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Introduction:

Universal design is a concept that aids in creating inclusive spaces for society.

Applying UD in Commercial and Educational theaters in New York City can address the

existing representational gaps within their communities (students, theater makers, and

supporting staff). Inclusive theater is a production or creative space that incorporates all

differences, i.e., racial, political, sexuality, religion, and disability, in all aspects of their

work. A commercial theater is a theater house that creates shows with the intent to

make money from its productions. An Educational Theater is a company whose primary

purpose is to teach performance and its related skills to people at all levels. These skills

include singing, dancing, acting, technical stage production, stage management, and

ensemble building. There is some overlap between these company styles because

some projects are collaborative, and many preprofessional/professional artists work

across all stages in order to be consistently working.

Artistically, I desire to be an artist who generates conversations around equity,

inclusion, and diversity. Values are evident in art despite the medium. The values are

the beliefs that the observers of the art leave with and the first things that are pumped

into the body of work by artists. These values are infused into artists' work and received

by audience members. Because these beliefs create values, art teaches us what and

whom to value. Over time, these choices, based on perceived artistic and monetary

exchange value, become internalized by consumers.

Inclusive theater is not shown consistently compared to its commercial

counterparts because it is often undersuppported (financially). When there are

productions that have an “Inclusive night,” it is designed to make the institution of the
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commercial theater appear as if they are regularly inclusive. All theaters serve as hosts

for artists to cultivate more art. It is not just that they serve as hosts for artists and

creators, but they also often serve other interests. The art created is heavily policed,

and the powers that be (producers) are always only looking for certain types of people

to play characters within productions. Most of the people who play the roles happen to

be white and able-bodied. These characters are not standard ensemble members but

instead are more than supporting the main company through playing supporting and

leading roles. Some people will fit into the existing frameworks and ways of doing

things. The “old ways” (pre-2000) are traditions that were initially a group of normalized

behaviors that became readily practiced and whose remnants are still a part of today's

business practice. The problem with doing things the “old way or traditionally” is that it is

whitewashed, heteronormative, and ableist. It places able-bodied people and white

people at the top. If you are not one or both of those things, you are not welcome into

“The Club.”

The world's systems fell apart during the pandemic, and the existing gaps were

highlighted. Within these gaps, many people are open to the theater, but it has

traditionally been inaccessible to them because of disabilities. Now, subscription-based

digital streaming services like Broadwayhd and Disney+ allow you to watch plays and

musicals, expanding access to those who historically have not had access. Specifically,

Commercial theaters on Broadway and off-Broadway have had few

neurodivergent-friendly multi-level disability-friendly performances. This reflects

society's perspectives, viewing individuals as less than others or not a demographic to

heed. Moreover, the theater has traditionally been an exclusive venture for the wealthy.
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(Stewart 2023) That excludes some of the other stories and struggles of citizens that

existed simultaneously because they are not reflected in art. Therefore, challenging

binary approaches to educational and commercial theater post-COVID-19 will redefine

theater and mold it into a space that is equitable, flexible, and accessible to all.

Theater attendance landscapes could include every level of ability and be

representative of all margins of people. This would include the blind or low vision B/LV,

D/deaf, mobility device or wheelchair users, and people on the autism spectrum or with

sensory processing disorders. Performances by the artists on stage will integrate ability

levels. Who has decided what society at large should value? Who has decided whom

society should value, and why? How can one challenge and think critically to ask

questions and develop their ideologies about commercial and educational theater?

Creating a new cultural perspective on theater that leads to actively carrying out

mission statements is crucial because it impacts artists' work environment.

Environments based on Universal design are life-changing because they allow you to

see the world from a different perspective. My experience in the All Inclusive Ensemble

with the New York City Department of Education changed me from a self-centered

theatermaker to a more community-minded artist. A richness is transferred into the art

when you find ways to incorporate various experiences in the formulation. The

ensemble fueled my interest in inclusive theater-making with its framework because it

includes elements similar to UD's. Production development with All-In was about making

space, building community, and being a friend. Everything I value in my creative life is

through a theater lens. The teaching artists from All-In understood that cultivating a

space for people (students) to thrive would make them begin to feel comfortable. By



Havercome 4

applying Universal Design principles, others can experience theater spaces that feel like

a second home. I am validated by being in inclusive and diverse environments, and in

turn, I validate others. I learned values through character education classes taught by

Baha’i faith teachers at the Children’s Theater School in Union Square’s Baha’i Center.

