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LIFE BEYOND THE LABEL 
Evaluation  

 
Executive summary 
 
Introduction 
 
This exhibition is of national importance. As part of the “Re-thinking Disability Representation” 
project steered by The Research Centre for Museums and Galleries (RCMG) Colchester was one of 
only nine museums in the country chosen to host an exhibition as part of the large scale experimental 
project to find new ways to show the contribution made by disabled people to the community. “Life 
Beyond the Label” was supported by the Department of Museum Studies at Leicester University and 
the RCMG, centres of excellence in museum teaching and research and also a distributor of HLF. 
This exhibition will not only inform public debate but is part of a major body of research that will be 
published. It has already resulted in the staff responsible for the exhibition at Colchester being asked 
to speak at high profile events nationally and internationally. The project encouraged close 
collaboration between the nine museums chosen, sharing experiences and ideas to mutual benefit. 
The exhibition therefore raised the profile of Colchester and Ipswich Museums in a national and 
international forum. 
 
The exhibition met key Government objectives as set out in their various inclusion policies. With 
particular reference to “Making Inclusion Work” (2002) and the 2008 Charities Commission’s 
Promotion of Social Inclusion paper.  Statements from the participants evidence that the exhibition 
achieved the aims set out in these papers. 
 
The temporary exhibition Life Beyond the label was an inspirational one that stands out from the 
crowd as poignant, positive and original, dealing with the issue that disabled people must be viewed 
as people first and foremost. At no point in the exhibition is there sentimentalisation of the disabled. 
It is beautifully designed to create a clean, light ambience without feeling clinical.   
 
The response from the public was overwhelmingly positive with many people stating that their views 
had been changed by what they saw.  
 
The project is also unusual in the unity of the people who took part in it. The experience has been a 
positive one for all concerned. The curator in charge deserves to be singled out for praise. It was 
repeated by the participants that one of the best things about this project for many people was that 
Ciara made them feel that they mattered and gave them a voice. 
 
 In projects of this scale, involving the large numbers of partners and participants, communication is 
key to success.   Great efforts were made to ensure that all the participants and partners were kept 
informed. This was quite an undertaking. Care was also taken to give editorial rights and private 
showings to those involved in the videos, photographs and recordings. To those taking part the fact 
that Ciara, took the time and effort to make this a celebration rather a perfunctory occasion drew 
gratitude and admiration.  
 
There were some areas where improvements could be made. There was consultation with the front of 
house only after the exhibition had been set up when changes, suggested by them, were 
implemented. Inclusion at an earlier stage might have rendered retrospective alterations unnecessary.  
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Front of house staff have a unique view of the visitor experience and the practicalities associated 
with the day-to-day usage of an exhibition. Their role is important to achieve a smooth, reliable user-
friendly exhibition. 
 
The responsibility for development of the exhibition seems to have been focused on a very small 
team, and although they performed admirably, perhaps a wider involvement and more support from 
other departments and senior staff would have been desirable. 
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Context 
 
Introduction 
The Life beyond the Label project was developed in response to a unique project, funded by the 
Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) entitled “Rethinking Disability Representation”.  
The project aimed to change the way the history of disability is approached by museums and 
galleries. It hoped to move away from the purely medical treatment of the disability and examine the 
extensive contribution to society by disabled people, as well as pose questions on the construction of 
identity. A recent study,“ Buried in the footnotes: the representation of disabled people in museums 
and galleries collections”, carried out by the Research Centre for Museums and Galleries (RCMG) 
discovered that although many museums hold material relating to disability it is rarely publicly 
displayed or interpreted in the context of the contributions made by people with a disability. 
The RCMG as part of their work on social exclusion had noticed that, whereas other previously 
socially excluded or misrepresented groups have benefited from a plethora of projects, disabled 
people remain an invisible and misrepresented group within museum and gallery displays. 
“Rethinking Disability Representation” was a project that aimed to redress this. Nine different 
projects were set up around Britain in museums and galleries. Life Beyond the Label in Colchester 
was one of them. Life beyond the Label also drew on the research of Jane Pearson in her study in 
2000 “Representing the Lives of Disabled people in History” and the work done by Georgina 
Colthorpe in the re-display of Hollytrees Museum in 2001. 
 
Life Beyond the label 
The Focus 
The exhibition aimed to explore the current and historical perceptions and attitudes towards 
disability. All the material collected during the project was to be used to dispel stereotypes and 
labels associated with disability and explore the individual personalities and stories of the disabled 
people living in Colchester both past and present. 
 
Aims and Objectives 
Aim: 

·  To increase the confidence, involvement and representation of disabled people in the cultural 
heritage of Colchester. 

