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I have been inspired by the contributions in 
this edition. These pieces range from assertive 
and challenging, to sincerely empathetic, posi-
tive and hopeful - some articles are all of these 
things bundled into one. We would like to 
extend our gratitude to the contributers who 
have all shared these pieces with honesty and 
strength.

We are always learning and we all know how 
much work there is to do. We hope that read-
ers find inspiration, as we did, in the following 
articles. May you find things to take into your 
decision making – as small or as large as those 
decisions may be!

We also pledge to work toward an increasing-
ly diverse representation of voices in future 
editions. On behalf of the Tauhere team, we 
wish you and your institutions strength on the 
journey.

Kia kaha
Mikayla Journee
Tauhere | Connections

The third issue of Tauhere | Connections 
is brought to you by a new editorial team, 

keen and eager to live up to the success of the 
editions delivered in 2016. We would like to 
start by acknowledging the immense hard work 
and time commitment of the inaugural team in 
establishing what we believe has been an excit-
ing Emerging Museum Professionals initiative. 

As a platform for the thoughts and voices of 
early and mid-career GLAM professionals, we 
felt it right that this edition of Tauhere echo 
the intentions of the MA17 conference with the 
theme of Whaiwāhitanga | Inclusion. Alongside 
articles that offer insight and pose challenges to 
the shortcomings of our organisations on this 
theme, you will also find in here a thoughtful 
conference review with an aim to include 
those who did not have access to the inspiring 
conference korero.  

Being overseas at the time of writing, and with 
current affairs as tense and intense as they are, 
I have been highly aware and immensely proud 
of the work Aotearoa is doing. When our insti-
tutions require both bottom up and top down 
commitments to diversity and inclusion, it is 
exciting to see our newly elected Prime Minis-
ter leading in this way, steering a course for this 
country that is, as she says, “focused, empathetic 
and strong.” I would suggest these words would 
be perfect ones to bring into our work as well, 
as we take on these issues and opportunities. 
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I still feel a little bit overwhelmed when I think 
of this year’s Museums Aotearoa Conference 

- He waka Eke Noa | Museums Of Inclusion. 
This is such an important topic and while 
great steps have been made, there is still a lot 
of work to do to create inclusive and accessible 
spaces within the GLAM sector and this is our 
responsibility. 

Firstly, a disclaimer: this was my first time 
attending a Museums Aotearoa Conference 
and my first interaction with fellow Emerg-
ing Museum Professionals (EMPs).  For this 
reason, I cannot categorically claim that this 
was the best, most powerful and moving 
conference ever held, however, I can confidently 
say that I was not the only attendee who found 
themselves wiping away a tear while being faced 
with some confronting presentations. Don’t for 
a minute think this was gloomy conference.  
The hard kōrero was balanced with fun and 
laughter including a spectacular inclusive party 
hosted by Philip Patson with MCs RubyDax 
and RexEverything.  There were also fantastic 
opportunities to hear of success stories within 
our sector.  

I was fortunate enough to attend the Emerging 
Museum Professionals (EMP) Huakina on the 

Saturday before the conference. Initially I was 
nervous about attending as this was my first in-
teraction with the EMP group, I was flying solo 
and was concerned that ‘everyone else would 
know what they were talking about’. The noho 
was held at Te Rangimārie Marae, just outside 
Palmerston North, built in 1858 to com-
memorate peace between Ngāti Raukawa and 
Rangitāne, it is the oldest wharenui in the 
region. The beautiful wharenui was quick to 
calm my nerves and after getting to know my 
fellow EMPs I quickly realised that I was not 
the only ‘newbie’ and many were indeed, ‘just 
like me’.

Turns out the intention of this hui was not just 
a polite ‘meet and greet’ between emerging 
museum professionals.  After our introductions 
we quickly got down to business.  We had open 
kōrero about the three Tiriti o Waitangi princi-
ples manaakitanga, kaitiakitanga and tino ran-
gatiratanga and our responsibilities as emerging 
museum professionals to uphold these princi-
ples. 

We hit the ground running on day two of the 
hui, which saw us split into focus groups before 
coming back together in the afternoon for the 
‘Idol Chat’ segment of the hui.  We were given 
the opportunity to kōrero with Sophie O’Brien 
(Govett-Brewster Art Gallery), Jennifer Stor-
er, (Canterbury Museum), Tracy Puklowski, 
(National Army Museum, Waiouru) and David 
Reeves, (Auckland War Memorial Museum) 
who shared their personal experiences about 
how they had got from being in our position to 
their current roles. 

Despite being a newcomer, this hui was incredi-
bly empowering.  It made me realise that emerg-
ing museum professionals have an important 
place in the Museum sector.  We will be the 
next generation of project leaders, directors, 
and CEOs. We are key in determining what 
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happens next in the GLAM sector and we will 
be responsible for taking Museums to the next 
level. The GLAM sector is small, so the connec-
tions we make now will carry on throughout 
our careers.  For this reason alone, it is import-
ant that anyone new to the sector, or ‘emerging’ 
should get involved with the EMP group, these 
connections will help build the foundation of 
successful careers.

This hui was a fantastic opportunity to ‘get in the 
zone’ and ready for the next three days of confer-
ence.  For me one of the best takeaways was the 
connections I made with other EMPs.  A num-
ber of us went on to attend the full conference 
which meant there were familiar smiling faces 
to approach over the coming days of conference.  

The Headline Event

This year’s kaupapa was He Waka Eke Noa | 
Museums Of Inclusion. It asked attendees to 
question the steps we are taking to make our 
Museums more inclusive, more accessible.  It 
was hosted by Te Manawa, who are leading by 
example in becoming a museum of inclusion. 
At the 2017 conference, their dedication to 
creating an accessible and inclusive space which 
fosters collaboration between the museum and 
their community was acknowledged when they 
were awarded the inaugural Arts Access Muse-
um Award. Te Manawa set the ideal scene for 
a relevant, powerful and, at times, confronting 
conference.

The two keynote speakers were outstanding and 
each presented very different approaches to the 
word ‘inclusion’. It was hard not to get caught 
up in the enthusiasm of Stella Duffy, she did 
the splits on stage, what more can I say?  With 
a list of accomplishments as long as my arm, 
Stella was talking to us about her most recent 
passion – Fun Palaces. This initiative is a cele-
bration of community and is an international

6

event that takes place on the first weekend of 
October.  The intention is to create an event 
which is fun, free and brings the community 
together. By asking the room to say one thing 
they wanted to learn about she displayed how 
easy it is was to get the Fun Palace ball rolling.  
One person wanted to learn about nuclear 
physics, although there was no one in the room 
that could teach that person about nuclear 
physics there were a handful of people who 
knew someone who could.  The point was that 
by asking your community either what they 
wanted to learn about, or what they could offer 
to a Fun Palace you could uncover a wealth of 
knowledge.  

Unsurprisingly, the concept of a Fun Palace 
could intimidate many institutions, however, 
Stella was able to oppose any objection that a 
Museum could raise, probably because she had 
heard all of our arguments before.  Stella chal-
lenged us, “If we genuinely want culture to be 
accessible for all, then we – the culture-makers 
– need to get out of the way stop thinking we 
have the answers, and start trusting the people 
to create culture by, for and with all.  We need 
to hand it over.” 

Glenn Iseger-Pilkington also has an impres-
sive portfolio and is acknowledged as being 
part of a new generation of leaders in Aborig-
inal culture and Australian art history. Glenn 
has held a number of curatorial positions, 

“We are key in determining 
what happens next in the 

GLAM sector and we will be 
responsible for taking 

museums to the next level.”  
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including Curator Content Development, 
New Museum Project, Western Australian 
Museum. In this role he was responsible for
initiating change and creating new models 
and curatorial frameworks in the presenta-
tion of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples for the new museum set to open in 
Perth in 2020.  Glenn gave a powerful and 
moving presentation on indigenous identity, 
art galleries and museums.  As a Wadjarri, 
Nhanda and Nyoongar man with Dutch and 
Scottish connections, Glenn discussed what 
it was like to see his rich culture missing from 
museums, or worse still being misrepresented or 
misinterpreted.  Growing up he could make no 
association with the museum space, he felt he 
had no place there. Although there has been a 
notable shift towards ‘working with’ indigenous 
people and offers of creating a collaborative 
space, Glenn reinforced that simply displaying 
aboriginal art and artefacts did not constitute 
inclusion.  

In his new role as William and Margaret Geary 
Curator of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Is-
lander Art and Material Culture at the South 
Australian Museum, Glenn intends to make the 
Museum space more relevant and accessible to 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander commu-
nities.  He shared with us his current project 
working with Ngaanyatjarra communities, 
creating artworks for display in a significant 
exhibition scheduled to open at the Museum in 
October 2017. 

