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Can you hear me at the back? 

Introduction 
Ken Bennett-Hunter opened the conference, highlighting that the day was 

brought about in response to needs identified by venues who took part in the 

See a Voice project.  The See a Voice project was run by STAGETEXT and 

VocalEyes with funding from Round 8 of HM Treasury’s Invest to Save budget 

and Grants for the Arts, and aimed to help venues in England work together to 

offer more high quality captioned and audio described performances.  

Audience feedback from assisted performances shows that the quality of the 

assistive listening system in a theatre, which improves the sound for deaf, 

deafened and hard of hearing audiences or delivers the audio description to 

blind and partially sighted audiences, is directly related to the quality of the 

audience’s experience overall.  

Ken stated the focus of the conference: to make the best of venues’ existing 

equipment and to improve communication with audiences and between 

departments.  One of the challenges of providing a high quality assistive 

listening and audio description service is that it requires the co-operation of 

many different members of staff, particularly access officers, box office staff, 

front of house staff and technicians.  In order to cater for all the different 

needs within the conference and the different levels of knowledge and 

resources within the delegates’ venues, Ken explained that the day would 

cover basics to best practice, with the aim of ensuring that all future 

discussions start from the same level of understanding. 

A number of diverse speakers had been assembled to discuss the issues 

including experts in the field, current and former industry practitioners and 

everyday users of equipment in theatres.  This report provides a summary of 

the conference’s sessions and an overview of the day. 
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The user perspective 
The first sessions provided personal user experiences of assistive listening 

devices.  One hearing aid user, Jeanette Wright, and one audio description 

user, Toby Davey, described their experiences, both good and bad.  

 

Jeanette Wright 
Jeanette Wright is a trainer in deaf awareness and communications tactics.  

Jeanette was born hearing, but has been without hearing for 27 years.  She is a 

regular theatregoer and assistive listening device user and gave an overview of 

her generally poor experience of assistive listening systems. 

Only twice has she experienced a good loop system: once in a bank in 

Colchester, and the other on an American cruise ship.  For many people with a 

hearing loss, when they go to a theatre and attempt to use a loop, infrared or 

radio system, they often find it doesn’t work.  Whether this is due to faulty 

machinery or simply because it hasn’t been switched on, it regularly leads 

patrons to give up with the systems.  With 10 million deaf, deafened and hard 

of hearing people living in the UK, if the systems were more reliable then she 

believes that many more people would come to the theatre to use them. 

Jeanette described the different hearing aids that people use and recognised 

that it is impossible to get a system that suits everyone, but this should not 

prevent theatres trying to offer a more reliable service.  Furthermore, although 

the systems might work in auditoria, they may be non-existent in the box office 

and front of house areas.  This means that hearing aid users aren’t able to 

communicate effectively with your box office team or participate in events 

which take place in your bar or cafe.  These issues need to be considered as 

part of a wider discussion about access in theatres.  
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Toby Davey 
Toby Davey is deputy director of VocalEyes and is closely involved with 

developing their services for blind and partially sighted people.  Toby was born 

with a sight condition and has used audio description in theatres for 10 years.  

With audio description he can enjoy and share the arts with his sighted friends 

and family, particularly the performances which are delivered by good, well-

trained describers. 

Toby explained that as well as the actual audio description, the other “meet 

and greet” aspects of a trip to the theatre are just as crucial for visually 

impaired theatregoers: details such as staff knowing when the audio described 

performance will be, when the touch tour will be, whether the patron is a 

guide dog owner or not, whether they would like their dog in the auditorium 

with them or not, and which seats have good coverage to receive the audio 

description from the venue’s system.  

Staff training is vital.  They must be well-informed, trained in visual impairment 

awareness and know how to meet and greet blind and partially sighted people.  

They must also know how to use the equipment that they hand out, since this 

could be the first time the patron has used audio description or that specific 

type of equipment.  Staff should know how to maintain the equipment, how to 

keep headsets charged and how to solve battery problems.  And, of course, the 

equipment itself should be in good working order, without background hiss, 

and capable of giving a good clear description.  This will give a good user 

experience.  Non-working equipment ruins a visually-impaired person’s 

experience of a theatrical performance. 
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Keynote panel discussion 
Following the talks by Jeanette Wright and Toby Davey, Ken Bennett-Hunter 

introduced the keynote panel speakers: Tom Lane from Ampetronic, a 

company which manufactures loop equipment and designs loop systems; Ben 

Steinitz, Senior Audio Engineer at the National Theatre who talked about 

infrared and radio systems; and Roz Chalmers from VocalEyes, an experienced 

audio describer. 

