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ABSTRACT

People experiencing disabilities, and their advocates, are
actively demanding the right to live, work, and recreate in
integrated and normalized community settings. Community
based art education events will be imy by this in-process
civil rights movement. Thisarticle focuseson themeans through
which art educators can make community art events accessible
topeople experiencing disabilities. Segregated community events,
like the Very Special Arts Festivals, ared:scussedasthe;'ymable
to accommodate community integration. Guidelines for creat-
ing barrier-free environments are included.
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Integrating People Experiencing Disabilities into
Community Arts Events:

Model Projects and Guidelines

People experiencing disabilities, and their advocates, are
actively demanding the right to live, work, and recreate in
integrated and normalized community settings.' Evidence of
this could be seen during the months preceding the passage of
the civil rights legislation known as the “Americans with Dis-
abilities Actof 1990 as tens of thousands of people with disabili-
tiesand theiradvocates converged on Washington, D.C. tolobby
and demonstrate for the passage of this publiclaw. The demand
for community integration is being supported in special educa-
tion literature, community forums, human service agencies,and
in all branches of local, state, and national government. Repre-
sentatives of the forty-three million Americans experiencing
auditory, visual, communication, emotional, behavioral, intel-
lectual and health-related disabilities are insisting that support
services be made available so that this constituency can partic-
pate in the widest possible range of integrated and normalized
community activities. It is likely that the Americans with Dis-
abilities Act of 1990 will provide the legal means through which
this aspiration can be realized. This legislation is designed to
encourage community integration by protecting people with
disabilities from being discriminated against in terms of equal
access to housing, transportation, communication services, em-

, and public and private buildings. This act assumes
that disability is not necessarily inherent in people but is more
likely due to human-madeenvironments thatare physicallyand
programmatically inaccessible by design.

Art education will be profoundly affected by this in-pro-
cess civil rights movement. The buildings in which we provide
services, the curricula that we write, the art activities that we
design, the teaching methods that we use, and the arts events
that we organize will need to be physically and programmati-
cally congruent with the wishes, aspirations, and abilities of
children, youth, and adults experiencing disabilities. A three-
year study by Schleien, Rynders, and Mustonen (1988) of
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communi mﬁmardmoppmﬂn\iﬁesfml?eophwiﬂi
dmab:hhetﬁycmﬁrm&ntﬂ'uerespotmbd:tyfurnnhngmpm-
grmaccasiblerals,magwatamnt,mﬂ\artedummm
other arts service providers.

The purpose of this article will be to focus on the means
ufhich art educators can make community-based arts
events, with an arts education orientation, accessible to people
experiencing disabilities. We will speculate on how segregated
community artsevents suchas the “Very Spedial ArtsFestivals”
(VSAF) can be used toaccommodate this purpose. Our position
will be that segregated events are counter-productive to the
current disability rights movement and should be eliminated in
favor of integrated events. We recognize theimportant contribu-
tion that VSAFs have made to creating barrier-free” arts educa-
tion environments and recommend that their elimination be
achieved by merging them with appropriate existing commu-
nityevmb?Guiddmﬁﬁrﬂﬁsendeamwiﬂ be presentedin the
context of the merger of the Eugene, Oregon VSAF with the
Eugene Imagination Celebration in the Spring of 1989 and the
ongoing integration of Central Florida Very Spedial Arts Pro-
grams with other festivals and community organizations in the
area.