In addition to the keynote speakers there was 
an introductory panel discussion – ‘Diversity 
and disability: Including who? Including how?’ 
This was chaired by Richard Benge, executive 
director of Arts Access Aotearoa and was a 
great introduction to the theme of ‘inclusion’.  
Statistics from the 2013 census identified that 
24% of New Zealanders live with a disability.  
This is a large portion of the population which 
museums might be, unknowingly, denying 

Inclusive Party at MA17. Museums Aotearoa. Photo by Alexander Hallag. 



access to.  Robyn Hunt from AccEase point-
ed out that inclusion enriches the museum 
experience for all visitors and that you can’t 
have inclusion without access.  Robyn also dis-
cussed how to grow disabled audiences, as not 
everyone is associated with particular groups 
or networks.  The first step is to ensure your 
institution is accessible online, this is where 
most people (disabled or not) will go to first 
for information.  She also challenged us to ‘tell 
the stories of the 24% of New Zealanders that 
never get told’.

Rachel Ingram from Experience Wellington 
shared how Wellington Museum has ap-
proached accessibility within their space. Be-
ginning with  ‘NZ Standard 4121: Design for 
Access and Mobility – Buildings and Associ-
ated Facilities’ and the realisation that making 
a space accessible did not mean planning for a 
person but with a person, Wellington Museum 
used Arts Access to provide feedback on their 
space and identify areas that required improve-
ment. Judith Jones from Te Papa concluded 
with an example of audio description, the tool 
of describing objects to blind or low-vision vis-
itors and talked about how audio description 
can be used to explain the museum space better 
to all visitors. 

s
The one and only problem I had with MA17 
was the parallel sessions – the wide range of 
interesting topics made choosing one from 
three almost impossible. Every session on offer 
was relevant, even if I had made my selections 

by pulling options out of a hat, I would not 
have been disappointed.  These sessions subcon-
sciously applied constant pressure on attendees, 
and silently questioned: what are we doing, 
what should we be doing and what could we be 
doing better to make our institutions a better 
more inclusive place?  

It would be impossible to share all of the im-
portant points raised during the hui while 
keeping it within the required word limit. Just 
as I struggled to pick which sessions to attend, 
it is just as difficult to do all of the sessions I 
attended justice.  Instead here are a few stand 
out comments which I have taken away and 
actioned after the conference.   

“Make the unfamiliar familiar”

This is my favourite statement which I have un-
apologetically taken as my new mantra.  I took 
this from one of the panelists in the ‘Museums 
and Tikanga’ session on day one.  I believe this 
sums up the mahi of the MA17 conference per-
fectly.  I am constantly referring to this in every 
decision or idea I present to my team. We do 
not have to make grand sweeping changes, even 
small changes in the way we do things in an 
attempt to ‘make the unfamiliar familiar’ will 
make our institutions better for all.  My main 
intention was to start using my basic New Zea-
land Sign Language (NZSL) more in everyday 
interactions with my colleagues, I haven’t been 
as successful in this as I had hoped, but I am 
working on it.

You are always working towards 
accessibility

Of course, I came back from the conference 
wanting to change the world and our museum 
with a click of my fingers. However, making our 
spaces accessible isn’t an overnight fix, there is 
no one solution or one template to suit all.  

“... the realisation that making 
a space accessible did not 

mean planning  for a person 
but with a person...”
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We need to be strategic in how we approach 
issues of accessibility.  We need to ensure acces-
sibility is not just a box-ticking exercise but an 
ongoing thought process.

Making your space more accessible will 
often benefit more than one group

Making our spaces more accessible will not 
mean we are only catering for one group of 
people.  Everyone will benefit from improved 
accessibility.  No visitor wants to wade through 
a clunky website where information is hard 
to locate or decipher. Someone dealing with 
chronic pain will appreciate a comfortable seat  
just as much as an older visitor or a breast-feed-
ing mother. While low-vision visitors will 
appreciate gradual changes in lighting when 
moving from dark to light spaces, it is safe to say 
no one likes walking out of a darkened gallery 
into bright broad daylight. It became clear that 
there are a number of crossovers between what 
different groups need to make their visit easier.

“We want people to come in, but 
are they able to get out?”

One idea that I hadn’t even considered was 
how we deal with different needs during an 
emergency evacuation.  It left me wondering, 
do my front of house colleagues know how 
to evacuate blind, deaf visitor or people with 
ASD? How do we evacuate visitors from our 
second floor? We heard some harrowing stories 
about evacuations from buildings that have 
failed visitors.  One person shared about having 
to leave a friend in a wheelchair on an upper 
floor during an evacuation as there was no way 
for the person in a wheelchair to evacuate.  Two 
other similar stories about a deaf and a hearing 
impaired person who did not evacuate because 
they were unaware an alarm was sounding.  
Does your institution have suitable evacuation 
procedures? Does your building have or need an 

evac-chair? Do you have flashing alarm lights?  
Do your front of house teams know how to 
evacuate people with different needs when it is 
possible we might not even realise they’re deaf 
or on the autism spectrum?  How are public 
toilets evacuated?  One of the first emails I sent 
on my return to work was to our Health and 
Safety committee asking them these very same 
questions.

After struggling to find the perfect stationery to 
accompany me to Palmerston North I settled 
on a beautiful hardcover book with the sim-
ple words ‘Make It Happen’ embossed on the 
front. This was my inspiration every time I took 
out my notebook to scribble down my notes 
throughout the hui. This statement completed 
my new mantra: ‘Make the Unfamiliar Familiar 
- Make It Happen.’
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“One Saturday afternoon while on vaca-
tion in a major American city, a friend 
and I made the mistake of acting like typi-
cal tourists; we tried to ad lib.”

Catherine Kudlick (2005)
 

Kudlick’s first person account of her expe-
rience when spontaneously visiting a local 

history museum, while also having a vision im-
pairment, brings into sharp relief some of the 
barriers faced by disabled people when visiting 
cultural institutions. Previously, in her roles as 
a historian and a visitor, the author had been 
well acquainted with local history museums in 
other cities making allowances for her getting 
up close to exhibits and being relaxed around 
rules regarding the handling of objects; vital 
for visitors who live with visual impairments. 
However, in this instance Kudlick found that 
instead of a docent or audio guide, she en-
countered staff members who were seemingly 
unaware of, or disinterested in, providing ac-
cess for disabled people in their public spaces 
(Kudlick, 2005: 76-77).

A visit to the Fine Arts museum in the same city 
offered Kudlick a distinctly more accommo-
dating experience. This museum was trialling a 

pre-recorded audio access option. These audio 
tours were extremely popular with all museum 
visitors, not just those with vision impairments. 
The author was impressed with the verbal de-
scriptions, the historical context, and the inclu-
sion of navigational instructions. Kudlick also 
recounted snippets of her experiences in other 
museums, such as the Smithsonian’s Museum of 
Natural History, and the Cité des Sciences et de 
l’Industrie in Paris. Accessibility was integral to 
museum design with both of these institutions, 
and a key component in the construction and 
conception of their exhibits (Kudlick, 2005: 79).

This narration of just a single visitor experience 
gives insight into some of the ways overseas 
museums are and are not considering their dis-
abled community members. The past two de-
cades have seen an increasing awareness of the 
need for literature on this topic. International 
discussions and research have mainly looked 
into ways to encourage and enable disabled 
people to successfully engage with museums 
and galleries.

In 2015, I undertook a Masters of Museum and 
Heritage Studies dissertation project through 
Victoria University of Wellington to look into 
the state of engagement New Zealand muse-
ums had with their disabled community mem-
bers. I also wanted to examine what opportu-
nities there were for more inclusive practice. 
This project was designed to not only provide 
a barometer for the current day physical and 
sensorial access capabilities provided in New 
Zealand museums, but to also act as a basis 
for further research on the representation of 
disabled peoples in these spaces. The results of 
this research follow.

Almost one in four New Zealanders identi-
fied themselves as disabled in 2013, up from 
20% in 2001 (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). 
This included 27% of the adult population and 
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11% of children who stated they were limited 
in their daily activities by a varying range of im-
pairments such as physical, sensory, or learning. 

With the New Zealand population aging, 
this figure will likely rise in the future. The 
Museums Aotearoa National Visitor Sur-
vey 2014 found that 41% of museumgoers 
interviewed were above the age of 60 (Museums 
Aotearoa, 2014). Of these, a significant num-
ber identify as living with an impairment and 
are therefore a crucial museum demographic.
 
Disabled people constitute a significant pro-
portion of our population, so it was therefore 
surprising that research investigating how mu-
seums in Aotearoa New Zealand were working 
to engage with these communities was almost 
non-existent. I was unable to find work pub-
lished by Museums Studies scholars on this 
subject for the New Zealand context. Overseas 
however, particularly in the USA and UK, the 
topic has been investigated by a number of 
researchers. Museums are also increasingly con-
sulting with communities of disabled people 
(Hollins, 2010).

s
In my own experience taking exit surveys at 
various museums and art galleries, I have en-
countered a wide cross section of people who 
have had negative experiences with accessing 
exhibitions. Along with complaints, these 
same visitors suggested how issues could easily 
be resolved. While working as an Electronic 
Live Transcriber in Victoria University of 
Wellington’s Disability Services team, I also 
had first-hand experience of how an awareness 

of peoples’ different needs, and simple chang-
es to processes, could have a huge impact on 
their experiences in learning and engaging with
cultural institutions.

