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1. INTRODUCTION
In this document a single suite of equipment delivering audio interpretation in a gallery is referred to as an audio point. This usually consists of a sound store connected to a base plate with controls, on which rests one or two handsets. Each audio point delivers one or more audio tracks. These tracks are less than 3 minutes long and may be text or music. 

2. HARDWARE
SOUND STORES

Audio tracks are housed on sound stores. These are not networked. Their dimensions vary depending on functionality, however the preferred model of MP3 digital sound store for playing multiple audio tracks measures 438 x 89 x 267 mm (WxHxD). 

Sound stores must be housed in a secure cabinet lockable using only a standard museum ASSA key - PR8 as carried by the gallery assistants. They must be housed with enough room for connecting wires and breathing space to take them in and out. Ventilation is preferable but not essential. 

Sound stores must be easily accessible for maintenance purposes by one person working alone, without special equipment. Best practice is a concealed cupboard with a hinged door and lock giving access directly to the unit. A good example can be found in the Sacred Silver and Stained Glass gallery. Housing sound stores under the floor is not acceptable. Having to remove large heavy panels or benches to access equipment is also unacceptable. Sound stores must not be located inside cases with museum objects; the equipment must always be housed in a separate space with separate access.
When sound is included with a video or as part of a computer-based interactive, a video store or computer base unit will replace the sound store. Refer to ‘Interactive Hardware Guidelines for FuturePlan March 2006’ for more information. (An example can be seen in the Islamic Middle East gallery.)
POWER AND CABLING

The sound store connects to the power supply and to the base plate with handsets. Maximum allowable distance between sound store and base plate is 10m, but every effort should be made to position them as close together as possible as the longer the distance, the more vulnerable the connection. The ideal length of connection is 2m or less. The ideal length from sound store to power socket is also 2m or less. Wiring should not run near heat sources, all wiring must be housed with easy access for maintenance and there must be easy access to turn off the power. Allow 4 power sockets per audio point. 
Handsets connect to the base plate via a flexible metal sheath cable. Handset cable should be of a suitable length to be used by visitors including children and wheelchair users. It must be properly housed or hung to minimise twisting and catching on equipment, with consideration for visitors’ health and safety. A retracting cable is a good solution and must be housed in an adequate space for the retraction mechanism to run the cable uninterrupted, clear of other wires and equipment. 

HANDSETS AND SPEAKERS

At the V&A South Kensington, sound is delivered via custom designed handsets. The model currently in use measures 43 x 265 x 18 mm (HxWxD) with an earpiece extending out 15 mm from one end. They are moulded plastic in a standard colour and finish with a ferric tube inside for wiring, held in place by a magnet on the base plate 
It is essential that handsets are secured in place but can be removed for regular maintenance and put back easily. An infill panel, cover or similar solution should be part of the design scope so that if the audio point is unavailable or handsets are removed for repair there are no gaps or exposed wires (ideally visitors would not know it was there at all). 

At the Museum of Childhood, sound is delivered aloud into the galleries via directional speakers rather than handsets. Sound should be localised and play on demand (not continuously), with consideration given to best practice for mounting the speakers and to the use of sound-absorbing material in the surrounding area, for example carpet.

3. USER INTERFACE

CONTROLS

In addition to one or two handsets, the base plate accommodates controls and labels. Its design can vary according to requirements but must be robust and support and protect the earpiece of the handsets. Good examples can be seen in the Islamic Middle East and Sacred Silver and Stained Glass galleries.
If the audio point features one audio track, then only one control is required – volume. Maximum volume should be comfortable to listen to; minimum volume should not be silent. Lifting the handset triggers play (after an appropriate time lapse). Replacing the handset triggers stop. If the audio point features multiple tracks, then selection controls are required as well. Lifting the handset triggers a message with instructions. Pressing a selection button starts an audio track. Pressing another button interrupts the current track and starts another. Where there are multiple handsets, they share one set of controls and play the same tracks.

Audio controls must be appropriate for use by visually impaired visitors. Audio points must include an induction loop for the hearing impaired. 
For audio points with speakers instead of handsets the same principles apply: robustness, easy-to-use interface; play on demand; induction loop; and volume control. 
POSITIONING

Audio points can be positioned in a variety of ways, whether placed on a suitable existing surface (for example, wall, panel, side of case or case label ledge), incorporated with permanent seating, or on their own separate stands. For any one gallery project a maximum of two different types of positioning should be selected to allow for standardisation of audio equipment.
A visitor should be able to use an audio point comfortably while at the same time looking closely at the object or display to which the audio track refers. Positioning should support both individual and group use, allowing room for several people to share the audio point, and give consideration to access for children. Handsets should be placed at a comfortable height for use when standing. If in proximity to a seat, they should be positioned for ease of use when either standing or sitting, allowing access for wheelchair users and following best practice for health and safety. Audio points must also be clearly visible, with good signage to indicate the availability of this service.
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