Those classes taught me about why having character is vital as a person. I was taught

values like honesty, courage, loyalty, strength, and honor, as well as what to value in

others. The theater was like a church, and the stage was where I found faith. Without

universal design implemented in theater-creating practice, the theater will remain elite

and unreflective of the world people live in outside of the world we create as theater

artists on stage. This will help get back to using the instrument of theater to showcase

the truth.

Background

The Coronavirus pandemic reached American soil in January 2020’ The virus's

impacts were evident by mid-February, and it spread into a global pandemic after

originating in Wuhan, China. It lasted two and a half years and significantly affected

communication methods, business practices, and international health awareness.

(Bergquist,2020) Two of the affected entities were the commercial theater and the

theatre arts education sphere. Commercial theater is comprised of all the theater

houses that create shows in order to gain profit from it. Pre-covid, commercial theater

grossed about $1.83 billion. (McPhee, 2019)

The theater has been a pillar of the arts community for centuries and continues to

be a platform for truth-telling. In order to sustain themselves, theatermakers/truth

sharers came together to create unions. Artists have formed unions and solidarity
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groups to hold the institution of the theater accountable for its inclusivity, diversity, and

work cultures. These actions are based on desires to improve and assist the leaders in

fulfilling the terms written in their official statements (i.e., mission statements and

Bylaws). These unions include the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees

(IATSE) and the Actors Equity Association (AEA). Some of the people within these

groups are teaching artists, and they have been responsible for enriching students' lives

with life skills.

Before COVID, people knew actors and theater-teaching artists with disabilities,

but they were not advertised. The statement mentioned earlier does not imply that those

responsible for profiting from commercial theaters have refrained from contributing to

causes that support individuals with such experiences. On the contrary, they have

actively engaged in donating as a philanthropic endeavor to avoid being perceived as

discriminatory and align themselves with the politically correct stance while ensuring

their profitability continues to grow. Nevertheless, through this framework of universal

design, access to resources, such as education and opportunity, has yet to be spread to

all people, regardless of their ability level. In fact, without universal design implemented

in theater-creating practice, the theater will remain elite and unreflective of the world.

History of UD

‘Universal Design (UD) is a term Ronald Mace coined in the early 1980s.’(Balaram

2001) “It was designed in an architecture movement at North Carolina State

University…. to make structures accessible to the broadest range of users, including

exceptional people.”(Shaw,2006). Mace was incentivized to advocate for inclusion

because he required a wheelchair to move through the world. He is seen as the
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pioneer of this concept and methodology of creating equitable spaces with architecture.

His terminology has been around since the 1980s, but the concept has been around for

centuries because differently-abled people have always existed, and their communities

have had to accommodate them. Standardly, businesses and services are not made to

be easily accessible/useable to people with different abilities. They accommodate

able-bodied people and include a few modifications. If they include any modifications, at

best, it is only ramps, elevators, and, in notable spaces, an audio description. An

example of Universal Design in fashion is “In Indian culture, they wear clothes called

saris and dhoti.” (Balaram,2001) The clothes can be worn by anyone, no matter what.

Therefore, the concept can be used to solve a series of challenges the world faces.

UD suggests that anything can be altered to be accessible to everyone. T It is

often used interchangeably with inclusive design. Inclusive design aims to help specific

underserved groups (one size fits some), while Universal design helps everyone with a

one-size-fits-all approach. These concepts require hegemony to create space for

others, including those deemed inferior (Disabled people). Inclusive design is a more

targeted approach, which is helpful when dealing with specific issues. However, it can

be deemed problematic because it encourages a divisive them vs. us mindset. The

focus should be on acknowledging and honoring differences to make space for

everyone in all of the sectors of the theater world.

Universal Design is a concept that has been traditionally applied to architecture.

Applying its simple principles to the theater creation process can benefit society

because the art will reflect the natural world. Adding people with varying ability levels

makes the art interpersonal and emotional in a way that traditional theater is
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inadequate. More information about applying this concept to other disciplines, such as

theater, is needed. The application of universal design and its supporting principles

concerning theater have not been recorded upon preliminary research. Only one

scholarly source included theater and Universal Design (UD). Inclusive Design, Audio

Description and Diversity of Theater Experiences was written in 2013 by Margot

Whitfield and Deborah I. Fels and published in Toronto, Canada. It does not

simultaneously include the specific post-COVID-19 time frame and Universal design,

noting that we are currently in the period.