The following research results draw on these 
experiences and the expertise of disabled mu-
seum visitors, as well as collating information 
provided by a number of organisations around 
the country. A focus group and interview phase, 
together with a nationwide survey, form a 
baseline picture of the current state of disability 
accessibility in museums and galleries around 
the country.

Focus Groups and Interviews
 
Research began with focus group and interview 
stages to collect the experiences and viewpoints 
of existing disabled museum visitors. Together 
we discussed building accessibility, exhibition 
design, public programmes, digital content, 
and interactions with staff. Ensuring that the 
research was grounded in the experiences of 
disabled people was an essential part of align-
ing with emancipatory research methods. 
Emancipatory research describes a research 
practice that advances the rights of the group 
being researched (Hollins, 2010). This shifts 
power structures between researcher and the 
researched to a more collaborative space. As 
someone without lived experience of disabili-
ty it was vital to remain in conversation with 
disabled people throughout the entire process. 

All seven research participants had experienced 
disappointing visits to museums and galleries 
around New Zealand. Participants felt that 
none of the institutions they had been to had 
taken an overarching and holistic approach to 
the delivery of their services and content, and 
provisions for access and representation were 
variable. All involved in the focus group and 
interview were motivated to visit museums 
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through their existing interests in art, social and 
cultural history, and science. To less-engaged 
disabled visitors museums and galleries may be 
even less appealing. Given that one in four New 
Zealanders identifies as disabled, if museums 
ignore the needs of these visitors they run the 
risk of alienating a large number of potential 
audience members.

Of primary concern to research participants 
was an expansion of museum practitioner 
awareness around accessibility. This meant 
not only considering building access but ap-
proaching a wider understanding of the term. 
Part of achieving this understanding included 
disabled people being able to directly influence 
decision-making throughout the museum, 
through representation at the most senior 
level of the museum and gallery staffing hier-
archy. Having access to senior decision-making 
processes at museums, through the provision 
of disabled senior management staff and board 
members, was one example of some of the 
wider accessibility strategies recommended. 
Other opportunities discussed included tai-
lored visiting options based around access 
needs and visitor preferences, and the use of 
digital content to appeal to diverse audiences. 
However, they felt that the most widely ignored 
facet of access was inclusive exhibition design, 
and were emphatic that current museum strate-
gies often disappoint in this area.

Survey

The focus groups and interviews provided a 
foundation on which to create a nationwide 
survey of 41 museums and galleries, which 
together formed a snapshot of the wider sec-
tor. The survey explored the aforementioned 
different aspects of disability access, including 
physical ingress, inclusive exhibition design, 
tailored public programming, digital accessi-
bility, and levels of disability representation in 

staff and management positions. This survey 
portion of the research project found that while 
they had the perception that disabled people 
visited their institutions, very few museums 
actually collected feedback or undertook visitor 
research to confirm this assertion and explore 
the needs of these visitors. Taken in conjunc-
tion with the initial results of the focus groups 
and interviews, this demonstrates a widespread 
lack of understanding on the part of these 
institutions around what their communities 
of disabled people need in order to feel like 
welcomed audiences.

s
There were a mixture of positive and nega-
tive findings gathered from the survey stage. 
It identified many of the efforts that museums 
and galleries around the country are making 
in order to become more physically accessible. 
It demonstrated that a majority of respondents 
are ensuring their buildings are adapted where 
possible to increase mobility access, through 
methods such as ramps, lifts, accessible toilets, 
and dedicated parking as well as wide walkways. 
It is not surprising that this area of accessibility 
was the most frequently employed approach, 
given that legislative requirements around 
building access are prescriptive. That being said, 
participants in the focus group and interview 
stage still felt significant issues remained in this 
area. It was suggested that this could be due to 
tensions between heritage building legislation 
and human rights to access, as well as funding 

“... very few museums 
actually collected feedback 

or undertook visitor research 
to confirm this assertion 

and explore the needs 
of these visitors.”



issues. This was confirmed in the survey, with 
museum respondents identifying both of these 
as barriers to physical accessibility upgrade 
projects.
 
When asked, a number of organisations 
responded that disability access was not incor-
porated into their strategies moving forward, as 
they already considered their institutions fully 
accessible. One stated:

 
“No, it does not seem relevant. We have acces-
sibility for disabled people and they can decide 
what they want or can do….”

- Survey Respondent
 
However, when going into detail about the 
access levels provided, they only mentioned 
that entrances and walkways were accessible 
for visitors with mobility impairments. They 
did not indicate how their institution accom-
modated visitors with other requirements (for 
instance, considerations around sensory or 
intellectual disabilities).
 
An important barrier to access for many of the 
focus group and interview participants was 
inaccessible transport options to museums and 
galleries; affordable and accessible parking was 
often lacking and reliable public transport did 
not stop close to building entrances. Museums 
and galleries need to be cognisant of wider 
accessible infrastructure in order to effectively 
target this area of access. If it is difficult for 
potential visitors to even reach the building 
then adaptations of facilities may not be as well 
utilised as hoped when undertaking capital 
works projects aimed at increasing disabled 
community members.

More and more organisations around Aotearoa 
New Zealand are developing targeted public 
programming that meets the needs of different 
groups of visitors. Particular examples of such 

approaches to access include the provision 
of touch-based and audio described tours to 
appeal to groups of people with vision loss. 
Further examples include sign language 
interpreted tours and early opening hours for 
families with autistic children. These pro-
grammes were most often created in con-
sultation with groups of disabled people or 
disability sector organisations. In this way, they 
indicated a willingness to adapt approaches to 
how material is delivered by museum staff in 
creative and individualised processes. The fre-
quency of these offerings is a key indicator of 
commitment to catering for the access needs 
of visitors on a long-term basis. Additionally, 
while programming is an excellent way to tailor 
delivery of material, it is not sufficient to ensure 
particular groups of disabled visitors are able to 
access content within the museum on an every-
day basis. This instead requires consideration in 
all aspects of design, from exhibition to website 
to digital.
 

Given that a majority of time spent in discus-
sion during focus groups and interviews was 
around aspects of exhibition design and areas 
where this can be improved, it was interesting 
to see how museums and galleries responded 
to a question asking whether the requirements 
of disabled people were considered when 
exhibitions were being formed. Around two 
thirds stated that they did think about these 
requirements when designing exhibitions. 
It was heartening to see that of those who re-
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sponded positively, many contemplated the use 
of New Zealand Sign Language where appro-
priate, colour and contrast choices, font size, 
the height of labels and room to move, tactile 
displays, and an intellectually accessible style 
of written text. Two medium-sized institutions 
mentioned working closely with a dedicated 
accessibility organisation to consult on access 
issues. One large organisation mentioned that 
a significant part of exhibition development 
was co-curation with source communities of 
material presented.
 
Focus group and interview participants were 
extremely optimistic about the possibilities 
for cultural organisations to increase access to 
objects and concepts through digital means. 
This had applications in a number of areas, 
including within exhibitions by ensuring cap-
tioned video or customisable routes based 
on sensory requirements, through to offsite 
access to collection material through websites 
and virtual exhibitions. Museums and galleries 
responding to the survey were similarly inter-
ested in exploring the capabilities of digital 
to increase access using a variety of methods. 
It was positive to discover that large museums 
were conscious of Web Content Accessibility 
Guidelines and proactive in working to those 
standards. There were also excellent cases 
where museums have developed applications 
for smartphones that allowed for customised 
interpretation outputs based on a visitor’s 
preferences, such as sign language translated 
labels or guides. Once again it is important to 
reiterate that ongoing long-term commitment 
to these strategies is received very positively. 
When developing these methods a commit-
ment should be made to working with the 
communities intended to benefit from the 
digital access strategies. This will help ensure 
that the product designed genuinely fulfils the 
needs of its target audience and results in a 
lasting relationship.

A final promising result was that many muse-
ums and galleries demonstrated some level of 
disability representation in staffing areas, from 
governing bodies to paid staff to volunteers. 
The survey found that 26% of respondents 
had disabled staff members. Those that shared 
position information showed that disabled staff 
members fill many varied roles from Director 
to Front of House. While the following infor-
mation was not requested, many responded 
with a description of their staff members’ 
impairments. As a result, it is possible to state 
that there is also a range of impairments that 
staff members experience. The most com-
mon impairment was limited mobility due to 
age-related causes.
 
Almost half (46%) of museums and galleries 
that responded stated that they have one or 
more disabled volunteers. These volunteers 
played a wide range of roles within different 
museums, including front of house duties as 
well as back of house administration work. 
Many smaller institutions consisted entirely of 
volunteers and had disabled people in numer-
ous roles throughout their institutions, from 
governance to managerial levels to gallery clean-
ers. While this information was not requested, 
many museums stated that their volunteers 
were generally retired; most had age-related 
disabilities including limited mobility as well as 
sight and hearing loss. This has ongoing effects 
for the adaptations made to working practice 
within museums and galleries to increase access 
from a staffing perspective. It is expected that 
these should consequently flow on to increased 
access for visitors.
 