Very Special Arts and Very Special Arts Festivals

Very Special Arts (VSA) was founded in 1974 by Jean
Kennedy Smith. The United States Congress has directed this
educational affiliate of the John F. Kﬂmedf;;r(:mlaahforﬂue
Performing Arts to coordinate arts programs for peopie experi-
encing disabilities within the United States. Promotional mate-
rials from VSA indicate that VSA-sponsored events take placein
fifteen thousand communities in the United States and in fifty
countries throughout the world (Very Spedial Arts, n.d.). More
than one million people are served by VSA-spon-
sored programs (Very Spedial Arts Education Office, n.d.). VSA,
i its congressional mandate, has developed several
strategies for meetingits goals. Theseinclude the sponsorship of
international programs, the development of workshops and
resource materials, special projects involving arts and human
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service organizations, and VSAFs. VSA is governed by a Board
of Directors that indudes, or has included, such notable indi-
viduals as Vivenne Anderson, Ernest Boyer, Romare Bearden,
George Will, and Itzhak Perlman. People experiencing disabili-
tiesor the parents of children withdisabilitiesare represented on
the Board.

VSA considers the VSAF program to be an important
component of its on-going public relations and arts education
VSAFs are intended to promote the value of arts
programming for children, youth, and adults with disabilities to
the general public as they simultaneously provide an environ-

ment in which people experiencing disabilities can learn about
the arts and display their accomplishments. VSAFs are de-
mbﬁ"@‘"{“ itive forums” in which people

experiencing disabilities can “celebrate and share creative ac-
complishments” (Very Special Arts Education Office, n.d., p. 2).
VSA reports that 650 VSAFs are held across the United States.
Many states host multiple local and regional festivals. These
festivals are designed to “eloquently express the full range of
year-round ‘Very Special Arts activities’ (Very Special Arts
Education Office, n.d., p. 2). Art educators from school districts

across the country submit student work and donate time to these
festivals.

VSA can be commended for its advocacy on behalf of
peopleexperiencing disabilities. Its work to provide workshops
and resource materials may provide much of the
information that allows arts educators to serve children, youth,
and adults with disabilities in integrated and barrier-free set-
tings. However, the VSAF program, as it now exists in most
places, does not provide arts programs to people experiencing
in their present form cannot be considered adequateora i-
ate models for providing integrated arts education programs.
VSA is not alone in its promotion of segregated events. The

ial Olympics program is currently being criticized for its
inability to provide for integration. It has been suggested that
this program may encourage negative perceptions of people
experiencing disabilities among the general population (Rice &
Fleck, 1988; Roper, 1990; Storey, Stern & Parker, 1990). Like the
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Special Olympics, , VSAFs tend to put people with disabilities on
public display with an emphasis on the fact that they are expe-
iencing a disability. Although people notexperiencing disabili-
ties attend VSAFs, they do so primarily as spectators or facilita-
tors. In addition, the ratio of people experiencing disabilities to
&mewhoaremtisfarﬁomﬂ\eﬂn:sm]l_yomnmugra;o.a
Attendees not experiencing disabilities are in many cases in
“helping relationship” to those participants expenencing dis-
abilities. People not experienc?ngd{sablhhes_d;o not typically
participate to any great extent in festival e:'th.i!::mfms_.Addmm-
ally, theuseof the word “special” in the festival stitleis problem-
aticasitismmngmmtwimﬂ\eree?::pmen{hhmson the use of
i disability rights groups. It1s y ¢

e e o v
disabilities. It should only be used when describing what is
“different or uncommon about any person” (The Research and
Training Center on Independent Living, 1984, p.4). Given these
attributes, there is the possibility that, like the Special Olympics,
VSAFs may also be influencing the development of some nega-
tive perceptions of people with disabilities.

i current goals of the disability rights movement,
the possibility that VSAFs in their present form are contributing
mwﬁwmpﬁmsdm?mg&sahhue?, it
seems necessary that other options be explored. There is a
growing body of research that clearly demonstrates that indi-
viduals experiencing even the severest of disabilities can be
integrated into community arts and recreation programs. These
studies also suggest that this integration positively influences
perceptions of people experiencing disabilities by members of
the general population. (Ray, Schleien, Larson, Rutten, & Slick,
1986: Schleien, Krotee, Mustonen, Kelterborn, & Schermer, 1987;
Schieien, Soderman-Olson, Ray, & McMahon, 1987). While we
acknowledge the important contribution that VSAFs may have
once made in attracting attention to the arts abilities of people
with disabilities, we believe that VSAFs now need to be merged
with existing community arts festivals. Two models for this
possibility follow.
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Eugene, Oregon 1989 VSAF/Imagination
Celebration Merger