 
Objectives: 

·  To create an engaging and popular exhibition 
·  To build on the need for further research of the existing museum collections to reveal their 

potential relevance and value to disabled people 
·  To collect recent and contemporary material such as photographs and oral histories which 

can represent disabled people in Colchester 
·  To consult and engage with disabled people, building on existing contacts and making new 

ones 
·  To make the museum relevant to disabled people 
·  To examine how views of disability are constructed and how they influence identity 
·  To give all visitors a greater knowledge and understanding of the varied lives of disabled 

people in the past and present 
·  To develop a project that will act as an exemplar for other museums working on disability 

history. 
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The Evaluation 
The evaluation was carried out over the course of the exhibition. The findings of this research will 
demonstrate the successes and challenges of this project and make recommendations for the future. 
The key areas will be viewed against the stated aims and objectives of the project but will also take 
into account the need for changes to improve the project throughout. The outcomes will be also be 
examined in the light of key Government Initiatives and against the study completed by the RCMG 
entitled “ Buried in the Footnotes: The Representation of Disabled People in Museum and Gallery 
Collections”. The evaluation is conducted from the experiential point of view and does not extend to 
the physical curating of the objects within the gallery nor does it include the workshops that formed 
part of the project. 
 
The Stakeholders 

·  The Funding Bodies 
The funding bodies are identified as Colchester and Ipswich Museums, RCMG,  Renaissance in the 
Regions, MLA, Nesta, and the Heritage Lottery Fund administered by Leicester University 
Department for Museum studies. 
 

·  Organisations involved 
YMCA young deaf club, Colchester United Deaf Football Club, Castle Gate Centre, Care Services 
Improvement Partnership, R.A.D., M.S. Society, Pheonix Swim, The Gateway Group, The 
Alzheimer’s Society, North Essex Mental Health Trust, Epilepsy Action, Maldon District Museum 
Association, REMAP. 
This list does not include the individuals that were involved with the project (see appendix) 
  

·  Workshop leaders 
Caroline Cardus  
Caroline was commissioned to do an art residency, working with local groups with disability in the 
area, to create a piece of work that would describe how they saw their themselves and their 
disability. The final work was displayed in the exhibition. 
 
Lynne Wedell and Simon Keep 
Lynne was commissioned to work with 10 people with various disabilities to help them create their 
own personal multi-media stories. This involved 5 group workshops plus a 2-hour session once a 
week per person for 10 weeks. Simon was the sound artist who worked on the diaries. 
 

·  The Participants- the people who featured in the exhibition. 
The participants are people who featured in the exhibition or took part in the workshops. They were 
recruited randomly, some responded to the Disability Road Show held at the library, others through 
chance meetings. It was a considerable time commitment for these people, however they were 
crucial to the success of the exhibition in removing disability from the general, easily forgotten and 
personalizing it to create a powerful forum for debate. 
 

·  The Portal Group  
The Portal group is an advisory group of disabled people that is consulted on the access issues of 
exhibitions and projects within the remit of Colchester and Ipswich Museums.  They were 
questioned about their involvement and their opinions of the exhibition. 
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Methodology –the evaluation of the exhibition 
The evaluation used a range of methods both formal and informal to obtain a mix of qualitative and 
quantitative information; from this conclusions are drawn. The methods used were interviews based 
on questionnaires (see appendix 1) that varied according to which audience was being interviewed 
and comment cards (see appendix 2).   
 
Questionnaires and interviews 
The questionnaires were structured using the project’s stated objectives. They were designed to 
examine whether people’s perceptions were changed by the exhibition, to demonstrate the strengths 
and weaknesses of the exhibition and to address some of the pertinent questions in the subject area. 
The questionnaires for the producers, in addition, wanted to look at creation of the display and to 
gain a body of knowledge that could inform a subsequent exhibition dealing with this subject area. 
There were five different types of questionnaire to correspond with the five groups of people 
interviewed. These were: 
 

·  Producers of the exhibition 
These are the people who produced the exhibition, Ciara Canning (Curator of Community History), 
Sophie Weaver (Access Officer) Darren Stevens  (Exhibition Officer) and Tom Hodgson 
(Community History Manager).  
 

·  Participants. 
These are people who took part in the exhibition either as participants in the displays or taking the 
photographs and videos and creating the artwork. Four people in this group were questioned. They 
were chosen randomly from the list of contacts. 
 

·  Portal group 
This was a group interview conducted as part of one of their advisory meetings. 
 

·  University Students 
The students in this case were a group of students and their lecturers from Essex University. They 
were studying Medical Sociology, which contains a topic on perceptions of disability. Their lecture 
the previous week had been on the subject of  “The Social Contract”, and as such had close ties to 
the exhibition. 
 

·  The Front of House 
The front of house staff at the museum were also questioned as they are uniquely positioned to 
observe visitor interaction with the exhibition on a day to day basis and to give their opinions on the 
practicalities of such an exhibition. 
 
Questioning these groups built up a body of information that looked at the exhibition from different 
angles.  The producers of the exhibition could provide in-depth knowledge of creative process; the 
contributants could provide knowledge of the experience of being part of the exhibition. The Portal 
group can give practical advice and opinions from the disability point of view and the students could 
gave an academic view point. 
 
 
 
 
 



 8 

2. Comment Cards 
The comment cards were produced by RCMG as part of their overall evaluation of the national 
project. The cards were left at the entrance to the gallery and were completed by visitors as they left. 
The cards were designed to gauge whether visitors’ attitudes towards people with a disability had 
changed as a result of visiting the exhibition. The back of the card recorded details of the visitor, 
their age, gender, ethnic origin, whether they were local and if they had a disability. This was in 
order to see whether any particular variant had an effect on the response given about the exhibition. 
The RCMG established that a minimum of 400 comment cards were needed to record statistically 
relevant information, 438 responses were used in this survey. Initially it proved difficult to get the 
cards completed, however stationing someone by the cards particularly at the Christmas Open 
Evening, encouraging visitors to fill them in resulted in over 500 being completed. (Final numbers at 
this stage are not available as the exhibition is still current.) Bribery with chocolate proved a 
particularly successful method of persuasion. 
 
