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Touring Visitors with Disabilities

About Disabilities

The American Disabilities Act, signed into law in 1990, requires that all public and private organizations take steps to make their facilities and programs accessible to people with disabilities. 

What is a disability?

A disability is a functional limitation that interferes with a person’s ability to walk, talk, learn, hear, see, etc.  Disabilities include, but are not limited to, speech, hearing, and visual impairments; cerebral palsy; mental retardation; and specific learning disabilities.

What do we call a person who has a disability?

Address the person first, then the disability.  A disability is only one aspect of a person.  Like everyone else, a person with a disability has a name, a personality, a lifestyle, personal likes and dislikes, and a variety of interests.  He or she is a person with a disability rather than a disabled person.

What can we do to make people with disabilities feel comfortable in the museum?

People with disabilities have had a lot of practice in dealing with their disabilities!  They are also used to a variety of people’s reactions to them.  It is those of us who are unaccustomed to being around people with disabilities who are most uncomfortable, but we need not be.  These visitors are generally patient, and they will help us know how to help them.  Exposure to visitors with disabilities and learning about the nature of their disability is the best way to overcome our fears about saying “the wrong thing.” 

What resources can we consult to learn more?

For further information, the following resources are available in the docent/guide library:

Count Me In, A Resource Manual on Disabilities, produced by Pacer Center, Inc.  Provides concise explanations of a variety of different disabilities and is highly recommended for docents touring visitors with disabilities.

Part of Your General Public is Disabled: a Handbook for Guides in Museums, Zoos, and Historic Houses, by Janice Majewski; published by the Smithsonian Institution Press.  Addresses specifically the questions tour guides might want to ask.

Art Beyond Sight: A Resource Guide to Art, Creativity, and Visual Impairment, edited by Elisabeth Salzhauer Axel and Nina Sobol Levent; copublished by Art Education for the Blind, Inc. and AFB Press of the American Foundation for the Blind. Provides information about why and how to teach art to people who are blind.

Guidelines for Touring Visitors with Disabilities

1.
Relax.  Converse with your visitors who have disabilities as you would with any other groups.  Their disabilities do not necessarily dampen their sense of humor.  You will discover that they have many interests beyond those connected to their disability.

2.
Respect the visitors’ right to ask for your help.  If you don’t know what to do, ask them to tell you.

3.
If the subject of a visitor’s disability comes up naturally, do not shy away from discussing it.  However, there is no reason to pry into why a visitor is blind or unable to walk if they do not volunteer the information.  They are here to enjoy the museum, not to talk about their disability.  If you feel specific information about their disability would help you to make their visit more pleasant, let them know that.

4.
Speak directly to a person with a disability rather than to an interpreter or companion accompanying them.  Never assume that because a person has a disability that their mental capacities are affected also.  Most people with disabilities have normal intelligence.  Do not speak down to them.

5.
Appreciate what the visitors can do for themselves, and allow them to set the pace of the tour.  Extra time is often required for a person with disabilities to move through the museum.

6.
The same general museum rules apply to visitors with disabilities as to any other group.  No touching . . . except for visitors who are blind or have low vision; they can touch only designated works of art and they must wear gloves provided by us to do so.  (These are specially arranged tours for which additional training is required.)

7.
Water fountains are difficult for persons in wheelchairs to use.  There are paper cups and flexible drinking straws in the Tour Office.  It is advisable to have some available in case someone needs a drink on the tour.

8.
Restrooms in the lobby, at the east end of each floor, behind the museum shop, and at the 24th Street entrance are accessible for wheelchair users.

Calling the Contact Person

Many of your tour groups will include visitors with special needs.  Regular school tours sometimes include one or more visitors who have a disability.  This information may or may not be indicated on your tour confirmation, so when you call the contact person, always ask if there are visitors with disabilities.  Group leaders do not always know that we provide special services.

Occasionally you will be assigned a tour, such as a special education class, in which the entire group is identified as having disabilities.  On such a tour, there are likely to be a range of disabilities that you will need to prepare for.  Find out the particulars when you call the contact person, including:

· How many persons use wheelchairs?  Do they want to use museum wheelchairs?  (We have six available.)