 

Tom Lane (Ampetronic) – audio loops 
Ampetronic manufactures loop equipment and designs loop systems in a 

variety of environments, including theatres.  It also provides consultancy 

services and support to people who operate and design installations.  

Tom Lane began his talk by agreeing that in many theatres the loop systems 

that are installed do not work as well as they could.  In most cases however, by 

applying basic principles, they could be made to work far better.  

He went on to discuss the basics of induction loops: how they work; why 

venues would want them; how they can help people with hearing loss; and 

what standards and legislation govern how they are set up. 

An induction loop is an audio system that feeds sound from a microphone (or 

other audio source) into an amplifier, which is then converted into an electric 

current that goes in a loop around a given area.  This generates a magnetic 

field at a particular audio frequency, which is picked up by the T-coil inside 

hearing aids. The coil amplifies this audio and feeds it directly into the user’s 

ear via the hearing aid’s speaker (the hearing aid earpiece). 

People use loops because the hearing aid acts as the receiver; it allows the 

hearing aid user to automatically tap into the assistive listening system without 

having to use any other device within the venue.  This means there are no 

hygiene issues because you don’t have to reuse receivers.  Furthermore, if the 

loop is working properly, hearing aid users do not have to distinguish 

themselves, marking themselves out as different from other theatregoers.  
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Tom went on to discuss legal implications, such as that the loop system should 

ideally cover all areas of the theatre so that hearing aid users have no 

restrictions on where they can sit.  Venues can make reasonable adjustments 

to their policies if they are unable to achieve this, by making it very clear at the 

point of ticket purchase which areas are covered by the loop and providing 

suitable alternatives for those areas with poor coverage.  If the seats available 

for good coverage are highly limited, making access to the service difficult for 

the user, then this is unlikely to be acceptable access. 

Background noise on loop systems can be a big problem, for example the noise 

caused by the magnetic fields generated by other electrical systems in the 

venue.  There are standards for these noise levels as if they are too high they 

will disrupt audio being fed to the user.  You also need the correct field 

strength and the frequency response needs to be flat.  

It’s also important to have sufficient signage to let patrons know that the loop 

system is available and to provide training to theatre staff to ensure that the 

system is in working order.  If you don’t understand your system, then it’s hard 

to catch or prevent faults as they arise. 

Tom gave some specific examples of tackling general problems to do with 

perimeter spill and ways of solving issues caused by lots of metal present in 

buildings.  He also recommended that delegates speak to him and his partner 

Simon Pinder-Hales about specific problems they might have.  
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Ben Steinitz (National Theatre) – infrared and radio systems 
The next speaker was Ben Steinitz who is Senior Audio Engineer at the National 

Theatre.  He spoke about infrared and radio systems.  

Ben started by saying that infrared and radio systems share a lot of things in 

common.  He focused on how the systems work; how they can be optimised; 

and ways of resolving common problems. 

For infrared systems you have an input source (e.g. a microphone or feed from 

a sound desk) which is then converted by a modulator into an FM frequency.  

This FM frequency is transmitted through infrared light signals sent out from a 

radiator to a receiver or headset.  The system works by line of sight; you have 

to be able to see the radiator for the signal to be able to reach you.  Lastly, the 

receiver converts the signal back into audio in a similar way to a domestic 

radio. 

To optimise the signal, you must carefully consider where to place the 

radiators in relation to the audience member with the receiver.  Ben showed 

images of where the radiators are positioned in the three theatres at the 

National.  It’s important to position them at appropriate heights since the 

lower they are the more chance there is that the signal will be blocked.  Given 

that the National Theatre has a changing repertory of plays, the positioning of 

radiators becomes difficult and has to be frequently revisited.  Ben 

acknowledged that if you have a changing space, trying to meet the needs of 

your theatregoers on a show by show basis can be very difficult.  