Findings 
Comment Cards 
One of the principal aims of this evaluation was to discover whether the exhibition changed people’s 
view of disability and whether stereotypes had been avoided. The study revealed that there were 
stereotypical viewpoints that still held. In order to see whether there was any correlation between 
age, gender, ethnicity and disability or not, the cards were sorted into these sections; the data could 
then be cross-referenced.  
 
Gender distribution 

 
Age Range 

age range

24%

9%

18%20%

9%

8%

2%

1%

9%
Under 16

16-25

26-35

36-45

46-55

56-65

66-75

75

Blank

 

gender

32%

60%

8%

Male

Female

Blank
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Ethnicity 
The results of the profiling on ethnicity were so heavily white that a chart would not be useful. 
 
Ethnicity      
Asian Black Chinese Mixed Other White 
1 0 2 0 1 397 
 
Disability 

 
 
The cards were further divided into categories based on their responses to the exhibition. For this 
study these categories were called: 
 

·  Attitude 
This section dealt with whether the visitor expressed an opinion that their views towards disabled 
people had changed. It was also marked whether they had a positive or neutral or negative comment 
to make about the exhibition. A neutral comment is one that had no real relevance to the exhibition. 
As part of the section on attitude there is a category called “hit the nail on the head”. This category 
was reserved for people who echoed the belief that disabled people are more than their disability and 
that whilst it may be a part of who they are, it is not their defining feature.  
Of the 438 cards completed 169 people said that their opinions had been changed by the exhibition. 
(38.5%) 
66 (15%) said that their attitude had not changed, of which 42 were women, 23 of which had 
experience of disability. 24 were men, of which, 5 had experience of disability. Some responses 
recorded that having experience of disability meant that the views held were already in accordance 
with the sentiments of the exhibition. 
 
146 (33.3%) people expressed a positive feeling about the exhibition this includes the drawings of 
smiley faces. 

In the responses 90 (20.5%) people responded in exactly the way the producers had hoped using 
phrases like “ see behind the label” and “should be identified by who they are, they are not just a 
disability” 
 
 
 

disability

3%

78%

11%
8%

Disabled

Non-disabled

Experience of disability (e.g.
carer family member)

Blank
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·  The Charity Model  
This category can be understood to be the stereotype of a disabled person being a hero but also 
someone to feel sorry for. Words and phrases used are “ I felt sorry for them”, “ I feel lucky”, “they 
are brave”, “I want to help them”. Language such as “ overcoming” “despite” was used and there 
was a degree of surprise that disabled people could lead happy lives. These seemingly sympathetic 
or kind comments are still pejorative. 
There were 95 (21.6%) responses in accordance with the Charity Model, of which 41 were under 16 
and 30 were under 16 girls. There was an even spread throughout the rest of the age categories. 
 

·  The Social Contract Model. 
The Social Contract is the belief that people with an impairment are disabled by the society around 
them, they are not inherently disabled by their impairment. There is sometimes a political agenda 
attached to this belief. 
There were only 6 (1.3%) references to the Social Contract Model, all the responders were female 
and none had a disability or were disabled. It might have been expected that there would be more 
references to the Social Model from people with a disability 
 

·  The Wheelchair Model 
This category pertains to the idea that only people in a wheelchair are disabled; that the word 
“disabled” is interchangeable with “wheelchair”. 22 (5.0%) people responded in a way that 
confirmed the stereotype of a wheelchair user defining the word disabled. Of these 11 were under 16 
and one was a wheelchair user. There was an even spread between genders. 
 

·  Only for children 
There is a belief that an exhibition, like Life beyond the Label, should only be viewed by children in 
order to educate them; it is not appropriate for adults. 
Only 10 people felt that the exhibition was more appropriate for children. 
 

·  The museum is not an appropriate venue 
The role of a museum to debate potentially controversial subjects is often called into question. This 
can come from different reasoning. The first being that museums should be places to show 
aesthetically pleasing exhibitions that show our historical past for general consumption and should 
not offend people’s sensibilities. The second that holding an exhibition in a paid entry museum 
prevents a wider section of the public from interacting with debate on serious social issues, a library 
would be a better place. 
Only 4 people expressed disapproval of the museum as a forum for a debate on this subject. 
However 13 people felt that more people should see the exhibition and that the museum should just 
be a starting place, the view was expressed that the exhibition should be shown in schools and 
libraries. The entry fee to the museum was seen as a barrier to some people, especially people with a 
disability, many of who are on benefits.  
 
There is an element of subjectivity involved in the categorising the cards; the process was done twice 
in the hope that inconsistencies would be held to a minimum. 
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Findings of the questionnaires 
The Producers 
The purpose of this questionnaire was to examine the process of creating the exhibition and the 
thought processes that informed the decisions taken to ensure that the body of experience that could 
provide a frame of reference for the future. This is feedback from the questionnaires. 
 
