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Audio Description for Visual Arts

Audio Description (AD) is the narration of visual aspects of live theatre performances, exhibitions, tours and media such as film and video.
 Audio description makes the visual images of theater, visual art and media accessible for people who are blind or have low vision.  
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Audio describers convey the visual image using words that are succinct, vivid and imaginative. A few well-chosen words can conjure vivid and lasting images. 

Vision Australia offers audio description services to people who are blind or have low vision in Australia. For arts centres and venues, a team of trained audio describers are available to describe performances or exhibitions. 
Internationally, the American Council of the Blind established the Audio Description Project (ADP) in 2009 to provide training and information about audio description, as well as establish industry standards and guidelines. Standards for audio description are still in draft and can be downloaded from the Audio Description Project website http://www.acb.org/adp/ad.html
Vision Australia is currently reviewing the guidelines for application in Australia. 

The following information has been compiled to assist arts centres to understand the access needs of people with disability in relation to audio description. This document has been compiled by Accessible Arts, a strategic initiative of the Accessible Arts Western Sydney project, with contributions from the Museum of Contemporary Art and the Art Gallery of NSW. 
Audio Described Tours

“A good description and a tactile experience (if possible) enhance my appreciation of events and contribute to putting the visually impaired such as me on a more equal footing with my sighted contemporaries” 

Coral Arnold

Some venues that provide audio described tours in New South Wales include the Powerhouse Museum, Australian Museum, Art Gallery of NSW, Museum of Contemporary Art
 and Penrith Regional Gallery & the Lewers Bequest. 
Planning
· Avoid noisy areas or use amplification if in a noisy environment e.g. use speakers, audio transmitter/receivers. 

· Aim for a 45-minute tour, including time for questions and discussion. 
· Photography – Alert participants that there is a photographer present, explain the reason they are there and ask if anyone objects to their photgraph being taken. N.B. Especially important if photos are being used in the media. 
Awareness and Communication

· Speak to the person booked into the tour, not just the companion.  
· Be skillfully articulate, engaging, entertaining and knowledgeable. Fewer, well-chosen details will bring the tour alive.

· Be flexible and use references to the other senses. 
· Do not be concerned if you use the phrase “We are going to look at…” Alternative examples, “We will now focus on…” or “Let’s explore…”
· Ask if assistance is required. If accepted, offer the back of your hand. 
· Offer seating. 
· Use clock face when giving directions. 
Publicity and Marketing

· Publicise your event at least 6 weeks prior to the start date to allow for adequate planning for consumers. 
· Market the event to the disability sector. Accessible Arts is able to assist with marketing to the arts and disability sector in New South Wales. 
· Universal Access Symbols should be used to promote the accessibility of venues and services on all marketing and promotional material including websites. 
· More info: http://www.aarts.net.au/resources/universal-access-symbols/ 

Getting to the venue: transport and parking
· Provide information on how to get to the venue including public transport, drop off points, parking and a meeting point. 
· Arrange a clear and active meeting point, clarify with staff and participants, and use clearly marked signage with accurate and up-to-date information. 
Example: Always meet at the information desk at the Art Gallery of NSW. 
Delivery of Audio Described tours

Greeting and Welcome 

· Introduce yourself clearly. 

· Introduce speakers and ask them to say something so that people can hear their voice and where they are located in the room. 
· If appropriate, ask people what level of vision they have so that the tour can be pitched at the appropraite level and taylored to their needs. 
· Explain where in the venue you are going to and how you are all going to get there.  Mention how many there are in the tour group.
· Give a sense of what the first impact might be or build anticipation of first experience and give first moving cue.

Introduction

· Introduce the exhibition including: Name of exhibition, how long it has been on for, it is touring, when does it close.  History of exhibition.  A group or solo show. 
· Introduction to the artist if it is a solo show: Name, age, background, nationality. 

· Announce what you are going to look at and walk through; provide moving cues through the exhibition. N.B. Provide fundamental navigation for participants. 
· Put an exhibit in historical context in terms of style/ artist or maker/ date.

· Put the exhibit into its curatorial context: not just “what is it?” but “why is it displayed here?” 

Exhibition space and artworks 
1. On arrival at the exhibition space, describe:

· Gallery space 
· Type of collection

· Size of the gallery

· Colour of the walls

· Height of the ceiling

· Type of lighting – natural, filteres, spot, bright

· Estimate the number of artworks in the space and how they are arranged

· Ask if there are any questions

2. Focus on the artwork

· Be aware of the positioning of the group and the describer. Orient the group to the artwork and position self to be heard even if it means facing the group with back to the artwork. 
· Introduce the artist, name of the artwork, date, dimensions, and medium.  Include physical details such as size, age, medium, and for a picture, the frame.

· Describe the overall scale of the work e.g. large enough for one person to carry. When describing scale or size of works, few visitors will be conscious of the difference between something “about a metre wide” and exactly “103 centimetres wide”.  

· Describe the feel of the work, the atmosphere or emotions created by the artwork, or ask the group if they feel anything based on the description. E.g. if a piece creates a sense of mystery or humour, try to make your description reflect that.

· Order your information logically. 

· Mention what is most obvious as well as the detail. It is often best to give a general overview and then go into particulars.

· Where appropriate, scan the work from top to bottom and provide description.  If not applicable, provide details the way it is. 
· Use the viewers’ left and right

· Use evocative language, “describe” rather than explain.

· Try to invoke the other senses: “The view through the window has a delicate, almost embroidered quality – colourful, neat and richly detailed”. 

· Try to encapsulate the “wow” factor.

· When applicable, refer to the educator to provide context. Educator can ask questions of the group to start dialogue. 
· If there is an individual element maybe ask one of the group to experience and describe it before handing it on. 
· Questions from the group welcomed. 
· Give a final quick round up of key elements, repeating the name of the artist and work.

· Provide a cue to move onto the next work. E.g. “Moving onto the next work”.

· Ideally, create opportunities for participants to experience the work in a sensory way, through sensory engagement e.g. invite participants to touch the work or offer tactile support material and objects. 
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Audio description refers to an additional narration track for blind and vision impaired consumers of visual media (including television and film, dance, opera, and visual art). It consists of a narrator talking through the presentation, describing what is happening on the screen during the natural pauses in the audio, and sometimes during dialogue if deemed necessary. 





For the performing arts (theater, dance, opera), and media (television, movies and DVD), description is a form of audio-visual translation, using the natural pauses in dialogue or between critical sound elements to insert narrative that translates the visual image into a sense form that is accessible to millions of individuals who otherwise lack full access to television and film.





In museums or visual art exhibitions, audio described tours (or universally designed tours that include description or the augmentation of existing recorded programs on audio- or videotape), are used to provide access to visitors who are blind or have low vision. Docents or tour guides can be trained to employ audio description in their presentations.





Source: Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Audio_description
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� Vision Australia, Audio Description � HYPERLINK "http://www.visionaustralia.org/info.aspx?page=590" ��http://www.visionaustralia.org/info.aspx?page=590�


� American Council of the Blind, Audio Description Project � HYPERLINK "http://www.acb.org/adp/ad.html" ��http://www.acb.org/adp/ad.html�


� Vision Australia, Audio Description � HYPERLINK "http://www.visionaustralia.org/info.aspx?page=590" ��http://www.visionaustralia.org/info.aspx?page=590�
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