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training and
development

Training and development can include many things besides going to art or music
school – especially for artists with disabilities, who often do better with alternative
forms of learning. It may be learning a new way to deliver a joke after it falls flat,
or learning from the people you collaborate with in your performance troupe, or
finding out about a different kind of paint. In some art forms, your body is your
instrument; for others, you need access to equipment you may not be able to afford.

There are many benefits to attending art classes. Not only will you become more
familiar with techniques and materials, but you may be inspired by others’ work,
find out more about the art community where you live, and make connections or
form a support network. On the other hand, in visual art at least, there is something
to be said for not training at all. There is a lot of appreciation for art created by
“intuitive”, or self-taught, artists. We’ll discuss that more at the end of this chapter.

As you think about the kind of training you may want to pursue, there are a range
of options to consider. Artists learn not just through educational
institutions but also from friends or more experienced artists who
act as mentors, or through collaborating. In whatever form – and
possibly in several different forms – learning continues throughout
your life.

If  you decide that you want formal training, you can seek this out with an Internet
search, if you have a computer, or with a few phone calls to see what’s available in
your area. Most colleges and universities have arts programs; many schools are
dedicated to one discipline, like theatre or film. If you only want a single or part-
time course, school boards often offer continuing education in the arts. Remember
to ask, when talking to schools, if there’s a disability coordinator or special needs
counsellor who can help you out.

When I went to the Emily Carr Institute of Art and Design the first time I was not disabled; when I went
back, I was. And there was a disability counsellor who worked toward making sure that
the playing field was level. She would make sure that I had extra time if I needed it for an exam.
Chronic fatigue makes it so that I can’t actually hand-write. I can for short spurts, but anything longer
in duration becomes gobbledygook, so I can’t write essays out in a class. When it’s a test, I would have to
have access to a computer. She facilitated that. If I needed an extension for whatever reason, she would
facilitate that as well. I don’t know how people with disabilities do it otherwise. I mean, clearly they do.
People with disabilities have been getting through college and university forever.

bernadine

chapter 5
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When I decided to go to art school, I was living in
Michigan, and I decided to go to this little
community college in this tiny little town. I did
my first year of art school there and only took
classes that I wanted to take, and they were all
related to sculpture because I didn’t like drawing
or painting. They were still really scary for me. It
was still a thing that I could fail at, and so I would
be absolutely tensed up and just do things that
looked like someone who was really tense had
done. I did all this sculpture in school for a year
and then there were no more sculpture courses to
take.

So I moved back to Vancouver and went to
Vancouver School of Art, which later became the
Emily Carr Institute of Art and Design. I got in as
a second year student on the basis of my previous
schooling. At that time at the Vancouver School of
Art, all your more academic courses were required
in your first year, and then in your second year
you still could take art history and design and stuff
like that but you didn’t have to. So it was perfect
for me, because in my first year of art school I took
nothing that required writing papers or taking
tests, and then because of the set-up at Vancouver
School of Art, I could get into my second year and
still not take anything that required writing papers
or taking tests!

I went through my entire art school without taking
a single academic class and only doing sculpture.
That was the way, as a person with a learning
disability, that I got through art school. Of course,
what I have is an art school certificate, which
means that if I wanted to have a Bachelor of Fine
Arts degree I would have to go to a college and
take nothing but academics for two years. That’s
not gonna happen. Since then, the only kind of
official training I did was a paper-making course.
Everything else I’ve learned one-to-one,
which is the best way for me to learn.

persimmon

The acting classes I took were through a local
community theatre in basic acting. I approached
the teachers beforehand and let them know I was
wanting to take the course and what my needs
were. I didn’t really need much in the way of
adaptation; I just needed them to include me in
the class, to feel welcomed in the class, and I let
them know that there were some things I couldn’t
do exactly in the way that they were shown. I’d
adapt what they were teaching me. So, in general,
I had positive experiences. The teacher was
welcoming, did include me in the class, and the
fellow students were very supportive. I mean, we
all realized that we were in the same boat together,
not knowing anything about acting and wanting
to become an actor. The courses gave me a
foundation of acting that I probably use
in my comedy, although I can’t say specifically
where or how.