Concept and planning 
The original concept was to open the debate on disability and make the stories of disabled people 
more visible in an attempt to dispel the stereotypical views of disabled people as wheelchair bound. 
The aim was to look at the ways in which people construct their identities, and move away from the 
medical model which identifies the person by the disability, to reveal the people themselves. The 
feeling also was that the medical model had no context and therefore would have limited universal 
appeal. The social model, the stories of the individual people would remove the idea of disabled 
people being a homogenous group and have broad spectrum appeal.   
A disability roadshow was held in the library after a big publicity campaign.  It was hoped that 
people would come forward to lend objects for the exhibition. It caught the imagination of the press 
and resulted in many people coming forward to offer objects and stories. It also produced some of 
the volunteers for the video diaries and photographic elements of the display. It was a clever piece of 
marketing. 
  
Design  
The design of the exhibition is integral to its success. The gallery space has traditionally been 
viewed as a “difficult” space because of its high ceilings and curved walls with recesses. However it 
is accessible and for this exhibition that was vital. The recesses and curves were used to form 
different sections and gave each area its own presence and meaning. The cinema space was 
fundamental as it was the main attraction. The spinal carriage was placed to draw people in; it was 
intended to be a self-led exhibition. 
The exhibition was white to give it a clean, bright look however there was a danger of it becoming 
clinical; it was hoped that the curved walls would mitigate this. It also had the result that the objects 
and photographs were presented as works of art. The use of technology was vital to ensure 
accessibility at all times. People with disabilities are sometimes more used to dealing with 
technology in their everyday lives than non-disabled people as it forms such a large part of their 
everyday life. More technology was used in this exhibition than in any other, this did create a few 
maintenance issues but it meant that the exhibition could be more accessible and inclusive.  
 
 
The media chosen 
The only fixed point in the concept was that there would be a piece of intervention art resulting from 
a series of workshops with people with a variety of disabilities. The artist must be disabled, 
otherwise it was felt that it would not send out the correct message. The photographer, who is also 
disabled, came up with the idea of the very powerful photo shots, which lead onto the video diaries.  
It was also important to obtain artifacts that were iconic, for example the Severalls Door. The 
artifacts had to tell the stories of the individuals and move away from the medical model whereby 
the objects were the definition of the person. Most of the items in the museum’s existing collections 
were medical and had no context as discovered in the study by Dr. Jane Pearson. The disability road 
show facilitated the collecting process as it encouraged people to come forward with their stories and 
the objects from those, for example the feather and the lipstick to help a deaf girl see how her 
mother’s mouth moved and how the feather changed when she spoke. Many objects were loaned to 
the museum for the duration of the exhibition. 
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The extremely powerful photographs with adjectives were born out of a publicity campaign. Ciara 
discovered an artist had used a similar type of photograph on the website “Flickr” and thought that 
this would be appropriate for publicising the exhibition. The images proved remarkably powerful 
and thought provoking. 
The video diaries (also referred to as personal multi-media stories) came out of the photographic 
workshops. The video diaries were produced over the course of 10 weeks and show the stories of 
people with disabilities living, achieving and enjoying their lives, shattering the stereotype of 
disabled people being incapable. 
One of the most fraught areas was that of language and what words to use and not to use. Language 
is dynamic and is constantly changing; the fear of causing offence was great. Having consulted with 
the Portal group on what language is appropriate Catherine Turner suggested that the best way to 
deal with the language difficulties was to show a discussion. In this way it was hoped that the 
different concerns and opinions would be aired. The group was recruited and led by Catherine. The 
results were very effective and informative. 
 
Challenges 
There were many challenges. There was no frame of reference to work from or even to give 
guidelines. The design and process all needed to be originated. There were very few artefacts in the 
collections that had any social context. The majority of the objects had to be sourced elsewhere. 
It was necessary to think on multiple levels continuously to assess whether it was patronising, 
informative and accessible. The attitude of potential visitors was daunting, as were the expectations 
of the disabled communities. The exhibition could not be sentimental or present disabled people as 
victims but at the same time it had to avoid the “ heroic people” “overcoming” their disability to lead 
a “normal” life aspect. There had to be broad representation of diverse disabilities and not focus on 
one area too heavily. 
The exhibition had to be accessible on all fronts to all disabilities. The extensive use of technology 
was vital to overcome this obstacle but presented the possibility of maintenance issues. 
Carers were initially very suspicious of a non-disabled person asking them to take part but Sophie’s 
presence reassured them and her unique viewpoint and approachability made people relax and open 
up, overcoming the trust issues that are commonly felt. 
Although it was necessary to make the exhibition as positive as possible there was a danger of not 
showing the difficulties as well, it was a fine line to tread. 
The deaf community do not see themselves as disabled and respond in the social contract model 
whereby it is society that disables them, they have their own language and culture and 
communication can be challenging. The decision was taken to represent them however it was 
difficult trying to represent them appropriately in the exhibition. The relationships needed to build 
trust in this area were not there and more time was needed to create these links. 
Finding the appropriate materials was also a challenge especially for the play area, whilst cosy and 
soft was intended, padded cell analogies were to be avoided. Ultimately Plastezote was chosen. 
 