· Does the group require an American Sign Language (ASL) interpreter?   (Some groups bring their own.)  If so, advise the tour coordinators so they can arrange for an interpreter.

· Are there any visitors with visual impairments?  Let your contact person know that we provide individualized tactile diagram and touch tours for visitors who are blind or have low vision.  Determine whether the visitor(s) will be comfortable on a separate tour or would prefer to stay with the larger group.  Ask the tour coordinators to arrange for a separate touch tour with a docent, if necessary.

· Do the visitors have mental retardation?  What is the range of their retardation—mild, severe?  What is their approximate age level of comprehension?  Are they verbal?

· What are the group’s interests?  What are they studying?  What can we do to make the collection more accessible to them?  If it appears that the group would be best served in smaller groups, notify the tour coordinators so they will schedule extra docents for the tour.  This is especially true if there are many wheelchair users or if there are visitors with severe physical disabilities that will require time and effort to move.

Touring Visitors with Physical Disabilities

Physical disabilities may be caused by any number of congenital conditions (birth defects), diseases (polio or multiple sclerosis), injury, or other causes.  Physical disabilities vary greatly from one individual to another.  Many visitors who have physical disabilities have average or above average intelligence, but they may need some assistance to do the things that most of us take for granted.

1.
Visitors with physical disabilities usually arrive at the museum with people to assist them in moving around.  In some cases, visitors will appreciate your assistance in meeting them and helping them to enter the museum.  Always ask an individual if he/she would like assistance before attempting to push a wheelchair.

2.
The ramp and the elevator provide access to the first floor of the museum for people using wheelchairs.  Once in the museum, you will need to use the elevators to move from one floor to another.  If there are several wheelchairs, it may be necessary to use the freight elevator, located at the west end of each floor.  A guard will assist you if you need help in operating it.  Currently, the front elevator is not activated until 10:00 a.m.  If you have a visitor in a wheelchair on a tour that begins before then, ask a guard to turn the elevator on for you.

3.
Crutches and wheelchairs are necessary accessories for visitors with physical disabilities.  Unless a person indicates that you should remove or store any of his/her equipment, do not do so.

4.
As you conduct the tour, encourage visitors in wheelchairs to move in front of the group in order to see.  Visitors who are deaf or hard of hearing will benefit from moving near you also.  If showing something in a case, position the wheelchair alongside the case, rather than directly towards it.  Do not begin talking until the wheelchair is in position.

5.
Adjust your pace to the needs of the group.  Allow extra time to move around.  It will often be necessary to allow extra time for restroom breaks.  Each group will have different needs.  After you have discussed one object, it is a good idea to ask if you are meeting their needs.  Can they hear, see, and understand you?  Do you need to slow down?  Do they have questions?

6. In the unlikely event of a fire or other emergency, the stairs must be used instead of the elevators.  On each floor, there is a designated stairwell for visitors in wheelchairs where they will be safe until they can be removed from the building.  If you are told to evacuate the building, immediately contact a guard who will assist you in getting your group to safety.

Touring Visitors who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing

Hearing impairment is a term used to describe a wide range of hearing loss.  Deafness is the most profound form of hearing impairment, but the vast majority of people with hearing impairments have some hearing ability.

Deafness is defined as a hearing impairment which is so severe that a person is unable to understand speech through hearing alone, but must rely on a visual method (sign language or lip-reading.) 

Hard of hearing describes a loss of hearing that markedly affects a person’s ability to communicate, but is not included under the definition above.

People with hearing impairments differ dramatically in intelligence, personality, interests, and in their ability to speak and to listen.  Deaf and dumb and deaf mute are incorrect terms frequently used by persons not acquainted with the disability.  When children are born deaf or lose their hearing before age 3, they have an extremely difficult time learning language skills, because children learn to control and use their voices by hearing those around them.  The lack of ability to speak does not in any way indicate an absence of a voice.  Deaf and hard of hearing individuals who have lost their hearing after learning to speak make up the largest number of people with hearing impairments.  Many have normal voices and good speaking skills. 

The museum provides two types of services for visitors who are deaf or hard of hearing:

· ASL interpreters

· Assisted-listening devices

These services and how to use them are described in the pages that follow.