While the above discussion highlights some 
of the positive results taken from the research, 
some common shortfalls also exist in the 
ways museums and galleries are approaching 
disability access. Many organisations appear to 
perceive accessibility as a legislative adherence 
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issue, as opposed to an opportunity for com-
prehensive audience development. A focus on 
physical space minimum standards is only a 
starting point when working towards increased 
disability access. Museums and galleries around 
Aotearoa New Zealand are beginning to expand 
their accessibility strategies in a range of ways to 
mimic overseas examples and precedents, and 
respond to the needs of their local community 
members. The initial focus group and inter-
view stage, as well as the survey, demonstrated 
a range of creative and adaptive solutions for 
improving access. Strategies can be initiated 
and developed on achievable scales by engaging 
both support organisations and potential visi-
tors. Establishing different community access 
needs, and responding proactively once these 
are determined, can create change and engage 
user groups without massive financial input or 
needing to adapt buildings and spaces. In doing 
this a museum or gallery has the potential to 
reach a wide range of engaged audiences and 
become more accessible for all visitors in a range 
of ways. The variety of approaches to increase 
access can be realistically undertaken by a range 
of museums from micro to large, irrespective of 
budget or regional restrictions. 

As focus group and interview respondents 
made clear, the attitude and perspectives of 
staff can heavily influence their experience as a 
visitor. As such it should be a priority to ensure 
that staff are trained in disability awareness 
and responsiveness, to allow them to create a 

welcoming and approachable environment for 
all potential visitors. This would also result in 
the creation of a work environment that is more 
responsive to the needs of disabled staff mem-
bers and volunteers, thereby assisting in achiev-
ing stronger disability representation among 
people working within museums and galleries.
 
The outputs of the survey demonstrated that 
no single museum participating in the study 
is entirely accessible to disabled people. Given 
that result, combined with the knowledge that 
around a quarter of New Zealanders identify as 
being disabled, it is imperative that disability 
access constitutes an important consideration 
in future museum development. Ensuring that 
this is supported at a policy and governance 
level will help to achieve the widespread change 
required.

Conclusion
 
Comparisons with international literature on 
museum accessibility demonstrate that these 
New Zealand findings largely align with a sim-
ilar study done in Australia. While reassuring, 
it is important to note some of the limitations 
of the conclusions reached. Due to the small 
sample size in both the focus groups and 
survey, a fully comprehensive picture of the 
current state of disability access in museums 
and galleries around Aotearoa New Zealand 
was not possible. Rather, the findings represent 
a snapshot of a range of offerings from a variety 
of cultural organisations at this point in time. 
The short length of the survey, designed to 
encourage a higher response rate from time-
poor staff and volunteers at various museums 
and galleries, means that many aspects of ac-
cessibility were not explored in great detail. 
However, as intended, it does provide a base-
line of varying access strategies to springboard 
further, and more in-depth, research.
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“Strategies can be initiated 
and developed on achievable 

scales by engaging both 
support organisations and 

potential visitors.”



As this was the first time an assessment of this 
nature had been undertaken in the sector in 
New Zealand, it only begins to address the gap 
in research. By identifying the current strengths 
and weaknesses of accessibility in the sector, 
areas of improvement were determined to allow 
institutions and organisations around the coun-
try to target strategies where they are currently 
lacking. Since this research was submitted for 
assessment in March 2016 it has been encour-
aging to see the growth in awareness of acces-
sibility opportunities in a range of museums 
around the country. The large focus on access at 
the Museums Aotearoa 2017 conference is also 
a heartening indication of increased dedication 
to creating more welcoming spaces. 

Ideally this research project will continue to 
be built upon by practitioners and researchers 
around New Zealand as responsiveness to the 
access needs of disabled community members 
becomes an expected part of museum and 
gallery practice. As Kudlick’s first person 
account of visiting museums and galleries as a 
person with a vision impairment ends, “It felt 
great to be part of the mainstream”. Aotearoa 
museums exist in a context where potential 
audiences of disabled people form a significant 
proportion of the overall population. Their 
lived experiences are already becoming part 
of the mainstream. In order to grow museum 
audiences and develop meaningful commu-
nity relationships, institutions must change 
their working practices to ones of meaningful 
inclusion, and make their way down a path to 
accessibility.

References:

Arts Access Aotearoa (2014). Arts for All: increasing 
   access to the arts for disabled people. Accessed 
   05/09/2014 from: http://artsaccess.org.nz/arts-for-
   all/Resources?src=nav

16

Hollins, Helen (2010). Reciprocity, Accountability, 
   Empowerment: emancipatory principles and practices
   in the museum. In Re-Presenting Disability: Activism
   and Agency in the Museum, edited by Richard   
   Sandell, Jocelyn Dodd and Rosemarie Garland-Thom
   son. London and New York: Routledge.

Kudlick, Catherine (2005). The Local History Muse
   um, So Near and Yet So Far. The Public Historian, 
   27(2). 75-81.

Museums Aotearoa (2014). 2014 National Visitor 
   Survey Results. Accessed on 16/02/2015 from 
   https://blog.museumsaotearoa.org nz/2014/05/30/
   2014-national-visitor-survey-results/

Statistics New Zealand (2013). Disability Survey – 
   Media Release. Accessed 03/09/2014 from: http://
   www.stats.govt.nz/browse_for_stats/health/disabil
   ities/DisabilitySurvey_MR2013.aspx



17

“The potential museum audience belongs 
to a diverse range of ethnic and cultural 
backgrounds... the potential museum 
audience represents a spread of social 
backgrounds... exhibitions and event 
programmes should reflect themes that 
have a general relevance, but equally, 
the histories and technologies of all social 
classes have a right to be both collected and 
displayed.”

Johnstone, Fleming, Frostick (1991)

A prominent New Zealand art gallery re-
cently posted a photo to their social media 

accounts in celebration of National Volunteers 
week. The volunteers are loosely grouped on 
a set of stairs, all smiling, unaware of the issue 
they represented. Of the 27 individuals in the 
image, a single woman of a multicultural heri-
tage stands out against the sea of Pākehā faces. 
Although the photo was posted to commend 
the work of the volunteers, the photo has in-
advertently attracted attention for depicting 
supposedly outdated notions of access and 
authority. The rest of the faces in the photo 
illustrate those who represent and support the 
gallery; the upper middle class white woman. 

When I scrolled across this image I was 
shocked. The flagrant lack of diversity is con-
fronting. The image mirrored societal concerns 
and reinforces preconceptions of the museum. 
It’s no wonder preconceptions of the museum, 
notions of catering to the upper- middle class 
audience, the intellectuals, the elite, remain 
prevalent in modern society. It’s no wonder 
that public museums are struggling to attract 
visitors. Can we really blame audiences for not 
feeling welcome in the museum when they can’t 
recognise themselves in the people who greet 
them as they walk in the front door? 

I am an emerging museum professional, study-
ing a Masters in Museum and Heritage Practice 
at Victoria University. I am a Pākehā woman. I 
have the means to maintain a comfortable life-
style. I am privileged. I recognise that I am part 
of the problem. I recognise that I, like many 
currently in the sector, have the opportunity to 
use my voice to draw attention to this issue and 
have it heard. However, part of this privilege 
includes a responsibility to those who aren’t 
being heard or represented; not just talking 
about diversity but actively creating change in 
the sector. 

The issue of diversity is of utmost importance 
in the museums and galleries sector. The mod-
ern museum has undergone a significant shift 
towards a more inclusive space for all those 
who visit. Unfortunately, the diversification of 
the staff and volunteers has been overlooked

“Can we really blame audiences 
for not feeling welcome in the 

museum when they can’t 
recognise themselves in the 

people who greet them as they 
walk in the front door?”
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 due, in part, to the public focus on content, and  
the lack of measurable outcomes by the institu-
tion itself. Museums and galleries have a social 
responsibility to uphold core values and pro-
vide a democratic space for all audiences to feel 
welcome. By doing so, museums can become 
leaders in the community for stimulating social 
change. 

Ethnic representation has been identified as a 
key factor in creating a democratic future for 
New Zealand by the Chen Palmer Superdi-
versity Centre for Law, Policy and Business. 
Museums need to follow and act as active agents 
of change. In doing so, the museum can adjust 
the perception of museum, and determine 
their own value and role in society. Ethnicity 
will be at the core of this discussion. However, 
diversity encompasses all those who have been 
classified in one way or another, also includ-
ing physical impairment, mental impairment, 
political affiliation, religious beliefs, social sta-
tus, language, and geography. 

It is crucial to evaluate the terms that will be 
used in this work. Minority, is a term that infers 
oppression based on ethnicity, and will not be 
used. Pākehā refers to a white New Zealander. 
Māori, as the indigenous people of Aotearoa, 
are a core group of people “othered” by the 
institution, but it is also important to consid-
er Pacific, Asian and, Middle Eastern, Latin 
American and African peoples who collectively 
make up 35% of the population, in contrast 
to 74% of Europeans.1 By analysing the many 

factors that contribute to a sense of exclusion, 
clear steps to diversification may be identi-
fied and put into modern practice within the 
institution. 