The American theater has historically been an exclusionary space both on and

off stage. The forms of exclusion include financial, racial, and social. The tickets range

from $20-145 per person (Statistics - Broadway in NYC | the Broadway League, n.d.),

only accessible to those with a surplus of money after paying all their living expenses.

New York is one of the most expensive cities in the world and is known for its

professional theater district. ‘The average patron comes from an upper-middle-class

family with a mean income of $271,277’ (Steward2023). This indicates that the tickets

are affordable exclusively for people within that demographic. The run time for a show is

between 90 minutes without intermission and 3.5 hours with intermission. It is expensive

for a person to spend over one hundred dollars on themselves for such a short period.

The relationship between time and money is a contributing factor to the audience

members' experience. These experiences can be limited due to financial capabilities.

Introducing the 7 Principles:

Ronald Mace’s original framework included these seven foundational principles:

Equitable Use; Flexibility in Use; Simple and Intuitive Use; Perceptible Information;
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Tolerance for Error; Low Physical Effort; Size and Space for Approach and Use. The

principles are the parameters that ensure that Universal Design is being applied.

Equitable Use ensures all things are adjusted reasonably to meet a person's ability

level. Flexibility in Use means it can accommodate anyone wanting to use it. Simple and

Intuitive Use is the ability for people to use the item without too many instructions

because the product is self-explanatory. Perceptible Information is the ability of a user to

be aware of all the essential information about the product in straightforward terms.

Tolerance for Error is the ability for a user to make a mistake and they are returned to

the beginning. Users can also make mistakes, which does not create a negative result.

Low Physical Effort is the principle that suggests the product should not require users to

exert large amounts of energy to be used. Size and Space for Approach and Use is the

principle that ensures everything is conducive for a person to participate in terms of

room for activities based on a person's size and ability to move around a space.

Equitable Use:

Equitable use describes the item or idea's ability to be used by anyone without

infringement. things will only benefit some if they incorporate fairness. Adrea Kovich is

an accessibility consultant and dramaturg who writes articles for Howlrounds online

publication. Kovich has experience in the artistic world, and in collaboration with

Howlround, she wrote an article about the future of theatre looking collaborative and

inclusive. Some of the productions that happen in collaboration can include

equitable/inclusive elements (Audio descriptions and noise-canceling headphones).

Clay and Paper Theater creates productions that include audio descriptions and

generates space for people with challenges interpreting language. Audio description is
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usually used as an adaptive strategy, not a creative one, which leaves space for people

to grow because it is only done sometimes. There is a difference between including

headphones for everyone to hear the performance with sound control as an element of

the experience for all viewers and using headset accommodation for the few patrons

that need it. In the future, artists can further develop innovative methods for

incorporation. (Udo and Fels,2009a) Equity is not just for the differently abled; it allows

inclusion and universality to be the norm instead of the anomaly. Thus, it is a

bond-creator.

Flexibility In Use

Flexibility in use is the ability to incorporate adjustments for anyone. Performance is

used in many capacities and has adaptable capabilities (wheelchair ramps/

headphones/ glasses for strobe lights). The adjustability of performance for audiences

impacts an individual's ability to get maximum enjoyment and/or participate.

Accessibility must be the bridge that connects flexibility to all conversations around

theater-making. Inclusion and accessibility must not be treated as separate issues that

can be addressed at different times (Kovich 2021). Commercial theaters create material

that will generate money. Thus, they will not advertise to them if they do not identify

them as a group that has money. Money is a critical factor hindering access for the

average person in today's society.

Systematically, if Commercial theaters were strongly urged to have people like

accessibility coordinators on their creative project teams who ensure that flexibility,

inclusion, and accessibility are a part of all projects from inception, people would be

more likely to attend. Some blind and low-vision (B/LV) audience members have been
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to less than five shows their entire lives (Whitfield, Fels 2013). This reinforces the

previous idea that commercial and educational theaters that have all their performances

include a level of inaccessibility financially or beyond the wheelchair-standing room,

contributing to disabled people's inability to attend shows. Here are some things that

might change issues with accessibility: creating more programs for affordable ticket

sales, having audio descriptions incorporated into the performance with the use of

headphones for audience members, and wheelchair-standing room seats on most of the

rows of the theater seats.