Guidelines for Touring Visitors who are Deaf or Hard of Hearing

(with an ASL Interpreter) 

1.
When a student or visitor with a hearing impairment is coming to the museum as part of a tour group, that information should be indicated on your tour confirmation.  However, it is always a good policy when you make your call to the contact person to ask what needs the visitors have.  Schools often bring their own ASL interpreters, but if not, the tour coordinators will make arrangements for one.

2.
Whether the group is composed entirely of visitors with hearing impairments or not, ask the contact person the same type of questions you would ask for any group.  Is this their first visit?  What are the visitors studying?  How can we connect the tour to their studies?  Do they have special interests?  What part of the collection or specific objects do they wish to see?

3.
If you are leading an interpreted tour (private or public), meet the interpreter 20 minutes before the tour is to begin.  You might wish to inform the interpreter of the logistics of the tour and to discuss any objects that you will be describing on the tour that have unusual or unfamiliar names.
4.
Present your tour as you usually would, using a combination of description, inquiry, and visual aids.  Speak in a normal voice.  Speak directly to your visitors—not to the interpreter.

5.
The interpreter will sign the tour to the audience as you speak.  As you are discussing the objects, the visitors are watching the interpreter, so allow some time after you finish speaking for them to look at the object or at the visual aid that you are showing, or to make eye contact with you. 

6.
Ask your visitors if you need to slow down or repeat anything.  Keep your language clear and direct.  You will want your information to be very concise.

7.
The interpreter will in turn orally translate the visitors’ questions to you.  When you answer a question, look at the person who asked it, even though that person will be looking at the interpreter as he/she signs your answer.  This may seem awkward at first, but gradually you will become accustomed to the interaction that occurs between visitor, interpreter, and docent.

8.
Face the group as you speak, rather than looking at the object.  Some visitors will be reading your lips, even with an interpreter present.

9.
Do not speak as you move from one object to another.  The interpreter is responsible for translating everything you say from start to finish.  Obviously, it would be quite impossible to do this as you move through the gallery.  Be sure you wait until you have everyone’s attention at the next object before you begin to speak.

10.
The 2 p.m. public tour on the first Sunday of each month is always interpreted for visitors with hearing impairments.  Meet the interpreter in the lobby 20 minutes before the tour.  Generally, there are only a small number of persons with hearing impairments on the tour, but a hearing audience will also be present.  If some deaf individuals appear on a public tour that is not being interpreted, they may be lip reading.  Face them at all times and speak distinctly.

11.
There are no limitations to the objects you can use on a tour for visitors with hearing impairments.  As with any group, gear the tour to their interests.  There are two considerations to keep in mind as you select objects:

A.
Select objects that are in well-lighted areas so that visitors can see the interpreter or read your lips.

B.
Avoid areas within tight spaces.  Both you and the interpreter will need to be in close proximity so that you are equally visible to the visitor without obscuring the object.

Using Assisted-Listening Devices

The museum has purchased several Hearing Helper® personal assisted-listening devices for use on tours and for programs in Pillsbury Auditorium. These devices are available at the VMS Information desk for any visitor who requests them, on a first-come, first-served, basis. Please let your touring audience know that they are available. A VMS staff person will bring you the devices at your request. The docent/guide wears a transmitter and a headset with earphone and microphone; both pieces are clearly marked “docent.” The tour members wear a receiver and headset with earphones.

These devices are very easy to use!

Docent/Guide Instructions

1. Place the transmitter in a belt clip case, if desired.

2. Plug the microphone cord into the “Mic” jack on top of the transmitter.

3. Turn the power switch on top of the transmitter to ON.

4. Put on the headset and place the microphone as close to your mouth as is comfortable.

5. Clip the transmitter onto a belt or waistband, or place it in a pocket.

6. Turn off the transmitter when you are done using it.

7. Return the assisted-listening devices to the VMS Information desk.

Note:  The microphone cord is the antenna. Do not bunch it up or wrap it around the transmitter. For maximum range, it should hang as straight as possible.