Historic perceptions of the museum 

The British Museum, known as the world’s first 
national museum, was once a revered temple of 
knowledge by academics during the eighteenth 
century. Sir Hans Sloane famously bequeathed 
his extensive collection to the Royal Society of 
London. An act of Parliament in 1753 decided 
Sloane’s collection, along with two additional 
libraries, would form The British Museum. 
According to Philipp Blom (2002), the statutes 
of the museum state that it was to be ‘for the use 
of learned and studious men, both natives and 
foreigners in their researches into several parts 
of knowledge.’ Interestingly, German historian 
Wendeborn recorded a complaint about the 
limited entry when he approached the museum 
in 1785; ‘persons desiring to visit the museum 
had first to give their credentials at the office 
and it was then only after a period of about 
fourteen days that they were likely to receive a 
ticket of admission.’2 Wendeborn’s complaint 
demonstrates the exclusivity of museums in 
the 18th century, which he himself struggled 
with despite meeting the criteria of admission. 
This notion of museums as a temple of knowl-
edge, exclusive to academic or intelligent 
gentleman, unfortunately continues to perme-
ate modern preconceptions, despite the transi-
tion from learned academic temple to an educa-
tional leisure activity during the 19th century. 

Despite the shift towards diversity instigated by 
new museology, historic precedence of exclu-
sion continues to inform current perceptions 
of the museums and contribute towards access 
barriers. For those outside of the narrative, 
namely those who are not Pākehā, these 
perceptions are often derived from the messages 

“Museums and galleries have a 
social responsibility to uphold 

core values and provide a 
democratic space for all 

audiences to feel welcome.”
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conveyed outside of the walls of the institution. 
The role of communication is crucial to under-
standing how these messages are transmitted 
and how they can be identified and quashed 
before the museum suffers. 

Messaging and interpretation 

Eileen Hooper-Greenhill (1996) laments that 
museums rarely lead change; rather they follow 
suit when a shift has occurred. This is unfortu-
nate, as museums have the powerful ability to 
instigate change by encouraging all members 
of society to consider and discuss all manner of 
subjects in a safe and democratic space. 

Saussure (1916) argued that the signifier can 
convey both deliberate and unintentional 
messages to the viewer. This is due to the elu-
sive nature of signs; anything, or anyone can 
be a signifier. Museums must consider the 
power of signs. Museum staff represent much 
more than the information they are physically 
conveying through interaction and discussion 
with the audience. They can inadvertently 
project messages beyond their intended scope, 
which can be damaging to the reputation of 
the institution and perpetuate the image of 
museum exclusivity. 

s
This outdated notion of the museum as the 
pinnacle of high culture and leisure creates 
barriers in visitors, who view the museum as 
something that is not for them or their interests 
or needs. This also informs aspiring museum 
professionals. Volunteering is considered as a 
valuable experience for all those interested in 
the sector. However, this idea has escalated and 

is now a highly sought after and privileged role, 
enabling underqualified enthusiasts to contrib-
ute to the institution. The current use of volun-
teers reinforces old world views of the museum 
and validates public and private perception of 
exclusivity. 

Museums need to consider how they are 
communicating their values. Diversity begins 
when the visitor walks in the front door and is 
greeted by people who are representing the 
multicultural society we live in. 

Museum governance, policy and 
missions.

 
A New Zealand Diversity Survey in 2017 iden-
tified only one-fifth, 20.9%, of the 302 public 
and private organisations surveyed indicated 
they formally measure or evaluate the effec-
tiveness of their diversity initiatives. Measur-
able outcomes are necessary to offer clear and 
concise method for evaluating the effectiveness 
of policy in the workplace. 

There are several core principles that inform 
and guide all museums and galleries nation-
wide. The Treaty of Waitangi continues to grow 
and develop, and plays a crucial role in the de-
velopment and maintenance of our society. The 
Treaty was distilled into three core principles 
during the Treaty of Waitangi Act 1975; part-
nership, participation, and preservation. This 
was a crucial step in fostering ongoing cultural 
ties, increasing understanding and providing 
relevance of the Treaty in modern-day New 
Zealand society. 

While the Treaty endeavours to promote 
lasting cultural relationships, it is the part-
nership aspect that is so clearly emphasised in 
museum mission statements. It stimulates ide-
als of working with iwi with equal representa-
tion and sway in the decision-making process. 

“Museums need to consider 
how they are communicating 

their values.”
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The Whanganui Regional Museum board 
exemplifies the joint decision making process. 
It is formed by a Joint Council of two Tikanga 
group; a Civic house, made up of five represen-
tatives of the community, and a Tikanga Māori 
house, of five iwi representatives. Museums 
around the country may be acting in good stead 
of iwi and tangata whenua, and use the Treaty 
of Waitangi principles to inform their research 
and decision making process, but control is 
ultimately maintained by the museum stake-
holders; Pākehā. 

Despite New Zealand museums stressing 
the importance of partnership, this core val-
ue can be interpreted in different ways, and 
as a result Pākehā retain authority. Gerald 
O’Regan (1997) pointed out that museums had 
traditionally treated Māori as a ‘subject’ rather 
than as ‘constituents’ or indeed as ‘partners’ 
as suggested by the principles of the Treaty. 
Partnership must be defined by the museum 
itself to truly inform work structures and 
relations in the workplace. 

As many of the tenets of museums were cod-
ified in western Europe, this has translated to 
racial authority in New Zealand museums. 
Museum staff tend to be overwhelmingly 
Pākehā. In 2006, 85 percent of people in 
cultural employment were from a European 
background.3 The portrayal of diversity in mu-
seums can be likened to Pākehā driving the car, 
with Māori in the passenger seat. While Māori 

can attempt to navigate, ultimately it is the 
driver who is in control and can steer it in the 
direction they want. 

Pākehā need to relinquish control in the muse-
um and allow for new practices that are outside 
of universal museum practices. Though muse-
ums in New Zealand follow Māori customs, for 
instance within Māori collections, this is still 
restricted by western museum practices. The 
institution authorises diverse practices but still 
categorises it to a group. 

The museum should operate as a multicultural 
institution, advocate for diversity by utilising 
diverse customs and practices across the whole 
museum. In doing so museums can campaign 
for social justice, lead communities to a dem-
ocratic space and act as leaders in the global 
museum sector. 

Leading by example; internal 
initiatives

The Museums Aotearoa Te Tari o Ngā Whare 
Taonga o te Motu Code of Ethics and Pro-
fessional Practice was adopted on the 20th 
of November 2013. The Code of Ethics acts 
as an unbiased, moral foundation to inform 
professional practice to uphold social and 
cultural responsibilities nationwide. The code 
stresses the values of Tikanga Māori and the 
importance of fostering cultural partnerships. 
Interestingly, the Code demonstrates that 
Museums Aotearoa are aware of issues of di-
versity, but undermines their commitment by 
favouring the institution over representation. 
It allows for the cycle of exclusion to continue.
 
Representation must be addressed as a core 
issue in all museums and galleries across New 
Zealand to ensure the museum remains a 
valued public intuition for future generations. 

“Pākehā need to relinquish 
control in the museum and 
allow for new practices that 

are outside of universal 
museum practices.”



Issues facing prospective museum 
employees

The current structure of the job path to a career 
in the GLAM sector is linear and follows a clear, 
albeit often unobtainable, step by step process. 
While the sector is portrayed as open and 
welcoming, offering multiple entry points to 
the job for those passionate enough to pursue it, 
this is becoming increasingly outmoded. With 
the current emphasis on specialised undergrad-
uate study leading on to a postgraduate degree, 
the field has become formalised and restrictive. 

Passion and devotion has been perpetuated 
as the surrounding museum philosophy of 
privilege causes individual drive and com-
petitiveness to find a job in the sector. It is a 
privilege to work in cultural institutions, to 
handle artefacts, to be a voice and representative 
of history. This is ingrained and often becomes 
a damaging ideal that aspiring professionals use 
as motivation to achieve their goals. 

The emphasis on volunteering has created 
an exploitative industry, and has created the 
expectation, both between the individual and 
the institution hosting them, that unpaid work 
to be expected; the myth of the tortured artist 
has been transformed to the tortured museum 
professional. Unfortunately, the requirements 
to pursue a career in the GLAM sector are 
immediately excluding groups who are limited 
due to socio-economic factors outside their 
control. Passion and talent is often supersed-
ed by time, geographic and financial afford-
ability. Since new museology advocated for 
practical and theoretical understandings of 
museum practice, a shift has occurred which 
has professionalised practice. This shift in 
power does indicate that the new generation 
of professionals will be arguably grounded in 
theory to inform their work, but it also ensures 
exclusion from the industry. 