Successes 
The Disability Road show was highly publicised and proved to be the starting point for collecting 
artifacts and prompting people to call in and volunteer their stories. Sophie had a wealth of contacts 
but the road show unearthed individuals in the community who were prepared to tell their stories. 
The workshops proved very successful and the “ Wheel of life” produced from those workshops was 
profound, beautiful and deeply moving. 
The photos with adjectives and the series of “how we are seen/like to be seen /see ourselves” had a 
powerful impact on people as did the video diaries which touched people. These broke down the 
view of all disabled people being the same and personalized the issue, showing individuals who 
happened to have disabilities. 
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The Severall’s Door was an iconic feature that struck a chord of dread. It was a very imposing 
image. 
The fact that that this exhibition was so accessible proves that it can be done and therefore raises the 
expectations of the disabled communities  
 
 
What worked less well. 
The voxbox was not successful because the remote button didn’t work and there was no way of 
monitoring it. The chalkboard was abused from the opening of the exhibition and didn’t serve its 
purpose of recording comments, however the cards replaced this as a feedback mechanism. 
There was no live event programme to accompany the exhibition. This was because it had not been 
planned alongside the exhibition and the production of the exhibition was all consuming. 
 
Collections 
It was hoped that the exhibition might improve the museum’s collection. Most of the objects on 
show are on loan. However the exhibition will give weight to Dr Jane Pearson’s recommendations 
for contextual collecting in the future. 
 
Legacy 
It was hoped that the exhibition would provide a benchmark of what can be achieved and would start 
off the process of representation of disability in future exhibitions. It is expected that this is not the 
end of access issues in the museum it is just the beginning.  It is hoped that the general public who 
saw the exhibition will go away with new understanding, discuss what they seen and absorb it into 
their consciousness. 
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The contributors of the exhibition 
This questionnaire focused on the motivation and experience of taking part in the exhibition. Those 
chosen to take part in the survey were chosen randomly from the contact list. Eight people were 
contacted and five responded. Of these, two were contracted to work on the project, one took part in the 
video diaries and two acted in a supporting role to the participants. 
 
Motivation to become involved 
There was an eagerness to get people to understand disability, to move away from the medical model and 
hear the stories of individuals. It was felt that it was important to raise an awareness of the value of 
disabled people and to uncover their histories that were buried in different facets of the social history of 
Colchester. There was a feeling that this would give a snapshot of different people’s lives and show that 
we are all people together of worth and value. The opportunity was there to counter the 
misunderstandings that can be so frustrating to disabled people, with the hope that people, having seen 
the exhibition, might discuss the subject with friends and start to look at the individuals not the disability. 
The exhibition is an opportunity for people to be heard, and the disabled community in Colchester have a 
strong voice. 
 
The Experience of taking part 
Taking part in this project had a profound effect on the participants in terms of boosting confidence and 
raising morale. The feeling of belonging and meeting up with a group of like-minded people was very 
positive. There was a sentiment of release and progressing through one’s life positively, having a chance 
to speak honestly and never having had the opportunity to do so before. Although there were moments of 
great emotion the project was viewed as a celebration of lives and had a positive energy about it. The 
participants felt empowered to contribute to something that had sustainability and impact.  
Ciara was acknowledged as having made the participants feel that they mattered and were important, 
sometimes for the first time in their lives. This was shown by the care taken to ensure that they had 
editorial control over what was shown of their lives. There was a private preview to which families of 
those who had participated were invited. It was the celebratory nature of the preview that had the most 
impact. Many people were touched by the fact that Ciara had taken the time to make this such an event 
rather than a perfunctory viewing. The cake had an enormous impact; they felt that not many people in 
Ciara’s position would have bothered and it made them feel that they mattered. 
The artists’ initial fears that this would this would be a “sentimentalised”, “patronising”, “ telethon-like” 
exhibition were allayed by Ciara and Sophie’s “clear vision”, “sensitivity” and “dignity”. Both artists 
were surprised that a regional, local authority museum was able to tackle such a subject at such a high 
quality, describing the exhibition as “sleek”. 
 
Favourite parts of the exhibition. 
The black board was very popular with the participants as they felt it made people feel more involved. 
The video diaries and photographs were felt to be very powerful and emotive and allowed people to 
identify with the individual and not see them purely as disabled. 
The bond between the participants and the increase in feelings of self worth was the most remarked 
aspect. They felt that both Ciara and Sophie had worked very hard to make this happen, one commented 
that the best bit for her was “working with Ciara”. 
 
Legacy 
The exhibition has affected those who took part in many ways. It is hoped that the increase in 
confidence, happiness and self-worth can be sustained. The participants saw that they had a valuable 
contribution to make and the ability to make it. There was a general hope for more understanding and 
open-mindedness, They hoped that the exhibition will open up debate, removing the fear of “getting it 
wrong” by informing people. There was also a hope that this will encourage museums to include disabled 
people in the records of social history in the future and encourage other museums to follow this lead. 
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The Portal Group 
This questionnaire/ group interview focused on their level of involvement, their expectations and 
opinions of the exhibition. 
 
