change in working 
methods throughout the industry. They ensure 
that consideration for BPS audiences and other 
disabled people becomes part of the day to day 
planning and running of an operation, and is 
not merely undertaken as a separate piece of 
work just to reach that new, or harder to reach, 
audience.

The partners have all embraced their involvement 
with this project in order to raise the profile 
of access considerations within their own 
organisations, as well as to facilitate a better 
visit and learning for BPS audiences. At times 
this work is innovative, creative and at all times 
it is highly committed to making an enjoyable 
experience for an audience normally excluded 
from heritage sites such as museums due to 
the abundance of objects in poorly lit conditions, 
hidden behind glass, with conservation 
constraints affecting an ability to touch and 
explore through other senses.

Sensing Culture has shown, through the variety of other 
disabled audiences to have benefitted from the resources, that 
improving access for BPS has far wider reaching benefit for 
multiple audiences – and if you improve access for disabled 
people you improve it for everyone.

Involvement in Sensing Culture has opened doors to the 
ways in which collections can be made more accessible in 
general and the plethora of tactile interpretations, 3D prints, 
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audio descriptions, handling collections, creative artwork and 
technological access which forms the output of the project 
shows that with some time, money and creative thinking, 
nothing need be beyond reach of a blind or partially sighted 
person.

Despite the commitment of the Project Officers at each 
partner site, access has not been as high up on the agenda 
as it should have been within the management structures of 
some of the partner organisations. However, it is clear that 
the partners’ involvement with this project has ensured that 
access is now a priority in the development of new exhibits 
and the staff who represented the project at their sites are 
now considered to almost be access specialists as a result 
of their involvement. This is sustainable as long as those 
staff remain in post, but wider organisational commitment is 
required to ensure the sustainability of this work.

The Patterson Connor commitment curve describes the 6 
levels of commitment to an idea – shown below.

 Unaware

 Aware

 Through awareness support the idea and the actions – 
consider ways to improve

 Understanding – get training to improve

 Involvement

 Commitment – commitment to action, become a change 
maker

All of the partner organisations have reached the ‘involvement’ 
stage – where work has been undertaken on the basis of 
training received, having gone through the earlier stages in 
expressing their desire to be a part of Sensing Culture.

Some organisations have yet to reach commitment stage 
though in the case of the two ambassador organisations in 
Oxford (OUMC) and Canterbury (CCCM) it has been evidenced 
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that commitment to making change is high on their agenda 
with the addition of BPS users to the 5 key audiences at CCCM 
and the feedback from Janet Stott, the director of OUMC.

‘There has been a real change in attitude from 
thinking ‘I have to do this’ to ‘I need / want to do 
this’ and that has led ultimately to benefit a far 
wider audience than only the blind and partially 
sighted people we were originally aiming for’
Susan Griffiths – Oxford University Museums and Collections

This project could have been undertaken by the museums in 
silos, without RNIB, but the fact is that they probably would 
not have done it. With RNIB as the instigator, building on the 
previous two projects elsewhere in the UK, Sensing Culture 
has been a real catalyst project in the South East with multiple 
small offshoot projects coming about as a result of this project 
across all partners. 

Working together we can share learning, improve our 
offerings, learn, engage and improve quality of life and 
empower our audiences to feel inspired, better about 
themselves and the world in which they live. As funding cuts 
become more and more restrictive for small and medium scale 
organisations, partnership working will become increasingly 
crucial. Sensing Culture has shown that working in partnership 
can be a catalyst for new relationships, new ways of thinking 
and the embracing of new technology. It has encouraged new 
partnerships on a local level to be developed by partners. 
These relationships provide long term resilience for the output 
and future development of work for BPS people at the partner 
sites.

The legacy of the 3D models has not just been the production 
of the models themselves but the innovative thinking that 
will inform the creation of 3D printed models into the future 
as well as the incredible object detail which is now accessible 
through the 3D scans. 