alan

 Eagle Dancer, sculpture in red alabaster
by Koskas Billy Dan



53

I did an interview for a TV program – the subject was “broken dreams.” And the
producer asked to videotape me in the dance studio. And I just said, “OK, yes.” I
went to the studio and I felt very strange because I was in my old world, and I felt
so sensitive, so sad, to be there. Beginning my interview, I just said, “Dance is
finished for me and blah blah blah.” During the interview, behind me, a group of
five dancers was doing a routine with their teacher. And the teacher asked me, “Do
you want to improvise with us?” And I said, “OK.” And the teacher pushed me into
the middle of the studio and she said to me, “Dance if you want, or just stay there
and observe.” The improvisation began and I started to move, and I felt very good,
with everybody. After the improv, maybe five or ten minutes after, I opened my
eyes and I said to myself, ‘”Oh my God – I’m a dancer!” It was a magic moment.
Incredible. And after that the teacher told me, “If you want to come every week,
just come, and we will try to figure something out. Just enjoy yourself, just have
fun.” And every week, after this improv, I slowly began to dance again.

I was supposed to begin a degree in dance before my accident. So I called my
teachers at the college, and I said, “Just to let you know, I’ve started dancing again.”
And they were like, “What? You’re a quadriplegic and you dance? We would like to

france

The classes I took were OK for the most part, because some of those people actually talked to me.When
I was in school, that was a different area. I was mainstreamed, so none of the kids would talk to me
there unless they were my friends. Both teachers that I’ve had so far in Bharata Natyam have been
inclusive. They were told beforehand by my mother what disability I had. And of course they had to be
in tune with my learning style as well, which is sort of slow, but it’s still there. I can learn. Some people
think that I cannot learn. Some people think I learn way too slow and not enough. But I learn slow in
some cases and fast in most.

rasika

after the improv, maybe five or ten minutes after, I opened my eyes and I
said to myself, “Oh my God – I’m a dancer!” it was a magic moment.

see you.” And two teachers from the college came to watch a rehearsal. After that, I
asked my teacher if it would work for me to do my degree. That took one year, and
after that I began my degree in Arts. Now I have my degree and my diploma in
dance.

Everything is more complicated, but yes, the college was accessible. Some classes
were difficult for me but I tried to adapt everything on my own. It was funny, because
at the beginning of the class, in September, every teacher was very, very gentle with
me, would give me a lot of attention, you know? But at the end of the year I was like
everybody else, and it was good, very good.
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Training is really important. Something I didn’t
realize until I was pretty much out of training is
that training is not just a place to learn how to do,
it’s a place to explore how you’re doing it. It’s an
opportunity to just get out there and do your work
and to experiment and try, and fail or succeed. It’s
a place to practice your craft. I was ignoring
disability and trying to overcome it, when I think
my efforts would have been improved by
acknowledging disability and finding ways to use
it. Finding ways to explore it, finding ways to
express it.

In my late twenties, I went to Vancouver
Community College to study jazz, which included
theory, performance and jazz guitar. I played
locally in coffee shops and organized some
musical and multidisciplinary shows at various
venues.

I have been studying electroacoustic and
soundscape composition at Simon Fraser
University. The sonic studios in the
Communications Department are accessible, and
the Centre for Students with Disabilities can
provide note-takers and assistants. The computer
music labs are not yet accessible, but I understand
they will be. There are several local institutions
which offer courses in audio work.

I have received my training in electroacoustics as
part of a degree leading toward teaching. Most of
my work has been created while studying at SFU,
where I hope to continue to complete a Masters,
with funding through scholarships and grants,
some of which are available to students with
disabilities. I would recommend consulting
centres for students with disabilities and financial
services at institutions, for options in training.