Looking ahead 

Current trends suggest that museums are aware 
of the issue of diversity but are yet to take 
drastic action to further the cause. The power 
of communication must be addressed and con-
sidered, particularly with the growth of social 
media and cultivating an online reputation. 
In the case of the New Zealand art gallery, their 
photo celebrating National Volunteers Week 
was posted to both their Facebook and Insta-
gram accounts. While both posts attracted a 
considerable amount of attention in the form 
of likes, two users commented on the Instagram 
photo; “Only two men??” “No young people 
wow?” The audience is aware of the issue of 
diversity and uses social media platforms to 
voice their concerns. Whether the person was 
aware of the messages the photo could convey 
when it was uploaded or not, there is no doubt 
that it was successful in sparking a response 
around the issue of diversity. 

The gallery has not consented to be quoted in 
this publication. However, I can confirm that 
the response explained the greater context of 
the photograph. The photograph restricted the 
story; there is more to it than meets the eye. 
Personally, I believe that the implications of 
the initial photo, the signifiers that the viewers 
noticed, had not been considered when it was 
uploaded. The lack of diversity amongst the 
volunteers should not prevent the gallery from 
celebrating their talented recruits. However, 
it may have been constructive of the gallery to 
address this issue and highlight their com-
mitment to diversity in a follow-up post. En-
gagement is a step in the right direction for 
“othered” audiences, but representation is 
crucial for creating a welcoming space for a 
truly multicultural museum. 

On an insular level, the museum must commit 
to diversifying staff and practice by allow-
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ing for different means of entry to the sector. 
Currently the job pathway is stuck in an 
exclusive cycle of favouring prior education 
and specialised skills. It’s time to consider how 
to encourage those from less privileged back-
grounds to pursue a career in the GLAM sector. 
Personally, I would suggest entry-level on-site 
training programmes, such as apprenticeships 
or internships to gain practical experience in 
the sector while earning employable skills. This 
would benefit both the host institution and the 
participant. Many people currently in volunteer 
positions would likely be willing, even excited, 
to undertake further training to gain specialist 
experience in an area they are passionate about. 
This would also negate the exploitation of 
volunteers, create enriching experiences, 
develop professional connections, and cultivate 
a positive reputation for the institution. 

Furthermore, the westernised notion of a 
universal museum needs to heed warning 
and begin incorporating alternative practices. 
While New Zealand institutions are commit-
ted to Tikanga Māori, international museums 
tend to utilise the universal, typically western 
standard of practice, and therefore suppress 
traditional cultural practices. I would advocate 
for utilising cultural customs to maintain their 
responsibility to their collections. In doing so, 
the museum supports and advocates for diver-
sity, and contributes to a shift in practice to a 
truly universal museum. 

Conclusion

Diversity is a complex issue in our multicul-
tural modern society that must be addressed 
within the museum. Museums act as a holder of 
knowledge and therefore offer powerful com-
munication to society. The institution must be 
aware of their ability to convey unintentional 
messages to audiences and the possible damag-
ing repercussions. There are currently very little 

measurable indicators to evaluate effectiveness; 
something museums should investigate further 
in their practice. 

The career path currently favours those who can 
afford to pursue it. I maintain that the industry 
needs to consider on-the-job training, such as 
apprenticeships, to create equal opportunities 
for people from diverse backgrounds. Muse-
ums need to re-examine and amend their ex-
pectations of how to commit to a multicultural 
museum. Instead of expecting change to hap-
pen by allowing others to fit in with traditional 
practices, we need to allow for new channels of 
access and entry into the sector. I believe that 
diversifying practice begins at the start of the 
cycle; reassessing the messages that are trans-
mitted and identifying that the way to truly 
commit to a multicultural museum is through 
the people who support and represent it. 
It’s time to put words into action by becoming 
representational of the multicultural society we 
live in, and ensure the longevity of the museum 
for future generations. 

Endnotes: 

1 “2013 Census – Major Ethnic groups in New 
   Zealand,” Stats NZ Tatauranga Aotearoa,  
    accessed 18 August 2017, http://www.stats.govt.
    nz/Census/2013-census/profile-and-summa
    ry-reports/infographic- culture-identity.aspx.

2  Quoted in Alma S. Wittllin, The Museum, Its 
    history and Its tasks in Education, (Routledge & 
    K. Paul: London, 1949), 113.

3   Aaron Meeking, Cultural Indictors for New 
   Zealand, Wellington: Ministry for Culture and 
   Heritage, 2009, accessed 10 August 2017, http://
   www.mch.govt.nz/files/CulturalIndicatorsRe
   port.pdf  
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The diorama was of an Aztec marketplace: 
tiny stalls laden with fruit and vegetables, 

bustling shoppers, and – apparently – a sound-
scape to go with it. Newly diagnosed with 
hearing loss and struggling to adapt to the loss 
of my hearing, I crept further than I should 
have to try and hear the accompanying hubbub 
of the market. Straining to hear, I was startled 
by security, whose response to my apology and 
explanation was “it doesn’t matter, stay back”. 

That was my first experience as a hearing 
impaired visitor to a museum. I was fortunate 
enough to get a job in the museum sector in 
2015, and since then have been working to 
make museums more accessible for people who, 
like me, have an invisible disability that divides 
us from the rest of society. Culturally and 
linguistically I am ‘hearing’, but now strad-
dle the divide between the Deaf and Hearing 
worlds after I was diagnosed with an incurable 
medical condition which has rendered me deaf 
in one ear and impaired in the other.

New Zealand has three national languages: 
English, Te Reo Māori, and New Zealand Sign 
Language, known colloquially as NZSL. NZSL 
is descended from British Sign Language (BSL) 
and is a close relative of Australian Sign 

Language (Auslan). Serendipitously, I start-
ed learning NZSL before I knew my hearing 
would deteriorate, and learning NZSL helped 
me to remember that once hearing goes, 
communication is not lost. 

I want to note that it is important to 
remember the labels we apply to ourselves 
and others have power, and it is important to 
be mindful of their use. I call myself hearing 
impaired, otherwise known as hard of hearing. 
The use of the capital D in ‘Deaf ’ implies a 
cultural belonging and invokes a fierce sense of 
pride and strong label of identity for members 
of the Deaf community, while a lowercase d, 
‘deaf ’ is a medical label. With its lower case, 
deaf implies that a person’s limited hearing is 
wrong and broken, and that medical interven-
tion is needed more than respecting the agency 
and identity of the individual – they need to be 
fixed, made normal, made hearing. 

There is still so much to do in New Zealand 
to assert the rights of Deaf New Zealanders so 
they can interact with others and share expe-
riences. Museums are much-respected institu-
tions in society, which can and should advocate 
for greater inclusiveness of Deaf and hearing 
impaired New Zealanders. Working with the 
local Deaf community, teaching staff NZSL, 
and offering NZSL interpretation, or at least 
captions, on all audio-based visitor experiences 
are some of the best steps to take.

“I want to note that it is 
important to remember the 
labels we apply to ourselves 

and others have power, and it 
is important to be mindful 

of their use.”



Like a knowledge of Te Reo, an ability to sign 
and understand NZSL is an essential step to 
enable Deaf and hearing impaired visitors to 
feel welcome and heard in your institution. 
Inclusion of all three of our national languages 
is vital in modern New Zealand. Opportunities 
to learn NZSL are growing, with many classes 
offered by local high schools and adult educa-
tion programmes. Furthermore, lessons are of-
fered online for groups of up to six with a fluent 
teacher through the new start-up, Merge NZ. 

For those based in Wellington, I highly rec-
ommend studying either a university paper or 
evening class at Victoria University. NZSL is 
taught in a full immersion environment – no 
speaking allowed! It is daunting, but fun, and 
helps you quickly appreciate the communi-
cation challenges faced daily by Deaf New 
Zealanders. In a Museum, having staff who 
are able to sign hello, kia ora and give simple 
directions to exhibition spaces (or the toilet 
– the number one museum question) enables 
better inclusivity that goes beyond writing 
information down.

Beyond welcoming visitors to our museums, 
it is essential to ensure the content in our 
exhibitions is fully accessible. Like hearing 
visitors, some Deaf visitors greatly appreciate 
written labels, while others find the onslaught 
of text overwhelming. In these cases, conveying 
information in a visual manner is preferred. 
The Connexu Foundation, based in Australia, 
offers Australian museums and galleries the 

opportunity to use technology in an innovative 
and informative way to increase accessibility to 
Deaf and hearing impaired visitors. 

For existing audio-visual experiences, subtitles 
and captions are an easy opportunity to increase 
accessibility and offer benefits beyond accom-
modating Deaf visitors. Subtitles are the words 
spoken in a video relayed in written form, while 
captions are inclusive and describe the wider 
situation in a video beyond the words spoken. 
A quick note stating seagulls squawking or that 
a door slams or of footsteps approaching adds 
a greater perspective and understanding to the 
entire experience. Common perceptions of 
adding subtitles or captions include concerns of 
“detracting from the experience,” that “they’re 
annoying,” or they are “hard and expensive 
to incorporate.” The dominant worldview of 
hearing privilege sees Deaf members of society 
as needing to adapt and conform to the hearing 
world. Hearing privilege feeds each of these 
perceptions, and implies that the experience of 
the able is more important than the disabled. 
Museums cannot progress, become inclusive 
and celebrate diversity while these excuses con-
tinue to be used and given weight.