He also spoke about the microphone set-up for capturing the sound which is 

then relayed through the systems.  Microphones will be positioned around the 

performing space and auditorium, and the sound will be mixed by a sound 

engineer before being sent through the radiators to the receivers.  

Common problems include knocked radiators, which then point in the wrong 

direction and must be repositioned, and faulty headsets, which should be 

regularly tested, ideally on a daily basis, particularly for battery life.  Before a 

headset is given out to a user, it should be checked and if it doesn’t work then 

an alternative one should be used. 
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Roz Chalmers (VocalEyes) – audio description equipment 
The final speaker in this session was Roz Chalmers, artistic consultant for the 

ACE-funded audio description charity VocalEyes.  Roz is an experienced audio 

describer who regularly works at the National Theatre and the Old Vic, and 

through VocalEyes she has worked in dozens of different theatres in London 

and on tour.  She explained the problems she sometimes experiences using the 

describer-end equipment during an audio described performance. 

Audio description is a service for blind and partially sighted patrons.  A trained 

describer will capture the visual elements of a production that a blind or 

partially sighted person might otherwise miss and describe them in clear, vivid 

language.  The information is delivered through a microphone and received by 

the listeners using headsets.  Roz explained the need for excellence in the 

provision of both describer-end equipment and technical expertise in order to 

offer a high-quality experience to the listeners.  The three elements she 

identified were: 

 The Kit 

 The Set-up 

 The Voice 

The kit 

 The describer should be in a space that it is as quiet as possible so that 

extraneous sounds such as backstage calls are not broadcast into the 

listeners’ headsets 

 A desk and light should be available for the describer’s script 

 If line-of-sight of the stage is not possible, a good quality monitor should 

be provided with a clear picture of the onstage action 

 The most appropriate mic is one that is attached to headphones.  This 

gives the describer flexibility of movement while ensuring the mic is 

always at a fixed distance from their mouth, ensuring they never go off-

mic.  

 The describer’s voice should be fed through a mixer, ideally with push 

faders  
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The set-up 

 Equipment should be positioned for ease of use 

 Foldback should be present in the describer headset to enable them to 

determine when they are live and to allow them to monitor their voice 

and ensure their delivery is in sympathy with the performance at all 

times 

 Show relay should be present in the describer headset, not through a 

wall speaker or the sound will intrude on the listeners’ experience.  For 

the same reason, the monitor volume (if one is used) should be set to 

zero.  It should be possible for the describer to adjust the volume of the 

show relay without affecting the volume in listeners’ headsets 

 There should be the ability to mute the mic silently when it is not in use 

– hence the preference for push faders 

 There should be no show relay in the description channel.  Ideally, on a 

dual channel IR system, channel 1 should be set for show relay for the 

benefit of hard of hearing patrons, channel 2 for description only and 

the infinity channel should be a good balance of both show and 

description 

 Front-of-house should be informed which channel the description is on 

 Technical staff should remember that the patrons will be unable to see 

the show.  If there is hiss on the system they will not be able to hear it 

either.  Equipment should be tested and cleaned regularly, not just when 

a described performance is imminent, when it may be too late to make 

adjustments 
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The voice 

 Describers should be educated by technical staff in how the system 

works to ensure they use it to maximum advantage 

 Describers should be trained in appropriate mic techniques – many are 

volunteers and have had no formal training.  For example they should 

know that a microphone is not a megaphone and that the mic must be 

muted when not in use   

 All describers should be required to participate in a pre-show sound 

check.   

 Positioning of headset mics is crucial and describers must be prepared to 

take the time to find the correct position to avoid rogue plosives and 

sibilants. Details of the elements required in a sound check are here: 

http://www.vocaleyes.co.uk/page.asp?section=195&sectionTitle=Resour

ces+for+Venues+and+Describers  

Roz ended by saying that clear communication between describers, technical 

staff and front of house is vital to ensure that any problems are identified 

quickly and rectified appropriately.  Each has an important part to play in the 

delivery of the service but when the lines of communication are poor, the 

result is disappointed patrons, who may never return. 

 

Q&A with keynote speakers 
Following these three presentations, questions were asked by delegates about 
problems with loop headsets and digital hearing aids and ways in which sound 
can be boosted.  Ben Steinitz suggested looking around for different neckloops 
from different manufacturers since there are a variety of options.  

