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Prepared as a concise summary of the dissertation research for museum and heritage practice.
1. Research overview
This research examined how dyslexic visitors experience written museum interpretation, with particular attention to object labels and graphic panels. The study asked whether current museum accessibility approaches give sufficient attention to the linguistic and cognitive demands of reading, rather than focusing primarily on visual presentation.
The research brought together three perspectives: what museums say accessibility means through their policies and guidance; what their interpretation texts actually look like; and what dyslexic visitors say it is like to read those texts. This allowed the study to compare intended accessibility, communicated accessibility, and experienced accessibility.
2. What the research involved
The study used a qualitative, multi-method design. Six adults who self-identified as dyslexic took part: one focus group with three participants and three individual semi-structured interviews. Participants discussed selected museum interpretation texts and their own experiences of reading, comprehension, concentration, fatigue and engagement.
Alongside the participant research, six museum texts were analysed: two from each of three museum contexts (a national museum, a university museum and a public museum). The textual analysis considered information density, sentence structure, vocabulary, assumed knowledge, interpretive organisation and visual hierarchy.
The study also analysed museum accessibility policies, professional guidance and accessibility information. The three strands were compared through qualitative thematic analysis and methodological triangulation.
3. Key findings from participants
The strongest finding was that the main barriers were not simply about whether a visitor could physically read the text. Participants described reading as a process of managing cognitive effort.
Language and sentence structure: Long or complicated sentences could make participants reread, lose their place or work harder to establish how different pieces of information related to one another.
Information density: Dense paragraphs and texts containing several ideas at once increased the amount participants had to hold in mind and process simultaneously.
Unfamiliar terminology and assumed knowledge: Specialist vocabulary could create difficulties, but participants did not generally argue that museums should remove specialist knowledge. The issue was whether unfamiliar concepts were adequately explained or contextualised.
Rereading and concentration: Participants described rereading, losing concentration and needing to work harder to retain and connect information. Importantly, difficulty did not always mean eventual incomprehension.
Fatigue and emotional response: Frustration, cognitive fatigue and feeling overwhelmed were part of the reading experience for some participants. There could also be a particularly frustrating sense of knowing that they could understand something, but needing substantially more effort or time to get there.
Time pressure: A particularly important and unexpected finding was that museum reading happens under social and environmental time pressure. Participants were aware of how long they were spending on a label, wanted to continue through the exhibition, and were conscious of other visitors. A text could therefore be technically understandable but practically inaccessible if it demanded too much time and effort.
Different strategies and experiences: Participants used different strategies, including skimming, selective reading, rereading, prediction and alternative forms of interpretation. There was substantial individual variation, so the research does not propose a single universal dyslexic reading experience.
4. A key distinction: visual accessibility versus reading accessibility
One of the clearest findings was that visual accessibility did not necessarily translate into accessible reading. Participants could find a layout, font or other visual feature helpful while still experiencing difficulty because of the language, structure or amount of information presented.
This does not mean that visual accessibility is unimportant. Rather, the findings suggest that typography and layout are only part of the reading experience. A visually accessible label can still create unnecessary cognitive demands, while intellectually complex content does not necessarily have to be inaccessible if that complexity is communicated clearly and structured in ways that support comprehension.
5. What the textual analysis found
The analysis of six labels and graphic panels identified a consistent pattern of cognitive and linguistic demands. Across the dataset, the main issues were:
high information density and several interpretive functions being combined in relatively small amounts of text;
long or multi-clause sentences that required readers to track several relationships at once;
specialist vocabulary, particularly in archaeological, scientific and art-historical interpretation;
assumed prior knowledge, where important context was not always explicitly provided; and
limited segmentation of information, meaning that description, explanation, context and interpretation were sometimes compressed into continuous prose.
The important point was not simply that some texts were long. Cognitive demand was often created by how much the reader had to process at once and how many connections they had to make for themselves.
6. What the policy and guidance analysis found
The policy analysis showed that museums and the wider sector have made substantial progress towards inclusion and accessibility. However, accessibility guidance was generally much more developed around physical, sensory and visual access than around the linguistic and cognitive experience of reading.
Guidance commonly gives practical attention to features such as font size, spacing, colour contrast, layout, physical access, sensory provision and visitor facilities. By comparison, there is less consistent guidance on sentence organisation, information density, cognitive effort, contextual explanation and the experience of processing museum interpretation.
This should not be understood as a lack of commitment to accessibility. Rather, it suggests that some forms of access have become more visible and operationalised within museum practice than others. The research also recognised the work of advocacy organisations and specialist accessibility resources in pushing museums towards broader understandings of access.
7. How the three strands connect
The value of the research lies in bringing these findings together. The policy analysis shows what accessibility is currently prioritised institutionally. The textual analysis shows how those priorities appear in actual interpretation. The participant research shows what those textual features can mean for a dyslexic reader.
Taken together, the findings suggest that museums can make the appearance of interpretation accessible without necessarily making the process of understanding it accessible. The research therefore argues for a broader understanding of cognitive accessibility that considers visual presentation, linguistic organisation, information structure, environmental context and visitor experience together.
8. Implications for museum interpretation
The findings do not suggest that museum interpretation should simply be made shorter, simpler or less intellectually ambitious. Participants did not generally ask museums to remove complex ideas or specialist knowledge. Instead, the research points towards reducing unnecessary cognitive effort while retaining interpretive depth.
Review sentence structure as well as font and layout. Consider whether several ideas are being compressed into one sentence.
Reduce unnecessary information density and separate distinct ideas where possible.
Explain specialist terminology and provide enough context for visitors who do not already have disciplinary knowledge.
Use headings, short sections, bullets or other forms of information chunking where appropriate to make relationships between ideas clearer.
Consider the amount of processing required, not only the visual appearance of a label.
Avoid assuming that a visitor will compensate for difficult interpretation through rereading, slowing down or using alternative strategies.
Include dyslexic and other neurodivergent visitors in the development and testing of interpretation, rather than relying solely on general accessibility checklists.
Consider the real museum context: visitors may be standing, moving through busy spaces, sharing the gallery with others and deciding how long they want to spend reading.
9. Main conclusion
The dissertation's central argument is that museum accessibility should not be judged only by whether text can technically be read or whether it follows visual accessibility guidance. Participants often could understand museum interpretation, but the question was how much cognitive effort, time and concentration that understanding required.
The research therefore proposes thinking about accessibility in terms of cognitive investment: not only 'Can a visitor read this?' but 'What does this text ask the visitor to do in order to understand it, and is that effort necessary?' This places the lived experience of reading alongside existing visual and physical approaches to accessibility.
10. Scope and limitations
This was a small qualitative study involving six participants and three museum contexts, so its findings are not intended to represent all dyslexic visitors. The participant research also used photographs of museum interpretation rather than observing participants reading in live gallery conditions. This means that environmental factors such as crowding, sound, movement and lighting were discussed through participant accounts rather than directly observed. The findings should therefore be understood as an exploratory account of dyslexic reading experiences rather than a universal model.
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