And after the training, it’s practice, practice,
practice. With some experimentation
thrown in, it’s the only way to develop
your own voice, your own style.

james

sylvi

Empty Thought Balloon, acrylic painting
by Nicholas Supina, Alberta

I was ignoring disability and trying to overcome it, when I think my efforts
would have been improved by acknowledging disability and finding ways
to use it.
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I took an audition class – and silly enough, this
was a class you had to audition for – so I worked
on a monologue and I went there and auditioned,
and I must have looked like a frightened child. It
was pathetic. The instructor said, “Look, I don’t
know what they’ve been teaching you at SFU, but
I want you to do that again, and don’t engage me
– you’re breaking some rudimentary rules of
monologues. Start again.” So I started again and I
couldn’t finish it. I was really nervous. And you
could hear him saying, “It’s OK, it’s all right.” And
then he says, “Look, I really think if you want to
take this trade seriously you’re gonna have to look
at more training.” And I’m thinking, “What the
heck? I’ve just done eight years of training, I can’t
listen to this!” And I looked at him and I said, “You
know, you’re wrong. You’re wrong. I don’t need
more training. I need confidence. I gave you a bad
reading. Give me a minute to regroup and do this
again.” And he says, “OK, prove me wrong.”

So I went off to the side and I said “All right, let’s
just get it all together.” And I came back and I did
a performance. I heard him laughing; he was
really involved, enjoying the performance. And I
finished it up and he said, “I’d admit you just on
the strength of that to any program I’ve got here.
It’s obvious that you’re a strong actor. But what’s
going on?” And to me that was the sure sign that
I’ve got the talent and I’ve got the training but
it’s all for nothing if it’s not practiced. And
that’s the training, the training is ongoing,
the work is ongoing, the practice is
ongoing.

The way that training works in comedy is you just
go on out into the fire and see if you can survive.
Fortunately, I survived. I would say it took me a
good five years of working steadily at it before I
had a solid twenty-minute or half-hour act. In my
early years, the first five or seven years, I was really
beating my head when it came to getting my first
crack at the comedy business, so I was pretty
much working on my own as a disabled comic.
Other fellow comics were supportive of what I was
trying to do, but when it came time for me to really
push, I very much felt that I was on my own.

I think even when you do go to painting classes
and are supposedly being taught, it’s still self-
taught. I don’t know how somebody could teach
you how to do that. It really is just practicing
and looking and experimenting and
playing and practicing and looking. It’s all
of those things, over and over and over.

Honestly, I think I’m self-taught. I’ve always feared
being too technical – then you never have feeling.
The reason I paint is emotion. And if I paint using
certain techniques, like mixing colours according
to a plan or an instruction manual – if I do that
that way, first of all it will be work, a task, it will be
routine. For me it makes no sense to do it that way;
that means you’re better off making a balance
sheet or financial report. For me, when I paint, I’m
completely involved in my canvas. I get pleasure
from playing with colours from beginning to end.

alan

bernadine

roger

james
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It’s exciting to be on a really strong show. When one comic leaves the stage he’s got
that audience at a pitch where they’re thinking, “No, no, stay, we want more, we
want more!” And if they’re introducing you, you’re walking into a very negative
energy, because they’re looking at you like, “No, we don’t want you, we want the
other guy.” So you have to make adjustments in your own performance to wipe the
other guy off the face of the earth and get your image into the minds of the audience.
That’s the evolution of the personality on stage, which only happens over a period
of time. When you first get into the business you only know your material, you’re
still terrified. You walk out and you do your routine the same way every single
time. You don’t change the phrasing, you don’t change the intonation, you don’t
change a single word. But now I can walk out there and say, “Oh, yeah, I do this joke
like this but this time I’m doing it like this, because this will get a laugh if I do it
this way.” And it’s that little inner voice that tells you exactly what to
say, when to look, how to move. If you don’t listen to it, you won’t
get the laugh you want. I’ve learned to listen to that little voice. That’s
part of that evolution thing. Never try to fight it.

gord

I learned to carve when I was seven years old. I borrowed my mom’s paring knife
and I carved the end of my grade one pencil – the wooden pencils that they issued
at those Catholic day-care schools. It didn’t look too good. That was my first carving.
And after, I just kept on carving, better and bigger totem poles. I’d sit with the
elders and they told me, “Oh, carve this and carve that and carve it
like this,” and basically showed me how they carved things a long
time ago.That’s the style that I follow now.