Sensing Culture set out with the overarching aim of making 
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museums more accessible, and in so doing, showing the 
heritage sector, and blind and partially sighted audiences 
that they can be so – and it has achieved that. Of all the BPS 
people that have been part of the project the feedback is 
overwhelmingly positive to that end, with an appetite for 
continuation evidenced. 

The involvement of BPS people has been strong in the 
planning stages, and could have been stronger, but this 
is perhaps not a reflection on the partners as there can 
be reluctance from disabled groups to get involved. Being 
disabled of any description can be socially isolating and have 
an enormous effect on self worth. One focus group participant 
remarked that he felt his input was irrelevant in the greater 
scheme of new resources at the museum at which he was 
working. He was not even sure of the resources would make 
any difference at all, in the end. Feedback from other BPS 
people and organisations who have worked with that museum 
tell us that this is not the case, but the feedback from this 
participant shows how far the project has come overall 
in building bridges with an audience that is used to being 
suspicious of organisations reaching out to ‘help’ them in what 
BPS artist Aaron McPeake has described as ‘basket making for 
the blindies’.

There is a wider debate about how the project has moved 
forward and its relevance to the social model of disability 
as opposed to the somewhat outdated DDA and latterly 
Equalities Act. The social model of disability says that 
disability is caused by the way society is organised, rather 
than by a person’s impairment or difference. It looks at ways 
of removing barriers that restrict life choices for disabled 
people. A future study of the new resources at the museums 
should consider this in some detail. An example that stands 
out is the Lewes Castle audio guide and app, which will benefit 
everyone. It is not overtly aimed at BPS people, but absolutely 
encompasses their needs to ensure as accessible a visit as 
possible without singling them out for their disability. 

Whatever the model used to inspire the work, the partners 
in Sensing Culture have made an impact on their local BPS 
communities. As word spreads, hopefully numbers will grow. 
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There is a danger in the project end that the momentum to 
shout about what is on offer diminishes, and makes way for 
the next project and its target audiences and that is to be 
carefully watched.

Thus, the Sensing Culture website itself becomes the beacon 
for good practice and contemporary thinking about working 
with BPS audiences in museums at large and as a legacy 
output its value is therefore high.

There is a synergy here that has started with Sensing 
Culture and can carry on into the future if an organisational 
commitment from RNIB towards the cultural and sectors can 
be made, in recognition of the huge health and well-being 
benefits to its service users of engaging with heritage and 
creative work in this way.

RNIB was unable to own the project as much as they would 
have liked due to limited unplanned in-kind resources being 
able to be allocated to the project, on top of core activities. 
This is not a criticism of the project team within RNIB who 
committed to delivering this project to the best of their ability 
and with significantly more time than was anticipated. As 
Sensing Culture draws to a close, RNIB is moving towards 
new strategic priorities. This change in direction will see 
the organisation being led by blind and partially sighted 
people, with the new operating model focused on listening 
to their needs and the barriers they face. This provides more 
opportunity in the future for RNIB to take forward the learning 
from Sensing Culture.

It may be said that the Sensing Culture brand feels a bit 
redundant though the legacy website will mitigate against 
that – with the name in this context representing a collection 
of museums in a funded access project for blind and partially 
sighted people alone. 

However, as a movement, a catalyst for change, an initiative to 
shift thinking and encourage the cultural sector to wake up to 
its responsibilities and its opportunities to improve access, it 
holds a strong and powerful promise.
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In that regard it is not just about providing resources for BPS 
people, it is a call to arms to BPS people too – to encourage 
them to shift their perceptions of heritage organisations and 
consider the opportunities for engagement in the cultural 
sector at large. 

The BPS person’s perception, indeed distrust, of heritage 
organisations will not be changed community-wide over 
the course of a 4.5 year project, but it is without doubt that 
Sensing Culture has ensured that the ground is laid firm and 
fast for future thinking, provision and partnerships to grow 
moving forwards.

Annie Lucas
March 2018



A special thank you to the Heritage Lottery Fund 
and all our partners, workers, volunteers and 
participants who contributed so much to the 

success of Sensing Culture.