Beginning in 1983, VSAF-Eugene has shared the same
festival dates and facilities with the Eugene Imagination Cel-
ebration (EIC). Although fadilities were shared, the two festivals
were accessible to people experiencing mobility, auditory, and
visual disabilities. Promotion was handled separately, perfor-
mances were labeled VSAF or EIC, and artists exhibiting and
performing as part of the VSAF were labeled “disabled.” Plan-
ning committees for each festival were different. The VSAF
included programming for adults; the EIC did not.

For the 1989 VSAF/EIC Festivals, it was decided by EIC
and VSAF organizers to determine if participants experiencing
disabilities could be more effectively integrated into EIC events
by diminishing the distinctions between the two festivals. It was
anticipated that VSAF funding could be used to support EIC
goals and objectives. It was decided that the festival would be
childrenand youth centeredand that the title, “VSAF,” would be
greatly de-emphasized in favor of EIC. The EIC included Doug
Blandy on its advisory board as an advisor on art educationand
people experiencing disabilities. Linna Muschlitz was the local
VSAF consultant* In turn, the EIC agreed toindude performers
and artists experiencing disabilities in its schedule of events
without drawing attention to their disabilities. All facilities
connected with the EIC would be made as barrier-free as pos-
sible. The site of the festival would be evaluated forits successin
this area, and recommendations to future EIC coordinators
would be made. In addition, the EIC would include a volunteer
advisory panel of people experiencing disabilities to work with
festival organizers in creating a barrier-free environment. Festi-
val promotion was handled by the EIC with input from Blandy
and Muschlitz.

As in years past, the 1989 EIC was held in and around
Eugene’s HultCenter for the Performing Arts. This center houses
two theaters, a large public meeting room, a visual arts gallery,
a large lobby space, and an outdoor plaza. An elevator and rest
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organizers. The festival site was made accessible to partia-
:::lnls with diﬁ?iiiﬁesbyusingmdmandﬂcdﬁdm
(National Endowment for the Arts, n.d.) todesign the exhibits of
artwurkandthepmpaﬂtimofexplammm_tenais.ms
indudad&neuseofaudiotapﬁ,BmiILe,and_hrgepnnbAB{ame
mapnftheEleasavaﬂableatﬂwinfombmcmﬁer.Fqnum
ando&uobsndﬁweremedﬁomooqmm_ams,mx-

aubﬁﬂndm&ndsdpmuﬁmﬂcwa'm*’“

ized in favor of a festival that was to a great extent
accﬁsiblebaﬂdmﬂdmandywmmme}qcalmmun{ty.’f:}e
festival site was modified so that participants experienang
Gisabilities could enjoya largely barrier-free environment. How-
ever, questions did arisemmﬁngﬂwnqmbaofMga-
tions needed to make the Hult Center accessible. Some organiz-
erssugulndﬁnt{-uhn'eEICSbeheld elsewhere. Itisimpossible
to state the numbers of childrenand youthexperiencingdisabi
tieswho atlsmded.Tohawcmﬂnctedamspsa_tmefﬁnva} site
wasmbyEICardVSAngarﬁmasan}nfnngmgmmnﬂw
personal rightsofall of thoseattending, Festival organizers were
aware, however, that promotional materials did reach people
with disabilities and that several organizations and institutions
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serving these people did facilitate attendance of some of their
members. Festival coordinators did observe numerous mem-
bers of the local community who experience disabilities at the
EIC. However, disabilities are rarely identifiable by sight, so it
was impossible to judge theratio of people experiencing disabili-
ties to people not experiencing disabilities. Some disabilities
ceased to matter, because of the environmental accessibility
achieved by EIC coordinators and planners.