koskas

Pink Salmon Bowl, sculpture in
pink alabaster by Koskas Billy Dan

If you’re lucky, or if you search for one, you may find a mentor – someone whose work you respect
who will teach you, one-on-one, about specific techniques or about the world of art generally.
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week, Kuldip, who was my teacher, said to me, “You
are ready for CandoCo.” Can you imagine?
CandoCo is big in England. Like La La La Human
Steps, or Holy Body Tattoo here in Canada... it’s
very big. And I’m thinking, “OK, I’m ready for
CandoCo. What does that mean?” And he said to
me, “I would like to work with you in Montreal.”

We worked three months, very, very hard. He
pushed me, every day, pushed my limits.
Sometimes it was too hard, and sometimes it was
magic and fantastic and unbelievable. Kuldip
taught me half of what I know right now. Half and
maybe more.

Why do I want a mentor? Naïveté. Any industry
has what you see on the outside and then what
really happens on the inside. I did some research
for CARFAC-BC on the possibility of establishing
a mentorship program. And what I found was that
all the emerging artists absolutely wanted it, and
the senior artists also felt that they would get a
lot out of it. So there’s a lot of good will in
Vancouver for people helping each other out as
much as they can.

bernadine

After I graduated from college, I was in Montréal,
alone, with nobody else to do integrated dance
with, and I was thinking, “Oh my God, what’s
next?” So I sent an email to CandoCo, an
integrated dance company in England and said,
“I’m in Montréal, I’m a dancer, and I would like
to learn more, I’m a student.” I received an email
back that said, “We’re doing a workshop in
August.” That was in May. And I thought, “Oh my
God! OK. I have three months to find money to
go there.” I called everybody... and I found the
money finally and went to England for the
workshop. It was an intensive workshop, one week.
And at the end of the week, we did a performance.

I learned a lot of things. When you go to a place
like CandoCo, you see many wheelchairs.
Everybody works with a wheelchair and does
research, you know? And you are not alone. You
can see everybody. When I’m alone, the only way
that I can look at myself is in the mirror. It’s when
you can see another person with a wheelchair that
you can see that it’s interesting to see a back.

I understood many, many things. After just one

he pushed me, every day, pushed my limits. sometimes it was too hard,
and sometimes it was magic and fantastic and unbelievable.

For me, it was a matter of running into this
person; I heard him speak twice, and then simply
approached him and asked him if he was
interested in doing it. Which he was – it was just
a matter of whether it was going to fit. He does
something very different – he does landscapes.
And he’s not a woman, he’s a man, which,
considering my topic material, there’s that. I’m not
really sure where that’s going to  go.

france

Often, artists will find like-minded artists
that they can collaborate with, as equal partners.

rasika

We are a team: me, my teacher and my mom. Of
course, we have our respective roles. My role is to
perform. My mother’s role is to rewrite the
traditional stories to suit the choreography my
dance teacher does and to suit the audience.
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Yeah, the Kiss and Tell Collective definitely have our skills and our division of labour.
I do stuff like put together scripts and make timelines for what we need to have
accomplished when. I do a lot of the internal organization that doesn’t have to do
with dealing with the outside world. And that works really well. Also, because I’ve
had to learn to really organize things in order to deal with my own day-to-day life,
I’m used to doing lists and charts and stuff like that.

persimmon

For my one-act play, I hired a director one month before the first run of the play
opened, a friend who was experienced as a director and had a connection with me
already. When she directed me she was very open and flexible.She was working
with the way I move as opposed to some standard, working with the way I speak
as opposed to some standard. That’s very important, to have a director who’s not
tied to specific forms of moving or acting or specific forms when it comes to voice.
That’s what being connected with the disability arts movement has
taught me: that it’s OK to break the rules. And often it’s even better
to break the rules rather than trying to perform in the same way that
other people do.

alan

Whether or not you’re working on the same piece, having a few supportive
artists around you to discuss things and share ideas with can be very helpful.