Involvement 
There was consensus that the group had been involved in the project from the beginning. They had 
been kept well informed throughout and were asked to evaluate it before it went live. One of the 
group had participated in the photographic element and had supplied a number of artifacts and was 
very well informed. 
The text, layout and design was all shown to the group to comment on and adjusted accordingly. 
There was a feeling that they had been consulted appropriately and adequately and, more 
importantly, that they had been listened to, even if a decision had ultimately been taken to proceed 
otherwise, as in the choice of the colour of the background. Portal thought a colour background 
would be less clinical but the decision was taken to retain the white. 
 
Expectations 
It was hoped by the group that the project would show that not all disabled people are in wheelchairs 
and that “disabled people are not daft or unintelligent”. They wanted to demonstrate that people 
with a disability are capable of much more than able-bodied people often think. That the individuals 
behind the disabilities are proud of who they are and that they are, individuals. Dorothy said that  “I 
use the word disabled as a necessary word but I don’t see myself as disabled. If someone has a 
problem with my disability that is their problem not mine” and “that if one disabled person is rude to 
you that doesn’t make all disabled people rude, there are rude characters in all walks of life” 
Although most people agree that the museum was an appropriate place to hold such an exhibition, 
there was also the view that it was not the only place to hold it and that by virtue of the entry fee 
some people would not get to see the exhibition. They suggested that libraries and school would also 
be good venues and have a wider audience. 
The fact that the museum had held such an exhibition sent a message to the disabled communities, 
making them more visible. 
 
Favourite parts of the exhibition 
The faces were very popular, as were the video diaries. The curved walls were felt to draw people 
into the gallery. The carefully thought out wide spectrum accessibility was good. The group also 
liked the design for living equipment. The group were surprised by the fact that patients from 
Severalls Hospital had been interviewed so long ago about their daily life and that in the past when 
the patients had been released into the community there had been no objections whereas now there 
would be, they felt. 
 
What worked less well. 
Although the exhibition was accessible to a wide range of disabilities the signage to the gallery was 
poor and needed improving. 
Where there were two televisions, the smaller screen was not synchronized with the sound track. It 
was good that the Braille Guide was there but it took a very long time to read it, having just the 
highlights would have been better. 
 
Legacy 
The group hoped that it would create a greater understanding between disabled and non-disabled 
communities however they prefaced this by concerns over disseminating information about the 
exhibition to the communities concerned and again suggested touring the exhibition in libraries 
when it closes in the museum. It was felt that this was a good start and that it would be used as a 
springboard for other such events. 
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University Students 
The visitor questionnaire was used with the students initially, however, their reactions to the 
questions were limited and a discussion began on their perceptions and why people label. These 
were very pertinent to the exhibition so the evaluator made the decision to focus on these discussions 
and not the questionnaire. 
 
Motivation for visiting 
The students’ motivations for visiting the museum varied from studied disinterest to the feeling that 
it would be good to get a visual context to back up their lectures and textbooks. During the course of 
the discussion the students became more vocal and animated. It was clear that the exhibition 
provoked questions and opinions. 
 
Reactions to the exhibition. 
Despite studying a topic on “Perceptions of Disability” the students said that previously they had 
never thought about people with disabilities. They were not aware that anyone they knew had any 
disability, they demonstrated stereotypical views of people with a disability especially those with 
mental health issues, the word “retard” was used. Their reaction to the exhibition was therefore 
interesting.  
They were enthusiastic about the design and lay-out, they felt it was uncluttered and that there was 
not an information overload.  
They were very interested in listening to people’s stories they found it poignant seeing people’s 
average days. They expressed surprise at how much a disability could affect someone’s everyday 
life. They were fascinated that a hearing aid amplifies everything and can therefore be irritating. 
Previously they had just thought people who turned off their hearing aids were “ miserable so and 
sos” but now they understood why they would want to do that. They enjoyed the children’s section 
but felt the books were patronising. Curiously they were expecting more disabled people to feature 
in the exhibition, when it was explained that all the people shown were disabled they were extremely 
surprised. The students liked the section where the language of disability was discussed because they 
felt reassured about not offending people.  
The discussion moved beyond their initial reactions to considering why people want to label. It was 
thought that labelling someone removes the uncertainty of how to react to that person and that the 
label carries an indicator of a socially recognised response. This removes the confusion of how to 
deal with something outside the perceived “ normal” and gives security to the labeller. In a society 
that has few sensibilities disability is treated as taboo. People are uneasy around disabled people 
because they want to treat them “correctly” and not offend them but there are no guidelines and so it 
is easier to ignore the issue or put it in a conveniently labelled box. 
The question was also raised whether white middle class disabled people were more visible than 
working class people of other ethnicities and possibly, also more politically active. The class debate 
extended to the chosen venue for the exhibition which, it was felt, would also attract only white, 
middle-class people with the ability to pay the entrance fee. 
The students were disappointed by the lack of politics in the exhibition, they felt it lacked “bite” and 
they queried whether it would have a wider effect other than purely getting those who did visit to 
ponder the issue briefly. They asked whether any local politicians had seen the exhibition. 
 