Captions or subtitles enable more than just 
Deaf or hearing impaired visitors to compre-
hend a video, visitors who are learning English 
can benefit as the text aids their understanding 
of both the spoken and written word. Cap-
tions and subtitles also increases awareness and 
visibility of invisible disabilities, and the need 
to accommodate the needs of all. These bene-
fits enable a museum’s inclusive practive to be 
broadened and offer leadership and advocacy 
for all New Zealanders: an excellent example of 
inclusivity practice benefitting all.

It is heartening to see that museums are start-
ing to take inclusive practice to heart. This 
year Waikato Museum offered a NZSL trail 

“Hearing privilege feeds each 
of these perceptions, and 

implies that the experience 
of the able is more important 

than the disabled.”
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as a public programme during New Zealand 
Sign Language Week in May. Others have 
undertaken the goal to increase visibility of 
NZSL, such as Wellington Museum offering 
NZSL interpretations alongside their popular 
storytelling installation A Millenium Ago. 
Other ideas that museums can adopt is offering 
headsets with volume control, offering space 
for community classes in NZSL, and working 
with the local branch of Deaf Aotearoa to 
offer interpreted exhibition tours and public 
programmes. Incorporating sign language into 
a museum’s visitor experience also supports the 
communication needs of growing community 
of non-oral adults and children who use sign to 
communicate. As institutions devoted to tell-
ing the stories of our history, our locality, and 
our people, museums owe it to their audienc-
es to be as inclusive as possible. New Zealand 

Juliet Thomas signing at Te Manawa Museum of Art, Science and History. Photograph by Roma Potiki.
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museums are making headway towards becom-
ing more and more inclusive; the massively 
popular 2017 Museums Aotearoa conference 
on inclusivity was a promising sign of our will-
ingness to  become so. 

The opportunities to become more inclusive 
can be overwhelming, but at the end of the 
day I believe that we must start with language: 
ensuring that our visitors can understand and 
that their needs are understood and respected, 
regardless of the state of our ears.



Part One: Background to The Simple 
English Guide

To get to the Kyushu National Museum in 
Fukuoka, Japan, you must first visit and 

walk through the gardens of Daizufu Tenman-
gu. Each year, students flock to the shrine to 
pray for strength and good luck in their studies. 
This is particularly popular when taking im-
portant exams to get into high school or uni-
versity. Past the gaggle of visitors, you make 
your way to the gardens where there are over a 
hundred different varieties of 梅の木[ume or 
plum trees] which, when in bloom during late 
Feburary into March, cover the area in clouds 
of white, soft or bright pinks, and light canary 
yellows. At a clearing towards the end of the 
garden is an old children’s amusement park 
and to the left, a building embedded into the 
forested hillside. As you enter this building 
immediately before you are a grand set of stairs 
and escalators that seem to climb into the heav-
ens. If you visit in August, as I did the first time, 
you’ll most likely take the escalators because 
the stifling hot and humid weather that enve-
lopes Japan in August covers your entire body 
in sticky sweat that makes movement unbear-
able. I welcomed the cool air that blew on the 

beads of rolling sweat that had formed all over 
my body as the moving stairs slowly ascend-
ed to the top. Just as you begin to reach your 
destination, you realise that the escalators are 
just a tease that lead to a pair of doors leading 
back to the outside. Thankfully, it is a short 
path from these doors to the museum. 

It is clear that the architect’s intent in designing 
the museum was to want the visitor to forget 
where they had just come from and instead 
focus on the journey they were about to 
embark. No matter which season, the landscape 
around the museum is always lush with the 
vibrant colours of the forest it is nestled in. 
Compared with the busy shrine below, filled 
with students and people flocking to pay 
respects and make wishes, the path to the 
museum is more hushed. People stop to take 
in the surroundings or snap a few photos with 
their cell phones, but unlike the noise around 
the shrine, you can hear insects buzzing and 
birds chirping. The building is shaped like a 
gently rolling wave. The exterior wall of the 
front entrance is made completely of mirrored 
windows that reflect the surroundings and 
make the building seem as if it belongs among 
the landscape where it rests. Through the main 
entrance, the ground floor feels like a large and 
spacious auditorium with a ceiling three storeys 
high. The mirrored windows turn the light 
from outside into a cool blue colour, prevent-
ing the building from becoming a greenhouse. 
To the right, automated machines sell entry 
tickets and to the left, a spacious seating area 
with a pop-up coffee and dessert stand invites 
weary travellers to recover and reenergise. 

On my first visit, my cousin veered to the right 
and bought our tickets as I walked to a small 
circular island located somewhere near the 
centre of spacious ground floor. Laid out in a 
pattern, like rays of sunshine, are pamphlets 
about the museum written in a variety of 
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languages. I found the English pamphlet and 
picked it up. As I did so, an elderly woman 
dressed pristinely in white trousers and a 
collared, polo style shirt approached. 
Everything about her told me she was a retired 
woman who enjoyed getting out of the house 
by keeping herself occupied with activities. 
Around her neck, an ID badge identified her, 
in Japanese, as a volunteer. 

When she drew near, in familiar accented En-
glish she asked, “Do you speak English?”

“Yes.” I replied.

“Ahh! Wonderful! Where are you from?” she 
questioned. Her voice was cheerful and eager. 
But I sensed that this question was not just a 
passing pleasantry and with some hesitation I 
responded, 

“I’m from America. But...” I interjected, “I’m 
Japanese-American. My cousin is right over 
there.” 

By this time, my cousin had paid for the tickets 
and was making his way back to where I stood. 

“Oh.” She said and asked my cousin, “ 日本人
ですか?” [Are you Japanese?] 

He nodded that he was and the elderly volun-
teer proceeded to talk to him in Japanese. From 
her manner, I understood that this lady wanted 
to give me a tour of the museum. Just as I was 
about to politely decline, I stopped. 

お持て成し[omotenashi] is a Japanese word 
that is commonly translated into hospitality. 
However, it is much deeper than hospitality 
as we think of it in the West, for a Japanese 
person omotenashi is an obligation to enter-
tain guests fully or wholeheartedly. It is not 
easy to turn down omotenashi and so, as a 

semi-willing recipient to this hospitality, my 
cousin and I smiled, accepted, and thanked the 
woman. Having a personal guided tour made 
me feel uneasy. I would have preferred to grab 
the English pamphlet and walk around with 
my cousin, looking at the objects and using 
deductive reasoning and a smattering of my 
limited Japanese to understand the objects on 
display. However, I also chose to see this as an 
opportunity to ask questions and understand 
more of the place I was going to spend the next 
three years. 

As we walked through the main floor, the 
woman chose particular objects on display and 
explained in just a few sentences their impor-
tance and value as a part of Kyushu history. 
When she left my cousin and I to explore the 
rest of the museum by ourselves, I realised how 
valuable this encounter had been. I flipped 
open the English pamphlet to discover that 
it only gave information about the Museum, 
and nothing about the objects. I squinted at 
the hundreds of characters of text on the walls, 
drowning in a sea of illegible information. In 
the four additional visits to the Kyushu Nation-
al Museum I took over the three years I lived 
there, no other volunteers approached me. And 
in the visits to many other historic places and 
museums in Japan, most offered little to no 
English translation. As a museum enthusiast, 
I encountered an unusual occurrence. Boredom 
and dread. At one point, I stopped going to mu-
seums because the feeling of not being able to 
understand anything was overwhelming. I grew 
upset because despite learning the Japanese lan-
guage to a degree where I could communicate in 
everyday life, at the museum the interpretation 
on the walls often used words and concepts so 
different from what I knew that visiting them 
felt fruitless. As I drudged through this level of 
illiteracy, I began to wish for one thing, just one 
or two simple sentences that could give me an 
idea of what was going on.
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Part Two: The Simple English Guide

The Simple English Guide was a created for the 
Wellington Museum. The aim of the Guide is 
to provide NSOLs and other visitors with a 
single page information sheet that explains key 
objects of the Museum’s collection. NSOL is 
a term I created for the project and stands for 
native speakers of other languages. I chose to 
create a new accronym instead of using ESOL 
or ESL, English speakers of other languages 
or English as a second language, because these 
terms are used commonly in academia for 
English language acquisition and education. 
Whereas, NSOLs may or may not be English 
speakers or learners at all. While the Simple 
English Guide can be used as a tool for English 
language learners, the objective is to simplify 
the detailed information already available as 
interprative text on the walls and labels in the 
Museum.  

In order to turn a concept into a reality, myself 
and two classmates; Therese Fatu and Katie 
Greene, developed a prototype and present-
ed it to several of the staff at the Wellington 
Museum. To start the project, we set up 
guidelines for which we believed would make 
The Simple English Guide valuable to visitors 
of the Museum. Below I list the guidelines and 
then provide the reasoning behind them. 