Other comics have put in a good word for me and
said that I can hold a show. I’ve been actively trying
to build up that support system for myself.
Inevitably, that’s what all of us do – we develop
that kind of moral support system with fellow
artists. Other comics have been very supportive
of me and of what I do. One piece of advice I would
give to emerging comics with disabilities is to try
and forge friendships, or a support base, from
other artists in your field.

alan

sylvi macCormac performing at kickstART!
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Two or three of us work together. We call each
other and say, “What are you doing tomorrow? The
weather’s good – let’s meet at such and such place.”
That kind of thing is nice. Sometimes, at the end
of the day, we ask each other how our paintings
turned out. We learn that way, because three or
four painters on the same spot will do completely
different paintings. The colour is different, the
composition, the drawing. But you do that with
special people. Like going fishing. You do that with
people you’re comfortable with, who go at the
same speed as you. You have to be with people who
have the same style – not the same style but who
like to paint the same way. If you’re a plein air
painter, sometimes you prefer wild scenery and
sometimes you prefer urban.

Then we also go to symposiums with maybe forty
or fifty artists. That’s a time to do work to present
to the public. You might share at supper time with
some people, but not with all forty people. I prefer
a small group.

roger

Me and the comics get along pretty well for the
most part. Perhaps, as much as anything, because
my act is so different from most other comics.
They don’t feel that they’re in danger of me
stealing their material. And they’re certainly not
going to steal my material, because there’s little
that they could do with my blind jokes!
Sometimes you get great jokes from out
of the blue from another comic who’ll say,
“Maybe, doing this joke you should try it
this way.”

gord

I’ve often felt that I’m trying to break new ground,
so a lot of this is self-learned and trying to get my
own thing going. I don’t know if there’s anyone
else out there who’s successfully done what I’m

james

As an artist, you may also reach a point where
you’re able to teach others.

I am part of the disability movement in another
way. I’m teaching classes to people with
disabilities. That’s been an interesting process
because the whole point of the class is to provide
people with disabilities with an intro to art
materials – to drawing, painting and sculpting –
which is giving them the professional materials
that everybody else is using as artists. And helping
them learn how to use that material, so that they
can continue.

I’ve found myself up against the very reason why
I wanted to teach this course. That is, people
perceive that people with disabilities don’t really
need to have professional materials or to be taught
these things, that maybe we should be teaching
them crafts rather than treating them like any
other artists, where you say, “Here’s the materials,
let’s do some art.” That’s also coming from some
of the students themselves, this sort of entrenched
belief. I don’t feel that people with disabilities are
taken seriously, even when they want to do art. It’s
therapy, or it’s play, or it’s something to boost their
self-confidence. Do you know what I mean? It’s not
seen as work.

bernadine

trying to do. I’ve got peers who work in theatre,
work in television, and I call on them for advice
and support and reinforcement and whatnot. And
at times they call on me. It’s more of a support
system than a mentorship. But that’s something
that I want to be part of too. I want to be able
to mentor people. I would like to be able
to help the next person who comes along
to get through some of the crap that I’ve
been up against.
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I have my company, called Corpuscule Dance, with
another woman, who comes from a classical and
modern dance background, and a guy with
contact dance and improvisation experience.
Right now we give some dance classes in a
rehabilitation centre – one day a week for seven
weeks. Maybe we’ll do a weekend intensive
worksho and maybe this summer some people
from CandoCo will come to Montreal, and we will
give a one-week intensive workshop. The rest of
the time we will work, research, to present a piece
in 2003. I hope we will give a performance here in
the Théâtre Tangente: it’s a big theatre for young,
contemporary artists. We have had very good
feedback.

france

For most artists, their art education comes
from a variety of sources, just like their
inspiration. This is good; it gives them a wealth
of experience to draw upon.