The exhibition seemed to have a profound effect on the students whose apathy evaporated. They 
became more informed and were clearly shocked by some of what they had seen especially the video 
diaries and photographs. The door from Severalls Hospital disturbed them. It appeared to make them 
rethink their position on disability and brought disabled people out of the realm of the academic to 
confront them face to face. 
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Front of House staff 
The front of house staff have the unique position within the museum structure of being able to view 
daily how the visitor interacts with an exhibition. They are also the people who have responsibility 
for the day to day running of installations, they have therefore practical experience of what works, 
what does not and how the visitor might use or abuse items. Four front of house staff were 
questioned. 
 
Involvement 
It was felt that although they had been included in the text panel workshops they had not been 
consulted about the installation until it was in place. This was qualified by saying that they may not 
have added anything special but that they could have made suggestions on ease of use. Darren was 
praised for the speed of his reaction if there was a problem. There was a wish that they had more 
background information so that they could engage the visitors, as it was they were unsure what to 
say. It was felt that had they known what the comment cards were to be used for they could have 
been more proactive in encouraging people to complete them. 
 
Reaction to the exhibition 
The cinema was popular and perceived to make the issue more personal, it was felt that it helped to 
identify more closely with the disabled people featured. The technology was felt to be good as it 
enabled more people to access the exhibition. The Severall’s Hospital section brought back 
memories for local people and it was felt to provide a historical element that might otherwise have 
been missing, it was seen to provide balance. It was also thought provoking and emotional for some 
to think that people, with very little disability, were shut away behind those doors for life. The soft 
room was said to be excellent, though it tended to turn into a general free for all for children who 
related well to the toys in there. 
 
What worked less well. 
The chalk board was not viewed as a success and it was felt that could it have been avoided with 
better consultation. It was felt that the Braille items could have been exhibited better and possibly 
could have been more hands on; an area to learn to write your name in Braille was suggested. The 
voxbox was also something that was felt could have worked with a bit more input from the front of 
house staff. The positioning of switches had to be changed retrospectively and wasted time for the 
curatorial staff, again consultation would have prevented that. It was generally favourably received 
and although most of the staff are aware of disability issues it had provoked discussion among the 
staff. 
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Conclusions 
Although this exhibition was not intended to be a “blockbuster” it developed into a project of 
national significance which has raised the profile of Colchester and Ipswich Museums within the 
world of disability, to other museum services nationally and internationally and also within research 
world. It has far reaching consequences for both disability representation in museums, Colchester 
and Ipswich Museum Service, the staff who took the lead and the individuals who contributed to it. 
 
This was an excellent exhibition. It was well designed and attractive to look at. It had been well 
planned and meticulously put together. The subject area is fraught with pitfalls and the danger being 
patronising, offensive or sentimentalising is prevalent. However this exhibition deals with the issue 
positively and sensitively, it removes it from the objective by using the people themselves to tell 
their stories. By giving disability social context the exhibition is powerful and has the personal 
emotive impact that removes the possibility making disabled people into a homogenous group to be, 
at best, pitied and, at worst, ignored. 
 
The team planning the exhibition worked extremely well together and demonstrated great respect for 
each other’s abilities. This had ramifications throughout the project as tasks were delegated to those 
who were best suited to them, sometimes not to those whose position would suggest they took the 
lead. This demonstrated a maturity of approach. There was attention to detail on all fronts especially 
in dealing with people’s sensitivities. An example of this was the preview party. This was not seen 
as an add-on or an inconvenient necessity, coming as it did at the height of the pressure to get the 
exhibition finished, but was treated as a celebration. Time was taken to get a cake to mark the 
occasion. The effect this had on those taking part cannot be underestimated. It made the participants 
feel that they really mattered, it gave them pride and sense of ownership of the exhibition. One 
person said that it turned their life around and it made them feel that they were not worthless.  
 
Given the large number of people, communication might have been expected to be an issue, this was 
not the case. With the exception of the front of house staff where better consultation would be 
recommended, communication was good. 
 
The feedback from the comment cards suggest that 59% of people who responded said that their 
perceptions were changed and of those 20% expressed the sentiment that we must see the 
individuals, not just the disability. A further 33.3% recorded positive comments about the exhibition. 
This would make a total of 92.4% of positive reactions to the exhibition. This could be said to 
demonstrate that the exhibition succeeded in its aim to create an engaging and popular exhibition 
and also to give greater knowledge and understanding to visitor of the varied lives of disabled 
people.  
 
Questions had been raised that the museum was not the appropriate venue for an exhibition such as 
this. The feedback suggests otherwise. There were suggestions that the exhibition should be seen by 
more people and that a library would be a good place but only 4 people expressed their disapproval 
of the museum as a venue. 
 
Interestingly apart from the university students there was little comment on the Social Contract, even 
from disabled people viewing the exhibition. It might have been expected that this featured more in 
reactions. Possibly the powerful personalised approach, in this instance, rendered the political issues 
unnecessary. 
 
The Charity Model received a 21% reaction however of these the majority were from the under 16 
age group and their comments were very similar. It could be suggested that perhaps they were a 
school group under direction. There was however a decided trend towards the “us” and “them”, 
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where “us “ is viewed as “ normal” and “them” is viewed as “ disabled”. This is an area that benefit 
from further study. The view was also expressed that an exhibition of this type should be to educate 
children suggesting that adults already possessed the correct level of awareness. This view was only 
held by a few responders. 
 
