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Introduction 

I have worked with various institutions during my career as a freelance artist educator 
providing assistance in overcoming access  issues for Disabled and Deaf Young People.  
My work with Tate Liverpool and the Bluecoat Gallery, alongside freelance work in schools 
has given me a unique insight into the needs of Young People and how they can become 
involved in cultural institutions. 

Key Issues and Challenges 
Access isn't just about ramps. 
Access to a venue isn't just about ramps and automatic doors.  It is about the whole 
experience –  a Young Person needs to have a positive experience when visiting a gallery 
or museum.  A recent access project I worked on with the Bluecoat Gallery, Liverpool, has 
shown that Young People need, among other things, to feel secure in their environment.  
This means that we need to look at, amongst other concerns: 

 Navigation around the space. 
 Is the signage clear and bright? 
 Do the signs have clear, understandable symbols? 

 Noise Levels. 
 Does sound echo around the gallery? 
 Will the Young Person visiting be able to hear and be heard? 

 Equipment. 
 Do you have the right specialist equipment? 
 Are tables at the right height for those with limited mobility? 
 Are surfaces at the right angle to assist with making? 

The list of issues one may consider is lengthy but best practice shows that knowing  
possible issues before you go ahead and plan a project will assist in increasing the 
chances of repeat visits by the Young People and those who support them. 

Getting people through the door. 
Access to Young People with disabilities will usually come through institutions be they 
schools, Social Services or Youth Centres.  The people who act as the gate -keepers to 
the Young People you will be working with will need to be assured that you know what you 
are doing and that the Young People will be safe within the environment.  This is process 
of trust-building and may mean visits to and activities based at the centres before a visit to 
your venue can be agreed upon.  However, it is worth considering working with a partner 
organisation that has already established contacts with the gate-keeper organisations. 



Key Policies. 
Reviewing current access strategies. 
Taking stock of your current access policy and looking at more than just physical access 
can make the difference between success and failure on a project.  This does not mean 
that all the points you have brought up need to be provided for immediately, awareness will 
give you the opportunity to look at future budgeting for implementing these provisions. 
Reviewing of policy should be an ongoing process as the more your venue works with 
Disabled Young People the more you will learn them and they from you. 

Consulting with existing groups. 
If you are thinking of introducing Disable Young People into existing Youth Projects consult 
the participants first and help them understand the changes that may take place, why this 
is happening and needs of the new members. 

Using an activity based way of accessing exhibits. 
Venues use differing methods when introducing people to the exhibits on display.  
Disabled Young People, especially are more likely to respond to activity based work: 

 Using drawing to note responses. 
 Making links through sound, i.e. What sound would this exhibit make? 
 Stimulating responses through movement, i.e. Who would this sculpture move if it 

were alive? 
 Linking through experience, i.e.  What does this exhibit say about what the Young 

People see and do every day? 

Recommendations for Best Practice 
Training for Staff. 
Consider training all your staff in Disability Rights and Issues in order that they are able to 
better respond to requests for assistance, know when to offer help and when to step back. 

Access to resources. 
Resources such as equipment for workshops, table and other furniture should be looked in 
order to. help the Young People fully participate in activities. 

Working with other organisations. 
Work closely with organisations, such as Disability Arts Groups, social services and 
special schools.  They will be able to help you look into issues and give you access to 
participants. 

Setting up a mentoring scheme. 
One of the best ways we have found to introduce and sustain involvement with Disabled 
Young People is to set up a mentoring scheme.  The mentors can act as guides around 
the venue showing the Disabled Young People where things are and introducing them to 
groups and activities.  The benefits include, experience for the young people acting as 
mentors and a familiar face to greet the Disable Young People when visiting. 



Resources 
North West Disability Arts Forum 
http://www.nwdaf.co.uk 
 
Collect and Share 
http://www.collectandshare.eu.com/ 
 
Disabled Access for Museum Websites 
http://www.museophile.sbu.ac.uk/access/ 
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