1. Each object or concept is described in no 
more than three simple and short sentences.

This idea stems from both my experience as 
a museum visitor and my previous work teach-
ing English communication in Japan. While 
lots of written text can be benefitial to a native 
or fluent reader, it is quite the opposite for 
someone who does not have a strong handle of 
the language. Unlike small children visiting a 
museum with an adult, for NSOLs there may 
not be anyone to turn to and ask the question: 
so what does all THAT mean?

2. There must be a visual component.

Many museums I have visited around the 
world, underestimate the value of visual 
storytelling for adults. For many NSOLs, visu-
al clues are crucial to understanding content. 
If there is a particular display that has video 
or interactive which clarifies the narrative or 
important aspects of the content on display, the 
guide should navigate the NSOL to that place 
and encourage active participation. 

3. Be aware of and define specific local words 
or jargon.

When I first went to the Wellington Museum, 
I did not know that Kiwis defined yarn as chat 
or gossip in their everyday language. As an 
American, yarn is the fiber used in knitting and 
crocheting. The same can be said for biscuit 
instead of cookie. These are all English words 
but used differently. It is imperative to explain 
this. 

4. It must be adaptable to meet other objec-
tives for the Museum, i.e. change for different 
audience groups, or other departments.

The Wellington Museum aims to make itself 
accessible to a variety of vistors. The Simple 
English Guide must be adaptable to serve more 
than NSOLs, but also children and young peo-
ple, disability groups, and Māori communities.

5. Can be easily produced and altered without 
adding extra to the budget. 

The Simple English Guide was designed 
around the Trail Maps model currently in place 
at the Wellington Museum. The Trail Maps 
are available at the front desk and provide vis-
itors with information about particuar topics 
discussed inside the Museum such as: Māori 
history, maritime culture, etc. This meant that 
there wouldn’t be any additional costs to the
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museum once the prototype went live. Below 
is the prototype Katie, Therese, and I presented 
to the Wellington Museum. As you can see, 
the prototype is a single sheet of paper, print-
ed on one side. It requires one incision in the 
middle and with a little bit of origami 
finess, folds into a 6-page mini zine with a 
back and cover. The final version of the Simple 
English Guide that can be found at the 
Wellington Museum, is a bit different, however 
many of the important aspects are the same.

 Part Three: Should museums consider 
a Simple English Guide?

Before answering this question, we must first 
consider ‘how often NSOL visitors are coming 
into a museum. The answer is not actually as 
straight forward as it sounds. According the 

the Museum Aotearoa (MA) Survey of 2016, 
47% of all visitors are from overseas.1 This 
is then broken down: 30% from the United 
Kingdom, 22% from Australia, 22% from 
Europe, 19% from the United States, and 3% 
from Asia. Based on this data, some of the highest 
numbers of visitors are from English speak-
ing countries or English familiar countries in 
Europe. If this information is correct, a Simple 
English Guide may not be necessary for all 
institutions in Aotearoa. However, consider 
the following:

1. The survey is only offered during February 
and March. 

Anyone who has worked at the front desk of a 
museum knows that visitor groups differ from 
season to season. Therefore, visitor demo-
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graphics at the beginning of the year do not 
necessarily reflect other seasons or holidays. 
Another short-coming of the survey is that it is 
only offered in English. Therefore, the data may 
not accurately reflect the number of visitors 
from Asia, the Middle East or Africa.  

2. New Zealand’s immigrant population is 
increasing.

According to a recent release by Statistics New 
Zealand, Aotearoa welcomed the nation’s 
largest population increase. On the 30th of 
June 2017, it is estimated that the country’s 
population grew by 100,400 people. Mak-
ing up this atypical rate of growth was the 
number of people migrating into the country. 
According to Statistics the net increase of 
permanent and long term migration was 
72,300 people compared to what is described 
as the ‘natural’ growth rate, 28,000 people.2 
In additon, international tourism rose over 
ten percent from 2016 with 3,648,204 people 
visiting the country by the statistical year end 
(30 June 2017). In addition to immigration 
and tourism, New Zealand has also welcomed 
refugees (1017 as of July of the 2017 financial 
year) into the country.3

3. A Simple English Guide could be used for 
more than just NSOLs.

The template for this guide can be used to help 
make a museum more accessible to other fo-
cus groups. It can be used by children who are 
just learning to read or as a tool for adults to 
engage with young children. Since this tem-
plate is a single A-4 sheet of paper, it can be 
enlarged for people with visual and tactile 
impairments. If a museum would like to work 
on bi-lingualism, a Simple English Guide could 
be transformed into a simple Te Reo Māori 
uide, allowing visitors to familiarise themselves 
with words, grammar, and sentence structure. 
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Conclusion

In conclusion, even if a museum does not have a 
large number of NSOL visitors passing through 
the doors, it could still be useful for muse-
ums or galleries to have a guide that caters to 
other types of visitors or community; i.e. young 
children, people with disabilities, elderly, and 
Māori. During my recent trip to Japan this 
year, I visited many historic places and mu-
seums. Perhaps due to the 2019 Rugby and 
the 2020 Olympic Games, I noticed a greater 
effort is being made to create information in 
English and other languages. Having these 
small pamphlets of information about my 
surroundings lead to deeper engagement with 
objects and ideas of the place I was visiting. 
And, when I was really intrigued, having some-
thing to take away provided a momento with 
which I could conduct further research in my 
free time. 

Endnotes

1  Museums Aotearoa 2016 Survey Results. Museums 
   Aotearoa. Accessed 16 August 2017: http://www.
   museumsaotearoa.org.nz/sites/default/files/nvs_16_
   infographic.pdf

2 100,000 Record Population Growth, Statistics New 
   Zealand. Accessed 16 August 2017: http://www.stats.
   govt.nz/browse_for_stats/population/estimates_
   and_projections/NationalPopulationEstimates_
   MRAt30Jun17.aspx

3  The Refugee and Protection Unit,’ New Zealand 
   Immigration, Ministry of Business, Innovation & 
   Employment Hīkina Whakatutuki, May 2016. Page 
   5. ‘Refugee Quota Arrivals,’ New Zealand Immigra
   tion, Ministry of Business, Innovation & Employment 
   Hīkina Whakatutuki, July 2017. Page 7.
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She spent 5 years working in North American 
archaeology before moving to Japan to teach 
English communication and foreign cultural 
studies for the Fukuoka Board of Education. 
She has recently completed a Masters of Mu-
seum and Heritage Studies from Victoria 
University in Wellington where she looked at 
museums and social media in the Web 2.0 era.

Juliet Thomas
Juliet Thomas is a reawoken museum geek with 
a background in communications. She has a 
passion for linguistics, discovered while study-
ing towards her Bachelor of Communication, 
and is now halfway through her Postgraduate 
Diploma in Museum and Heritage Studies 
at Victoria University. She works as an Event 
Developer and Volunteer Coordinator at Te 
Manawa Museum of Art, Science and History 
in Palmerston North. In her spare time, she’s 
to be found sewing or researching food histo-
ry, and attempting the recipes she finds to the 
delight and (sometimes) horror of her friends.



Lucy Jackson
Lucy Jackson is an aspiring art curator and writ-
er. She is interested in the effects of curatorial 
practice and the place of visitor experience in 
art exhibitions. Lucy has her Honours in Art 
History and is currently studying towards a 
Masters in Museum and Heritage Practice.

Mikayla Journee
Mikayla is an Emerging Museum Professional, 
currently the Public Events Manager at the NZ 
Maritime Museum in Auckland. She complet-
ed a Masters in Art History in 2013 with the 
University of Auckland. 

Milly Mitchell-Anyon
Milly has previously worked at Te Papa, Puke 
Ariki and Whanganui Regional Museum. She 
holds an Honours in Art History and a Post-
graduate Diploma in Museum Studies. She is 
currently studying towards a Masters in Art 
History at Victoria University.  

Hope Wilson
Hope is the Assistant Curator at The Physics 
Room Contemporary Art Gallery in Christ-
church. She has a Bachelor of Arts with Com-
bined Honours in Art History and English 
and recently graduated with a Postgraduate 
Diploma in Museum Studies. 

Tauhere | Connections was conceived by the 
Emerging Museum Professionals as a way to 
address a gap in New Zealand’s museum pub-
lications offering – a professional journal for 
the museum sector that is not tied to the work 
of a single institution. It is intended as a forum 
for early and mid-career GLAM sector profes-
sionals to publish their research, reviews and 
opinion pieces, and for emergent researchers 
and writers to build up their publishing credits.

Tauhere | Connections echoes the bicultural 
nature and practice of the museum sector in 
Aotearoa New Zealand. It also reflects an im-
portant aspect of developing a career in the 
museum sector – making connections, forging 
relationships, building networks, connecting 
with visitors to our museums and with each 
other. We hope that Tauhere | Connections 
will provide another avenue for such links to be 
made.

We are dedicated to ensuring the continued 
relevance of this publication as an accessible 
platform from which museum professionals 
can share their insights into our sector. If you 
have any feedback on this issue or sugges-
tions for future issues, please contact us at 
tauherejournal@gmail.com. 
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