Two noteworthy problems were encountered by EIC coor-
dinators. It was determined that publicity efforts did not reach
all potential participants. The advisory panel indicated that
networks of distribution were not efficient or successful in
reaching all advocacy groups or individuals with disabilities.
This panel also concluded that more personal contact between
EIC coordinators and potential participants prior to the event
would haveinsured more significant members of attendees with
disabilities. In addition, EIC coordinators discovered that per-
ceptions of environments that are accessible . It was not
uncommon to encounter administrators who claimed that their
sites or programs were accessible. However, after analysis, these
sites or programs were found to be inaccessible. Claims of
accessibility could not be relied upon. Somelast minute less than
adequate alterations had to be initiated.

Central Florida VSA

In 1989 Kristin joined the Central Florida VSA
committee, which is coordinated Crealde Arts, Inc.,an
art school in Winter Park, a nearby suburb of Orlando. Karen
Branen became a VSA member shortly thereafter. Traditionally,
this VSA program had held teacher workshopsand coordinated
a large spring or early summer festival which was basically a
segregated event. In recent years, the festival had taken place in
the Education Building on the University of Central Florida
campus during the University’s spring break. Children and
youth were bussed in from three county areas, and approxi-
mately 1,000 to 1,500 participants in special education classes

in art and activities. An ex-
hibit of their work was displayed on the day of the event.
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TMCmualPhridaWAmﬁmmnm?ﬁﬁedw?ﬂ\
ﬁﬁsamngemﬂa:dhlmiyimdaddedd\atam;m:m
integrated, not only with the work of people not

ﬂuegmeralpubiicforbngerpa'iodsthanom day. The
mﬂeea]so agreed that the festival workshops needed tobe
nwmacﬁvelyeducaﬁma]ardageappmpﬁatle.lhyasulmtely

dea:&mtu'emmmmﬁtyfesﬁvalresmnmscumﬁyavaﬁable
hadmtbeenadeq\mﬂyexplmed.Cmsemmﬂy,-the\??Am
nﬁtﬂeut&ueegml:l)hurf&ﬁva]?werezdmhﬁedfur
modification to make them more accessible to all people. 2) A
new, integrated festival would be created at the University of
CentralFlm'idainlheanstudioamag‘..Husfesuiralwuuldbe
smaller (400 to 425 students) than previous years

ults mdaﬁeduﬁthx\aﬂymm@ﬂequimmm
;.‘;hibig:ouldbep]annedﬂutwwldbemfuﬂymtegmted
inregardmbuthpopu]aﬁona:dspme.

Existing festivals in the area were evaluated by the VSA
committeein order todetermineif they wereaccessible topeople
e:periaﬂ!gdis:bﬂiﬁesaxﬂif&eywouldbeposa_blemtsfor
evenlsmmsaheadyfuurdmbemmmedam :
barrier-free toeveryone.ThisevennsmemerPa:k&dem]k
Art Festival (WPSAF). Beginning in 1960, the WPSAF has be-
mmdﬁwmpmhiommfﬁﬁvalsmmEUmﬁeds_tat&_i.Tt\e
emphasisismaxtmda:ﬁsuomrﬂ\eyufsmnyaruﬂsmed
into the art show associated with this festival have been artists
expaiendﬂgd'nsabﬂiﬁaﬁchmlarte:dﬁb_itstgaveﬂagaﬂd
evuyf&tiw]gmwingnmlm]nrﬁupanpgsdndsmpr-
ange County. In 1973, an interactive area was incorporated into
the festival for all children from 5 to 12 years of age. Volunteers
are available mwpchﬂdrmwl‘nneedindlwduahzed atten-
tion.
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A similar festival design is now implemented at Winter
Parks Autumn Art Festival. This festival and the children’s
events associated with the festival are publicized as welcoming
individuals with disabilities. Individualized arrangements, if
necessary, can be made by contacting one of the coordinating
organizations.