Visitor Instructions

1. Place the receiver in a belt clip case, if desired.

2. Plug the earphones into the “EAR” jack on the top of the receiver.

3. Set the channel control to CH2 for tours; CH1 for Pillsbury Auditorium.

4. Turn the receiver on by rotating the control knob. The receiver’s red ON indicator should light.

5. Put on the headphones.

6. Adjust the volume so that you can hear the speaker comfortably.

7. Adjust the tone control to your needs. Lo = more low frequencies; Mid = some low frequency is cut; Hi = emphasizes higher frequencies.

8. Clip the receiver onto a belt or waistband, or place it in a pocket.

9. Turn off the receiver when you are done using it by rotating the control knob until it clicks.

10.  Return the assisted-listening devices to the VMS Information desk.

Note:  The earphone cord is the antenna. Do not bunch it up or wrap it around the receiver. For best reception, it should hang as straight as possible.

Touring Visitors with Mental Retardation

What is mental retardation?

A person who has mental retardation is one whose mental growth and social development are low compared to the average.  Although persons with mental retardation differ greatly from one another, in general they have difficulty in learning and applying knowledge.

Are there different kinds of retardation?

Degrees of retardation vary from mild to severe.  Schools identify persons with mental retardation as educably mentally retarded or trainable.  Many educable students spend most of each school day in a regular classroom.

What characteristics are associated with mental retardation?

Most mentally retarded individuals have some combinations of the following characteristics:

· sensory or motor coordination disability

· low tolerance

· poor self-esteem

· short attention span

· below-average speech abilities

· lack of ability to conceptualize

Guidelines for Tours for Visitors with Mental Retardation

1.
Slow your pace down dramatically.  Take ample time for introductions.  Tell your group your name and have them repeat it.  Allow each of them to give his or her name.

2.
Keep your introduction simple and clear.  Most visitors will retain only one idea or direction at a time.  As you move through the tour, reinforce your basic idea by repeating it in relation to each object.

3.
Be open-minded, as you are with any group.  Use inquiry to involve the individuals.  Use many visual aids and props that can be handled.  Visitors with short attention spans benefit from short exposure to a variety of media.  Try simple games, if appropriate.

4.
Do not be discouraged if your visitors do not respond to you as you anticipate.  Some will register no emotion at all, but will be having a wonderful time.  Others may throw their arms around you in an affectionate hug with little or no encouragement.  Don’t be alarmed.  You are doing just great!

5.
Special education students have varied disabilities within the group.  Some have difficulty articulating their ideas, questions, or comments.  Be patient!  Give them plenty of time to respond.  Give each member of the group some individual attention.

6.
Whether your group is 6 years old or 35 years old, discuss the basics of art—shapes, colors, lines, etc., much as you would for K-2.  Many adults with mental retardation are functioning at this level.  Ask the teacher to guide you to the appropriate level for the group.

Touring Visitors who are Blind or Have Low Vision

What is a visual impairment?

A visual impairment is an inability to use vision—at all, or to some degree.  There are three basic categories of visual impairments: those that can be corrected with lenses, those in which sight is adversely affected even with correction, and those in which persons are totally without vision or have only light perception.  Persons in the latter category are referred to as blind.  They must rely on hearing and touch as their means of learning and on alternative techniques to read, write, or travel.  Some of these techniques include Braille, canes, guide dogs, and other methods such as cassette tapes.  Ninety percent of people referred to as blind do have some remaining vision.

What kind of tours do we provide?

Tours for visitors with visual impairments are conducted on an individual basis.  Occasionally, a group of visitors with visual impairments comes to the museum; in that case several docents are assigned so that each visitor has individual guidance. The tours include objects that can be touched, as well as objects explored with the use of verbal description and tactile diagrams. Docents receive specific training in order to conduct these tours.  For “touch tours,” the docent and visitor wear cotton gloves to examine select works of art together through touch. For objects explored using tactile diagrams, the visitor touches a raised, physical diagram of the work while the docent provides guidance through precise visual description.

Which works of art can be used?

Sculpture and other three dimensional objects (decorative arts) generally provide the best choices for “touch tours.”  A list of objects approved by the curators for touching follows this discussion.  If there are works of art you would like to use that are not on this list, please check with the Docent Program Coordinator before using them. Many works of art are too fragile to be touched. Select objects from the list that interest your visitor as you would on any tour.  Consider the size, placement, and location of an object in regard to the visitor.  For example, for small children choose objects they can easily reach.

