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Overview

• Context – Launchpad Project
• Approaches to maximising access
• The finished product
• Evaluation data• Evaluation data



Launchpad history

• Scientific principals 
and technology via 
hands-on interactivity

• Opened 1986• Opened 1986
• Three versions
• Project to create 4th

version



New Launchpad vision

“…to inspire you to explore and question
science and technology through hands-on
experience of real phenomena in an 
environment that promotes curiosity .”

Reaching 8-14 year olds, their parents and their 
teachers…

…via Launchpad Gallery, Launchpad Website and 
Launchpad Outreach



Launchpad exhibits

• 50 exhibits across 6 
themes

- Light

- Materials
- Energy transfer- Energy transfer
- Forces & motion
- Electricity & magnetism
- Sound

• Classics reinvented
• World’s best
• New commissions



Ensuring Disability Access

• Disability advocate 

– Audience consultation

– Gallery design & exhibit monitoring and 
advocacy 

– Staff training & operational planning 

– Summative Evaluation 



Audience Consultation:
SEN Teachers

• Aim - determine the needs, wants and 
expectations of Special Educational Needs 
groups and their teachers

• Teacher taught children with a range of 
different needs including 

» Blind and Partially sighted 
» Hearing Problems 
» Emotional and Behavioural difficulties 
» Complex physical disabilities



SEN Teacher consultation

• Want to visit 
Launchpad but…

Gallery

In Museum

To the Museum

• Whole set of barriers 
before even get to an 
exhibit

Exhibit



Finding and Recommendations 
from SEN teacher consultation

• Specific time/day for SEN 
groups.

• Up to 2 SEN groups in LP at 
any one time. 

• SEN schools to have the • SEN schools to have the 
option to have their own show. 

• Groups to be assigned a 
themed area. 

• Pre visit pictures 

• Quiet areas to be provided.



Environmental Design



Exhibit Monitoring and Advocacy 

• Selection criteria
– Pace
– Multisensory feedback

• Standard guidelines
– ‘Smithsonian guidelines for 

accessible exhibition accessible exhibition 
design’

– RIBA: ‘Designing for 
accessibility’

– In-house labelling/signage 
guidelines

• Exhibit Audit
– Documenting decisions
– Helped team understand 

advantages



Multi-sensory exhibits

Vibration Station

Sound Patterns



Exhibit Monitoring and Advocacy 

• Selection criteria
– Pace
– Multisensory feedback

• Standard guidelines
– ‘Smithsonian guidelines for 

accessible exhibition accessible exhibition 
design’

– RIBA: ‘Designing for 
accessibility’

– In-house labelling/signage 
guidelines

• Exhibit Audit
– Documenting decisions
– Helped team understand 

advantages



Barriers 

Solution
Develo
pment

Exhibit (Working 
Title)

Last 
Update
d Level 1 Date decision

Energy store
26/05/20

06 VISUAL

Difficult to identify 
different parts of the 
exhibit for people with 
VI (i.e. the water as it 
moves around)

The different 
parts of the 
exhibit should 
be highly 
contrasting

19/12/2
006

Pipes leading 
from pump to tank 
are different 
colours. Ask 
contractor 
whether it is 
possible to have 
coloured water

it is not possible to 
use coloured water 
because designers 
highlighted two 
issues a) it is harder 
to dispose of the 
water and b) the 
coloured water 
discolours the tank

19/12/20
06 PHYSICAL

design doesn't allow 
for front facing 
wheelchair access

design to allow 
front wheel 
chair facing 
access

19/12/2
006

pumps to be 
operational side-
to-side with 
sufficient knee 
space built in so 
that wheelchair 
users can 
approach this 
exhibit face on

new drawing from 
contractor discussed 
28/02/07 showed 
sufficient knee space

front-facing design -
are there any issues 
about mounting the 
pumps and allowing 
for sufficient knee 
clearance for wheel 
chair users? 

24/01/2
007

this to be raised 
with contractor

Feedback from 



Exhibit design



Exhibit design



The finished product



The finished product



The finished product



The finished product



Staff Training 

• Explainers receive a three part training. 



Welcoming SEN groups



Summative Evaluation of 
Launchpad  

• Aim – review and improve

• Year long project workingclosely with St Ann’s School, in partnership 
with the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council

• St Ann’s School - a special purpose school for learners with severe and 
complex learning difficulties. 

• Method • Method 

– Visit to school by DAC

– Teacher Visit Science Museum 

– Teachers and Student visit the museum – Three consecutive 
months 

– DAC visit to school to conduct interviews with teachers.



Findings - Teacher perspective  

• Launchpad is a engaging and 
accessible to SEN groups

• Teachers felt that Launchpad provided 
a highly educational and fun a highly educational and fun 
experience. 

• The students really enjoyed their visit 
to Launchpad. 



Findings – What made a difference

In LaunchPad

• “Welcome and Wanted”

• Explainers as role models 

In the Museum

• Clear Time table

• Enclosed Lunch room• Explainers as role models 

• Bubble show – personal 
show, many explainers. 

• Quiet gallery 

• Enclosed Lunch room

• Quiet space – Time out

• Access to first aid room

• Parking



“There is a certain degree of scientific 
explanation that the kids deserve and they 
provided it at an appropriate level  ...and I 

thought that was really nice.”
SEN TeacherSEN Teacher

“...There were two students who have never 
really spoken or taken an interest in anything 

since they’ve been at our school, and they both 
stayed late after school to finish off writing about 

their visit and what it meant to them...”
Teacher



Conclusion 

• It was essential to prioritise disability 
Access from the beginning of the project. 

• Increasing access does not mean • Increasing access does not mean 
decreasing the central experience. 

• To have an accessible gallery you have to 
have an accessible museum. 



Questions?

emily.scott-dearing@sciencemuseum.org.uk



Interpretation



Misconceptions 

• Access to exhibits means thinking only about the exhibits

• Access means:
– For wheelchair users 
– For the blind 
– For the profoundly deaf 
– SEN is one group with one set of needs– SEN is one group with one set of needs

• Providing under 8’s exhibits = SEN provision

• Access can be provided through on-gallery staff

• Increasing access is detrimental to core exhibit experience