People who had disabilities were invisible and non-existent on the stages of

commercial theater. Limited efforts have been made to include a range of ability levels

in its creation and consumption practices. At the same time, ability levels exist on a

spectrum, and no two can be treated the same. This is why there are tools to ensure

that universal design is being used. When it is understood that Universal Design is

beneficial to theater education and profitable to commercial theaters, it will be infused

into the workspaces and impact society's awareness of diversity. A prime example of

this being incorporated is when audience members at the Clay and Paper Theater have

the ability to touch the masks and other props, which enhances the viewer's enjoyment

of the art (Whitfield, Fels 2013). However, not all commercial theaters have transitioned

to audio-assisted performances. This flexibility in action benefits students because they

can learn through activating senses that are not traditionally used in the theater. This

includes physically feeling the props or smelling them. Clay and Paper Theater (an

Educational Theater company) created an experience for audience members after the

show, allowing them to feel the props they saw in the show. Commercial theaters do
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similar things with student audiences, where they have talkbacks. Nevertheless, the

students are not permitted to touch any of the props. Commercial theater props are

more expensive than the average non-profit because the production budget is grander.

Simple and Intuitive Use:

Simple and Intuitive use is synonymous with not requiring an instruction manual

because common sense is used to interact with it, and is easy to understand. Theater

has a principled basis including voice/speech, the body as an instrument, and stage

presence. These principles are all taught and enforced through the introductory classes

for emerging artists. The methods that are part of the curriculum are complex and

challenging for the most experienced artists in the business.

Since this concept has made infrastructure inclusive, it could do the same thing

to theater education and be sustainable. Providing options for knowledge acquisition is

helpful when dealing with students with varying ability levels because it gives them the

ability to choose. So, providing printed text options and a PDF version accessible on

smart devices ensures simple and intuitive use.(Rose, D& Dolan,R.P 2000) Students

will be able to access the information in the way that makes the most sense to them.

The options create a sense of agency for the self, and learners have a level of

responsibility for their own development.

Instincts are behaviors that come naturally to people, such as fighting or flying

when someone is in an unsafe situation. They can also be instilled in children when they

are young as principles or guidelines to ensure survival. Thus, if theater education is

taught to younger children, they will be able to develop the mindset that issues that

affect the global community all matter, their opinions are valid, and no one should be left
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behind or excluded. There is only one world, and they are all a part of something bigger

than themselves. Making these ideas understood superficially will impact the future

because it is teaching, whether through businesses or recreational activities. (Balaram

2001) There are many different types of disabilities, learners, and people in the world

who need guidance through the tumultuous constructs of the learning environment.

(Shaw) Finding ways to break these ideas into palpable portions expands this thinking

style (Universal and inclusive-based mindset).

Perceptible Information

Perceptible Information is the ability for users to understand the presented data

easily. This includes statistics presented numerically, visual aids (props), and data in

charts. For theater, however, this is represented in props, both tangibly through a picture

or the item specifically and a description of the item in the play's stage directions.

Commercial theater productions are the working spaces of professional actors, singers,

and dancers. They are trained to understand the workplace's expectations and its

varying communication styles. Theater Education students are in the medium between

complete comprehension and novice-level understanding. The information will be

presented verbally or written initially, and then it can be reiterated in easily understood

ways. The concepts that are challenging for patrons to understand are that they can

interact with each other and the artists to discuss misunderstandings.

Tolerance for Error:

Tolerance for error indicates that it poses a failsafe to protect users if they make

mistakes. This is helpful to students with different abilities because they may not be
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aware of the solutions to any problems that arise. Everyone makes mistakes, and

creating a space where making mistakes is okay is imperative for students to play freely.

When a theater arts student forgets a line, they can choose to play off the mistake and

make it appear as a character lost in thought, or they can call for a line. The options are

contingency plans that create an added level of safety for learners.

Individuals just have to be willing to learn from those mistakes moving forward. If

a differently abled person were to yell during a dramatic part of a Broadway show, an

usher could ask them to keep their voice down. While that situation happens, the artists

continue performing to keep track of the production rhythm. Theaters are confined

places during performances, so patrons must be vigilant of themselves and others.

Those who create theater etiquette rules must remember that everyone consumes art

differently. Students, theater patrons, and artists have different levels of training.

Mistakes are unavoidable when experiences coincide. What works for one disability

might not work for others (Meyers 2007). Understanding that there are nuances

between individuals' ability to interact with each other and their surroundings affects

how we deal with them.

The United States Department of Education has funded Universal Design’s

development for over 37 years. (Ostroff 2001) In doing so, there is support for people

creating educational theater projects. Some integrated ensembles throughout the

country’s fifty states have support professionals assisting productions

(paraprofessionals and speech therapists). Those professionals, such as sign language

teachers and paraprofessionals, are helpful because they can quickly mitigate the

student's needs in case of a mistake. This supports the importance of having original

theatre designers and any teaching professional adept in special needs participate in
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creating and adapting improved theatre practices that include a more diverse range of

human experiences. Art created in this environment has the potential to be better or

different but not worse.