Currently, we have tactile diagrams for two works of art in the museum: one diagram for Olive Trees by Vincent van Gogh, and three diagrams (one of the entire work plus two details) for  Scenes of Plains Indian Life by Cadzi Cody. Instructions for using the diagrams are found later in this section.

Guidelines for Tours for Visitors who are Blind or Have Low Vision

1.
When you speak to the visitor (or the contact person) before the tour, find out as much as you can about the person’s interests and expectations.

· Is this a first visit or does the person come regularly?  Are there specific objects or subjects that he or she would like to “see”?  What do they hope to achieve during their visit to the museum?

· Before asking personal questions, explain to your visitor that any information he or she can give you about his or her visual disability will help you to prepare the tour and to select appropriate objects. 
· Is the person totally blind?  Can they see light or shadow, general shapes, blocks of color?  Have they been blind since birth or have they had sight?  If they have had sight, they will have a different point of reference than if they have been blind from birth.

· If you have not had an opportunity to speak with your visitor before the tour, take some time before beginning the tour to learn about the visitor’s needs. The person best qualified to tell you how to give the tour is the visitor!

2.
Meet the visitor at the Link entrance to the museum. As you approach a blind visitor, tell him or her who you are. If the visitor has never been to the museum before, he or she may appreciate some guidance from Third Avenue into the lobby. If the visitor has a guide dog, it is unlikely that he or she will need your help. Do not interfere with a visitor’s normal procedures.

3.
There is no standard way to physically guide a blind person through the museum. Some will prefer to hold your arm or touch your back. Others will depend on a guide dog. Ask your visitors for their preference. Do not touch the person’s cane or guide dog. As you approach stairs or any other obstacle, give a verbal warning. Give specific verbal directions like “to your right” or “directly in front of you.” It is easy to forget that pointing or gesturing with our hands are not effective on this tour.

4.
Before touching a work of art, give the object a brief visual exam, looking for any insecurities or damage. Lifting paint, varnish or gilding, loose parts, or splinters are examples. When discovered, report them to a guard or the curator of the department so they can take the appropriate action. Do not touch objects with insecure features.

5.
Both the docent and visitor remove their rings or other jewelry that might scratch the art during the tour and put on clean cotton gloves in good condition (kept in the Tour Office). Hands should be washed with soap and water first. Bring extra pairs of gloves on the tour in case they get dirty midway through the tour to avoid transferring dirt from one object to another.

6.
All tours for visitors with visual impairments will be a combination of touching and verbal description. Use highly descriptive language to illustrate and enliven your commentary. Do not feel uncomfortable saying “see” or “look.” Don’t feel compelled to talk all the time. If visitors enjoy it, allow a certain amount of time to quietly explore the works of art after you have guided them. Take their directions on how you can help.

7.
Occasionally, a blind visitor will want a tour of a special exhibition in which touching is not allowed. If you get this type of request, make it clear to the visitor what you can do (verbal description only) and what you can not do (touching). The visitor can then decide if he or she wants that type of tour.

Verbal Description and Tactile Diagrams

Verbal description and tactile diagrams work together to create an experience in which visitors with visual impairments can engage with works of art.

As the guide, you provide detailed descriptive information while the visitor touches the physical diagram or “map” of the work.  The discussion can include, but is not limited to:

· Gallery space and how the object is displayed with other works of art; how the work relates to the viewer and the surrounding space

· Basic information: name, artist, size (dimensions), medium

· Discussion about what the person can and can not see

· General overview of the object: subject, form, color, style, historical and social context

· Brief explanation of what a tactile diagram is: overall exploration of the image and the codes used to indicate foreground, middleground, and background.

· Direction: use the clock face or landmarks in the work; pick a point of entry and move through the image coherently (don’t skip around); use key features as points of reference

· Language: use clear, precise, rich nouns and adjectives; give vivid details

· Relationships between the details and the whole

· Explain all art historical stylistic or descriptive terms

· Analogies to everyday objects or occurrences: the pitcher is shaped like a helmet, the sculpture is about the size of a teacup, people are selling goods in a large outdoor market

· Sensory information: texture, weight, temperature, smell, taste, sounds

· Reenact or mimic a depicted pose
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