Another delegate asked about volume control on headsets and how to 
increase personal control for the individual accessing these devices.  Tom Lane 
answered by talking about the field strength of the loop systems, and how 
various set-ups perform differently. 

It was noted by one delegate that you can wish for all the time in the world to 
set up a decent assistive listening system, but at that performance, at that 
moment, if it doesn’t work, the user can’t do anything.  The system has to be 
more consistent.  Every time venues get it right, they make such a difference to 
that one-time event for the audience.  



11 
 

Afternoon panel discussion 
What works in our venue and what could work better  

The afternoon discussion was led by a panel of venue representatives with a 
variety of experiences to do with assisted listening devices and access 
equipment: John Young, Head of Technical Services at Ambassador Theatre 
Group; Bobbie Stokes, Theatre Manager at Royal Court; and Kirsty Hoyle, 
Access Manager for the Society of London Theatre and the Theatrical 
Management Association and also Access Manager at the Unicorn Theatre.  

 

John Young (ATG) 
John Young is Head of Technical Services at Ambassador Theatre Group. 

John began by noting how everybody in theatre loves to be secular, sticking 
within their departments, and that it is difficult to work together.  And yet, 
solving access issues requires co-operation and communication across all 
areas.  John has worked both in technical and front-of-house positions, as well 
as being an Operations Manager.  

John spent 11 years at the Milton Keynes Theatre, a new large theatre with 
lots of metal and lots of concrete, which opened with a new Sennheiser 
infrared system.  To begin with they left the modulator switched on 
permanently which, after a year, burnt out the radiators.  Each replacement 
radiator cost about £1,500.  They then decided to switch the modulator off on 
a daily basis, which resulted in staff sometimes forgetting to switch it on again 
– a widespread problem. 

Despite being a new-build with a consultant involved in installing their assistive 
listening system, they discovered there were many areas in the auditorium 
without proper coverage.  As a result of these problems, the theatre had many 
unhappy customers, but rather than ignoring their complaints the theatre 
asked if they would mind working with the venue to make the system better.  
Most people were happy to help, trying out different pieces of equipment, and 
using existing equipment in idiosyncratic ways.  

It was also vital that he trained his staff, for them to know what infrared 
actually is, why you need a line of sight, and how you use the headsets.  
Regular training to refresh this knowledge proved important. 
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Bobbie Stokes (Royal Court) 
Bobbie Stokes is Theatre Manager at the Royal Court Theatre 

Bobbie was asked to speak due to his experience at the Royal Court Theatre, 
which has a generally very effective assistive listening system.  He started by 
saying that a few years ago they staged a play with a deaf character which was 
played by a deaf actor.  As part of this they undertook a lot of outreach work to 
bring in a large number of deaf audience members to the venue.  It was a 
turning point for the Royal Court since they had a great deal of training in 
order to properly welcome this new audience and this advanced how they 
treat accessible performances.  Before this particular production, accessible 
performances were treated as a purely front of house concern, but now they 
are considered a vital aspect of everyone’s work with all the departments 
contributing to their creation.  

For Bobbie, communication is key.  The theatre starts the process as early as 
possible by discussing the accessible performances and access provisions of a 
run in the very first rehearsals of the show, with regular dialogue throughout 
the rehearsal period.  Furthermore, they undertake small-scale training every 5 
or 6 weeks and talk through the equipment to pass on information to new 
members of staff. 

They deal with problems by asking users of the system to provide as much 
detail as possible about what has gone wrong.  By knowing where they were 
sitting and exactly what the problem was, the technical staff can try to 
replicate the experience and hopefully solve the fault. 

Kirsty Hoyle (TMA/SOLT and Unicorn) 
Kirsty Hoyle is Access Manager for SOLT / TMA and Access Manager at the 
Unicorn Theatre 

Kirsty works at the Unicorn Theatre and in 2011 the theatre was able to spend 
a considerable amount of money on new loop systems, radio microphones and 
portable infrared systems.  Although Kirsty received training in how to use the 
equipment, there was not enough communication between different 
departments, which resulted in some problems including a particularly difficult 
audio described performance. 