The Community Coordinated Child Care (4-C) Children’s
Festival takes place in an area that is barrier-free. However, it
traditionally has not offered anarteducational component. They
have now welcomed the cooperation of Central Florida’s VSA
into their event. VSA is now part of the 4-C planning committee
and isresponsible for an area which invitesall festival visitors to
participate in workshops and enjoy The 4-C fes-
tival focuses on families and children under 12. Consequently,
VSA programming has also been directed to this population.

Central Florida's VSA also hosted a mainstreamed festival
for middle and high school students at the University of Central
Florida's art studios in March 1991. All activities were age
appropriate, and educationally challenging for all participants.
The National Theatre for the Deaf gave a presentation for all
students who attended.

Efforts have also been made in Central Florida to moveart
work by people experiencing disabilities outinto the community
inanormalized, integrated manner. In this spirit, the University
of Central Florida Community Arts Program coordinated an
exhibit that would include art works by students experiencing
disabilities who are placed in “regular” art classes. The exhibit
was titled, “Challenged: Problem Solving in the Visual Arts” and
was by Rollins College and the City of Winter
Park. It was decided by the Community Arts Program that VSA
sponsorship would not be used because of the word “special” in
the name of this potential sponsor. The use of this label was
thought to be an infringement on the rights of the students as

well as being unnecessary. The feedback from the community on
this exhibit was very positive.

Central Florida's committee’s goals to work towards more
integrative arts programming has not always progressed



26 BlandnymnequongdonIMmcMirz

i i i VSA guide-
sum&lyandmt!wutaa:ﬂ:ct-lﬂaumalandsﬂte -
i i and reporting is
hnﬁmmdmbemﬁ Mﬂmﬁmﬁmﬂaﬁs@pﬁm
over numbers, identification dpeoplesﬂved.ar_u!uhhmg&ue
%Aloguﬂmlmalmmnﬁmisbeinguhdmt Ermtsplnﬁ:ld-
ingilselfhmtlﬁnamngstfesﬁvalﬁandcnnﬁequmﬂy oslsrﬁ
effectiveness in terms of national VSA goals. What had been
up with some efficiency fmyearsis now bemgre.:onsmnched
andqusﬁonﬂiCmtalHawdﬂ\'SA snew direction takes more
time.nmef&xtnmdehateandgreatﬂmummtymppmt

mﬂnﬂergmupaxﬂﬂrewogramhas ;
bemmc:ngedm ways, to its traditional format. The terminology
usedisomeagaindebﬂiiaﬁngandquohsmbemg_camﬂ]y

organizational structures. We have been fortunate that the Arts
Sa'wmsCmmdlnmeuﬂﬁmda,lmhaSﬂmmﬂyeﬁnu;
braced the mrmalizaﬁongualswehaveouumed}ere.
ﬂ'ueur)randpracﬁce,asweallkmw,oft@domtn-leet.lnyears
ofmnﬁmamﬁngmsiwd\angﬂm&gwaysﬂmpeop!e
mdirnteanspmgramswybeslowanc_ldlfﬁaﬂLSﬁﬂtwe:?ﬁ

tl\atﬂueﬂatswhichhavebegunm(:mualﬂmda
not be lost.

Guidelines for Integrating Community Arts
Events

izations in Eugene, Oregon
g el e VS ot
existing community arts events mgge%ts'gtndeluﬁ that art
educators can use to integrate other existing communuty arts
events. These guidelines can also ﬁm{:uc_mmmmgmtae school- s
basedartsemts.Aﬂednﬂmmbhslungwmmumry
school arts events should consider the following:

organizers should establish an advi-
Q&@Aﬁmmmmmmsm
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withon planning. Inaddition, all planning committeesand

izati staff should include people with disabili-
ties. The inclusion of such individuals will help to insure
the creation of barrier-free environments.