There was a 5% perception of disabled people being wheelchair users but again most of these were 
under 16. The vast majority of the responses recorded an awareness of different disabilities. 
 
The elements of the exhibition that proved the most powerful were the video diaries, the photographs 
and the Severall’s door. All of these areas struck an emotional chord and produced discussion and 
marked reactions. The videos and photographs enabled people to step into other people’s lives 
enabling them to see through the disability to the individual behind. The Severall’s door produced 
reactions of fear, horror and sadness at the realisation that so many people had been shut away 
behind those doors for life. 
 
The students’ responses were extremely interesting. Initially they were not communicative and 
expressed very stereotypical opinions however, as they started to discuss the exhibition they started 
to change their viewpoints, even their language use. The “retards” became “the people with a 
disability”. It appeared that they began to relate to the people in the exhibition at a deeper level and 
became more aware of their experiences as a person with a disability. Their concerns about ethnic 
representation both in the exhibition and among the visitor profile was accurate. The visitor profile 
was almost entirely white. This may be representational of the ethnic profile of Colchester as a 
whole or of the museum going population. 
 
The exhibition met several key government targets as laid out in the various inclusion policies and 
strategies. “Making Inclusion Work” (2002) sets out to provide people with mental health problems 
ways of engaging with their communities. It is structured into 9 “life domains” one of which is Art 
and Culture. Without doubt the art workshops, the focus on Severalls’ Mental Hospital plus the 
feature on autism in the video diaries would meet this criteria. The 2008 Charities Commission’s 
Promotion of Social Inclusion paper also states that “social inclusion includes improving intangible 
qualities, such as self-worth”. Statements from the participants evidence that the exhibition had just 
such an effect. 
 
Areas in the exhibition that did not work as well as expected were the blackboard which, although 
popular with the participants and sound in theory, was abused by the general public from the start.  
The Voxbox ran into some technical and practical difficulties and perhaps would not be repeated. 
There were no activities associated with the exhibition. This had been an objective. There have been 
suggestions that this might act as a spring board for future activities and workshops but currently 
there are no plans in this direction. 
 
The project was led by a very small group of people at a time of massive institutional change.  At 
this time there was a concentration on core priorities within the organisation, the result of this was 
insufficient interdepartmental communication and staff support for this particular project. This 
enabled the small group to think more freely and inspirationally, however more staff support and 
encouragement would be recommended for future projects. 
 
Overall this exhibition was extremely well received. It is to be hoped that it will impact on the level 
of awareness of disability in Colchester and also that it may make the museums more relevant to the 
disabled population. It proved a point of discussion among visitors and it has raised the expectations 
of the disabled communities that they can expect this level of accessibility in future exhibitions at the 
museums. This exhibition provides a good model and frame of reference for other museums to 
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produce similar installations. Congratulations should be given to Ciara Canning, Sophie Weaver and 
Darren Stevens for their hard work, commitment and determination. 
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Questions for the producers of the exhibition. 
 

Why did you want to do the exhibition? 
 
 
 
What particular stereotypes/labels did you want to dispel? 
 
 
 
 
 
Why did you choose the media you did? 
 
 
 
 
How did you decide which organisations to work with? 
 
 
 
 
How did you choose the artists involved? 
 
 
 
 
How did you choose the themes? 
 
 
 
 
Which areas of the exhibition production did you find most challenging and why? 
 
 
 
Technology plays a large part in the exhibition, how do you feel about this? 
 
 
 
 
How has the exhibition impacted on the museum? 
In terms of : 
The collections? 
 
 
The confidence in working with disabled people? 
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Involvement and representation of disabled people? 
 
 
 
 
Inclusion from the beginning of access issues in future planning ? 
 
 
 
 
Of which areas of the exhibition are you most proud? 
 
 
 
 
Feel work less well? 
 
 
 
How successful has the two way dialogue with the public been? 
 
 
 
What events linked to live interpretation have been used? 
 
 
 
Have disabled people’s views changed about coming to visit the museum? 
 
 
 
What do you feel is the legacy of the exhibition?  
To the museum?  
 
 
 
To the disabled community?  
 
 
 
To the able bodied community? 
 
 
 
What advice/warnings would you give to anyone trying to produce a similar exhibition in the 
future? 
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Questions for Portal Group and Participants 
 
Preparation for the exhibition 
How were you involved with the exhibition? 
 
 
What stereotypes and labels did you want to dispel? 
 
 
Do you think a museum is the right place to hold an exhibition like this? 
 
 
How happy were you with the consultation during this exhibition? 
 
 
The Exhibition 
What do you feel is the message of the exhibition? 
 
 
What areas of the exhibition do you feel work well? 
 
 
Work less well? 
 
 
 
Do you feel that the exhibition will make the museum more relevant to the disabled community? 
 
 
 
What do you feel the exhibition will do for disability awareness? 
Has it made you more aware of other people’s disabilities? 
 
 
Is there anything is the exhibition that made you think/talk? 
 
 
Legacy 
What do you hope comes out of this exhibition? 
 
 
 
How did taking part in the exhibition make you feel?



 

 27 

Appendix 2 
Comment card 

 

 