Since then, due to better communication, particularly with the technical 
department, things have improved, but problems do still occur which can be 
frustrating and disappointing. 
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Break-out sessions 
Delegates then had the opportunity to break up into smaller groups to engage 
with one of six break-out sessions: 

 Infrared and radio systems 

 Loop systems 

 Managing things front of house 

 Understanding the needs of users 

 What you need for a successful audio description system 

 I want a new system – what would be the best for my venue? 

Each break-out session had an expert in the field as well as staff from the 
conference organising team.  These sessions gave the opportunity for 
delegates to engage in detail with certain topics, with opportunities to ask 
further questions specific to their own needs. 
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Summing Up 
Ken Bennett-Hunter reassembled the delegates and summed up the 
conference. 

 He was interested to note that it seemed disaster is the great spur to 
improving the service.  Perhaps this conference could help us know 
more about the issues before they arise and be seen as an alternative to 
a disaster.  By securing the commitment of senior managers within 
theatres, hopefully more care and dedication to the needs of assistive 
listening system users will be provided throughout the sector. 

 A general point about staff training and testing equipment repeatedly 
came up, as well as the relationship between front of house and the 
technical staff, and the technical staff understanding the equipment and 
learning what's required for audio describers. 

 Another obvious point that was repeatedly made was to listen to the 
users and discover what they want, not always easy to do when they are 
cross and upset, yet without the user’s experience it is hard to identify 
the specific faults. 

 Many problems arise in the ticket booking process whether the 
transaction takes place in a box offices, online or through an agency. 

 It’s important to look after audio describers by providing suitable 
equipment, making sure their training is up to date and making sure they 
get involved in the sound check. 

 Ken closed the conference with one positive tip that came out of one of 
the sessions: if you've got hiss on your infrared system, turn the 
modulator down and the feed up, and it will greatly improve it. 
Something very specific to take away. 
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Biographies of speakers 

Ken Bennett-Hunter 

A. K. Bennett-Hunter has over 40 years’ experience as a stage manager, 
production manager, general manager and producer.  He has worked in the 
West End and in the funded sector including the National Theatre, English 
National Opera and Opera North.  For six years he was Administrative Director 
of the Theatre Royal Stratford East. 

He has been Executive Producer for productions at Strindberg’s Intima Teater 
and the Royal Dramaten Elverket Theatre in Stockholm and has contributed to 
management training courses in Finland and South Korea.  He was President of 
the Theatrical Management Association (1995-1998). 

As a technical management consultant, his clients have included the Abbey 
Theatre in Dublin and London's South Bank Centre.  

He is Series Editor of The Stage e-book career guides 'Working Backstage', co-
editor of The Stage's Backstage Focus section and editor of the Association of 
British Theatre Technicians' journal, Sightline. 

He was a founder Board member of VocalEyes from 1997 until 2005 including 
two years as Chair and was Independent Chair of the STAGETEXT/VocalEyes 
See a Voice project. 

Jeanette Wright 

Jeanette was born hearing and led a happy life – then in 1983 she suddenly 
became deaf and then five years later divorced.  It was a very distressing time 
– but she decided to learn sign language and has since mixed with the Deaf and 
hearing communities both socially and professionally. 

She gained numerous qualifications for teaching and assessing and became a 
self-employed deaf awareness/communication tactics trainer in March 2007 
having previously taught for 12 years at her local Adult Education Centre and a 
charity.  She has delivered training at Guys Hospital, Buckingham Palace, 
Windsor Castle, Thurrock Council, to name but a few.  She holds an NVQ 
Business Administration Assessor D32/D33 qualification for which she received 
a Trainee of the Year award from Southend College in 1997. 
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Toby Davey  

Toby is registered blind, a Guide Dog Owner for the last 10 years and has been 
involved in the arts since he graduated from Cheltenham and Gloucester 
College of Higher Education in 1996 with a degree in Photography.  He then 
moved to London to set up his own business as a freelance Photographer 
which he ran for a few years before finding his way into working at the BBC on 
arts radio programmes.  He then joined VocalEyes as Deputy Director in early 
2006.   

Toby has always had problems with his eyesight which resulted from being 
given too much or too little oxygen as a premature baby.  His eyesight has 
deteriorated over the years but this has not stopped him enjoying the arts 
having found audio description and VocalEyes just over six years ago.   

Toby is very involved in developing the VocalEyes service both for blind and 
partially sighted people and the clients VocalEyes works with.  