A friend gave me a guitar when I was sixteen. I’d
been writing poetry since the age of nine. She
taught me the chords C, G and D, and I explored
variations based on those, experimenting by
myself with both picking and strumming. Then I
got some chord books to learn more on my own. I
took guitar lessons and I sang and played bass
drum with the Extraordinary Clown Band for a
couple of years, where my musical ear was
exposed to klezmer, jazz and circus music at the
Children’s and Folk Festivals.

sylvi

The best words of advice I ever got from the
comics were, “The first 100 shows do not count;
that’s just work experience.” I’d watch these guys
work and I’d say, “How do you get to that point,
how do you reach that point of calm, of control?”
And they’d always tell me the same thing: it was
time and experience. I have watched the character
of Gord Paynter emerge and evolve on stage. And
that’s been very exciting. I come away sometimes
saying, “You know, two years ago I could not have
done that show. I couldn’t have done it.” Because
it was beyond my skill level, my personality level.
I used to tape-record all of my shows and play
them back. And I would learn so much from a
recording – where I blew a joke, or I’d discover it
wasn’t really a joke at all.

gord

I did go once to a group – there were maybe twelve
of us. Each of us would work and the artist there
would comment on our work and make
suggestions. But it was not theory. He didn’t teach
us technique, and I didn’t want him to. I didn’t
want to learn how to make grey or to make green,
because if it’s a recipe, it’s no fun. After a couple
of years, I went to a series of intensive workshops
for colour, composition – maybe three complete
days – just to go and reassure myself, give myself
some confidence. With those intensive
workshops sometimes you pick up only
ten percent of the content. But you go on
working, and five or eight years later you
think, “Oh, that’s what they meant by
that.” Also, I never wanted to be like my teacher.
You know, the best compliment for me is when
you say, “I recognized your paintings when I saw
them.” But if you tell me I remind you of the Group
of Seven, it’s not a compliment. I really like those
painters and I know how they influence us, but I
never want to do the same colours, the same
compositions as those men.

roger
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Intuitive or Self-Taught Art

This kind of art is also sometimes called visionary, primitive, naïve or outsider
art, although there are some differences in what each of the terms means. Generally,
this type of art can be characterized by an innocent or “childlike” quality, unusual
use of materials, wild subject matter, exuberant creativity and a lack of concern
for mainstream art. In fact, creators of this work often may not even think of it as
“art”– they’re just following their inner voice and natural instincts. They are
creating directly out of personal vision, experience, memory or obsession, rather
than from commonly accepted ideals.

The widespread awareness of forms of creativity that exist outside accepted cultural
“norms” began with the research of psychiatrists early in the twentieth century.
Dr. Hans Prinzhorn collected thousands of works by psychiatric patients and his
book Bildernerei der Geisteskranken (Artistry of the Mentally Ill), published in 1922,
became an influential work among surrealists and other artists of the time. One
artist who was particularly affected by the works Prinzhorn presented was the
famous French artist Jean Dubuffet. Together with others, including André Breton,
Dubuffet formed the Compagnie de l’Art Brut (raw art) in 1948.

Meditating, acrylic painting
by Julie Milano, North Vancouver
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During the 1970s, interest in works of art by untrained artists began to grow.
Collectors and curators of this work started to group several other types of art
and artists under the name “Outsider Art,” because the creators were outside the
mainstream of the art community.

Some people feel that it is arrogant to assume that anything that doesn’t adhere to
a typical Western system of expression is therefore “outside”. However, the term
has stuck because it is a handy way to categorize work that seems to have different
motivations and concerns than work produced by mainstream artists, and to
identify a certain segment of what the art market is interested in.

Of course, becoming a part of the mainstream art market means that the outsider
artists become “insiders”– and some would say they risk becoming “contaminated”
by what they think the art world wants from them. These problems aside, though,
the fact remains that our society has developed a deep appreciation for
the fresh, honest and original creative expression of untrained artists.

There are many interesting websites about visionary and outsider art. Here are a
couple to get you started:

www.interestingideas.com/out/out.htm

www.avam.org

Poster from the hit show brought by Minneapolis’ Interact Centre for
Visual and Performing Arts to kickstART!