2. People experiencing disabilities will not neces-
sarily assume thata community arts event is accessible to
them. Their experience in the community may be the
opposite. For this reason, it is important to advertise and
promoteacommunity artseventas being environmentally
and programmatically barrier-free if it is so. In this way,

3. Evaluate proposed community artseventssites
for their accessibility prior to selection. The National En-
dowment for the Arts’ The Arfsand 504 (n.d.) and organiza-
tions such as the National Rehabilitation Association can
help to determine if a site is barrier-free. In addition, an
advisory board of people experiencing disabilities can also
be useful for this purpose. This board can travel to the site
and make suggestions on needed changes.

4. All community arts events should include art-
istsand performers whoare experiencing disabilities. Hos
ever, itisnotrecommended that they be promoted as such.
To do so denigrates their abilities and communicates to-
kenism.

3. Community arts events should include volun-
teers who are experiencing disabilities. These volunteers
can be recruited through local disability rights advocacy
groups. The presence of such volunteers should not be

promoted as in any way special but should occur as a
matter of course.

6. All event information should be available in
large print and Braille formats. In addition, sign language
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to not experiencing
such forms of communication.

be in-
8. Visual art that can be touched shnuld
duded.mhwiﬂbeappredamdbya;l.gamapanﬁ,nﬁud—
ing those experiencing visual disabilities.

9. Aﬂsﬂﬁ,volunmaandaneducamslwuld

personnel involved in education be in?:ruduoe_d to
Mmem,mhm

10. The art work of those experiencing disak iies

: ial ” Todo
slm!dnotbesegregamdorﬂngled' jed outas Special.
so detracts from the artist’s abilities.

Conclusion

Mcanbemdmbt&latﬂwpassagedﬁre"mm
with Disabilities Act of 1990” will have a strong impact on arts
edumﬁmpmgramﬁngmwandinﬂieﬁmue.ltm]lp\eangﬁ
service providers will be mandated to programmatically
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environmentally respond to the needs of all people, including
those individuals who are experiencing disabilities. What will
tance of the talents and abilities of all people, and a move toward
a society with more pluralistic values.
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Footnotes

L Numerous and contested labels have long been
associated with people experiencing disabilities. For the
purposes of this article we will use the phrases “

iencing disabilities” and “people with disabilitiec”
interchangably. Both phrasesare congruent with the Guide-
lines for Reporting and Writing About People with Disabilities
('IheReswchandTraimnngtﬁmhﬂq:endguumlg,
1984). We acknowledge that labels can
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dmigrateanddepusmuﬁzeirﬂividuals. We have chosen
these phrases in the belief that they do not. However, we
know that some readers may find them objectionable or
awkward. We look forward to such times when phrases
like these will no longer be warranted or necessary.

Integrated settings are crucial to decreasing perceived
differences between people experiencing disabilities and
b vick soncine disabilities. | sed setti
assume that activities, settings, and instructional materials
will be age appropriate. In addition, the ratio of people
withdisabilities to people not experiencing disabilities will
be no more than the natural occurrence of disabilities
within the general population (Sailor, Goetz, Anderson,

Hunt, & Gee, 1988).

The normalization principle stresses the “utilization of
means which are as culturally normative as possible, in
order to establishand /or maintain personal behaviorsand
characteristics which are as culturally normative as pos-
sible” (Wolfensberger, 1972, p.20). For a discussion of the
application of this principle to art education, see Blandy,
1989; Blandy & Congdon, 1987, and Congdon, 1990.

2 Barrier-free is a term that is commonly used to
describe facilitiesand programs thatareaccessible to people
iencing disabilities. Guidelines such as those pro-
duced by the National Endowment for the Arts (n.d.), the
Smithsonian Institution (Majewskd, 1987), The Research
and Training Center on Independent Living (1984), and the
National Rehabilitation Association (1988) suggest what
constitutes a barrier-free environment.

3. See Muschlitz, L. L. (1990). Everyone is welcome -
accessibility for people with disabilities: Integrating the 1990
Very Special Arts Festival with the Lane County, Oregon,
Imagination Celebration. Unpublished Master’s project,
Department of Art Education, University of Oregon, Eu-
gene, Or. 97403.