Tom Lane 

Tom is Major Projects Manager at Ampetronic and has gained a wide 
appreciation of audio induction loop systems during his 18 years’ experience 
with the company.  Graduating from Sheffield University in 1992 with an 
honours degree in Electronic engineering, he joined Ampetronic as a product 
development engineer.  Tom founded the technical support operation in the 
mid-late 1990s based on customer need, and was lead support engineer for a 
number of years before taking on his current role.  Tom is a Chartered Engineer 
and member of the Institution of Engineering and Technology.  

Simon Pinder-Hales  

Simon is the UK Sales Manager at Ampetronic, the market leading, UK-based, 
Induction Loop manufacturer and provider of system designs, support and 
educational tools.  He is a graduate of London’s South Bank University where 
he gained an honours degree in Electrical engineering.  Simon then honed his 
knowledge as a graduate trainee at Oscar Faber Consultants before moving 
into technical sales roles with Polaroid and other leading audio visual 
organisations before joining Ampetronic three years ago. 

Both Tom and Simon are committed to developing and installing systems that 
are of genuine benefit to hearing aid users and that help to increase quality of 
life for hard of hearing people. 
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Ben Steinitz 

Ben is Senior Audio Engineer at the National Theatre, London.  He maintains, 
repairs and manages all the sound equipment at the theatre.  These comprise: 
the sound rigs within each theatre and smaller rigs for specific events within 
the building; all show-communications; the building paging and EVAC systems; 
the SMATV system; access facilities; and their recording studio. 

He is involved in their systems' replacement programmes and in continuing 
their development and improvement.  He also provides technical assistance on 
individual shows, designing bespoke electronics systems to suit a particular 
requirement or 'magical effect'. 

Roz Chalmers 

Roz worked for many years as a lipspeaker for deaf people before seeking a 
change of direction and a chance to use her voice.  Her love of the theatre, and 
a desire to continue in access work, made audio-description the ideal choice.  
She was trained in 2000 by Andrew Holland and Louise Fryer to join the team 
of audio describers at the Royal National Theatre and now combines that with 
work for VocalEyes and with STAGETEXT.  Working with VocalEyes has given 
Roz the opportunity to describe a wonderful variety of productions.  
"Describing productions like Cirque de Soleil and visual poems from the 
Disability Film Festival has taught me that nothing is impossible - with the 
collaboration of visually impaired experts we will find the right language to 
make a production vivid for the audience." 

Bobbie Stokes 

Having started in the front of house department, Bobbie Stokes has been 
Theatre Manager at the Royal Court for the past seven years.  Prior to this he 
was Front of House Manager at the Alexandra Theatre in Birmingham.  Bobbie 
is responsible for the day-to-day running of the building, and oversees the 
public-facing departments of the company including the ushering, bookshop 
and café bar teams.  Several years ago Bobbie took on overall responsibility for 
the company’s approach to disability equality, including the staging of the 
theatre’s accessible performances.         
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Kirsty Hoyle 

Kirsty is the Access Manager for the Society of London Theatre and the 
Theatrical Management Association where she is responsible for advising and 
supporting all member theatres and arts venues on access and accessibility.  
She also works at the Unicorn Theatre developing their flagship programme of 
work for disabled children and adults and in both positions is the principal 
point of contact for all access issues.  Kirsty has worked with children and 
young adults with a range of disabilities for over 10 years and works as a 
freelance arts access consultant and trainer.  

John Young 

John has worked in the theatre industry for 25 years.  Having studied Stage 
Management at Guildford School of Acting, John went on to complete 
residencies at several regional theatres including York Theatre Royal, The 
Churchill Theatre, Bromley and Richmond Theatre as well as freelance 
production and conference work at home and abroad.  John joined Milton 
Keynes Theatre as Technical Manager for its opening in 1999 and in 2006 he 
was promoted to General Manager.  In 2010 John switched disciplines and 
became Safety and Environmental Advisor for the Ambassador Theatre Group.  
In 2011 John was promoted to the newly-created role of Head of Technical 
Services which involves overseeing the technical management, training and 
infrastructure of ATG’s 39 venues.  John has production managed two national 
touring productions and in 2008 the West End production of Girl with a Pearl 
Earring at the Theatre Royal, Haymarket. 