Low Physical Effort:

Low physical effort allows people with varying mobility levels to participate. The

maximum weight that should be able to be used/ lifted is between 5 to 10 pounds or 2.2

to 4.5 kilograms. Theater-making practices can be physically taxing due to long

rehearsals and limited breaks. Incorporating several breaks for snacks and water can

be a great way to keep the room's energy up. Finding people from the target audiences

to market and promote the plays is helpful because it is relatable. On a primary level, all

humans want to feel connected to something. Audiences do not always connect to

every story or actor, but they look for the one relatable thing.

The ways that people did audio descriptions in the late 20th century are

considered conventional because it is based on 1985 principles. They make it simple

enough that it will not require anyone to exert a significant amount of energy to interact

with it. Audio description and braille playbills can be practiced more frequently so the

disabled theater patron community can enjoy their art alongside their able-bodied

counterparts. These modifications are low effort for those who use them because they

usually have to do more to get any enjoyment out of the theater-going experience

without them. Additionally, if those modifications are available for all theater artists, it

would make everyone more aware and make the lives of those who use it more

accessible.

Size and Space for Approach and Use:
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The size and space for approach and use must be significant regarding space

awareness of all types of accommodations that might be needed. This includes both

hand and foot grip tension points. Space for shows and rehearsals has to be feasible in

order to accommodate any type of challenge or disability that exists (wheelchairs,

walkers, canes, etc.). In order to maintain a space of that magnitude, the budget is

significant. There must be an elevator for wheelchair users and a series of fire safety

exits with supplemental plans to get everyone out safely. It should be able to be

navigated by the smallest (children/people with dwarfism) and largest people (6 ft+,

obese, etc.). Disabled seats are available in theaters, so people with those needs are

placed in the designated section when they attend the theater. Having people who work

in the theater who have experience working with different types of abilities cultivates a

space that disabled people can use because they have an advocate built into the space.

It transforms the place into a welcoming environment.

UD: Global Impact

UD is based on the idea that diversity and inclusion should not just be a

checkbox on a curriculum's to-do list but a fundamental principle guiding all aspects of

the lesson. Teachers' values, policies, and practices will integrate diversity and

inclusion. Theater education incorporating Universal Design in its’ curriculum creates a

space that fosters unity amongst the students. The concept has always been around

and will continue to do so with new application methods over time. However, the

methods of its application have changed when dealing with commercial theater houses.

In design, you follow the questions that correspond with each principle. In theater

education, you must take a script, read through it, and discover an angle you want to
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incorporate. Then, you do the dramaturgical work of building the world of the play.

Within the play, there are rules for different types of interactions. Offstage commercial

theaters and educational theaters can use the same policies when accommodating

audience members' needs, which would be supported by trained staff members.

‘The International Association of Universal Design (IAUD) held a conference to

expand and awaken the mainstream about UD.’ (Premises and perspectives). It helped

the Japanese spread awareness of the method within their country. Universal design

has been practiced in India through Fashion, in Canada through teaching, and in Japan

through architecture. Considering its aging population, Japan also had to include UD in

its architectural design practices. Canada uses universal design to teach university

students about the arts. In India, they use universal design in their daily cultural garb.

Universal design can combat many issues the world faces because things can be

altered to work for the masses. The solutions created are about how things can be

mitigated if things are challenged or mistakes are made.

Connecting UD with humanity based theater:

Using this approach means that all students will feel valued and included

regardless of their differences, leading to a more positive and productive work

environment. This feeling will be cultivated through support professionals, snacks, and

numerous rehearsal breaks. Schools can foster a culture of understanding and respect

by recognizing and valuing individual differences. Inclusion is more than just a buzzword

on a website to fill a quota. It is about building connections, seeing people, reaching out,

fulfilling a need, and bridging the gap. That way, we can live in a world where people

see each other and make one another feel seen.
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Domonique Morisseau, a renowned playwright, wrote an article called “Why I

Almost Slapped a Fellow Theatre Patron, and What That Says About Our Theatres”

about her uncomfortable experience interacting while attending a show due to a fellow

theater customer's microaggressions. A woman gave her a ticket and told her not to pop

her gum during the performance because she hated the sound. The statement is a

microaggression because Morisseau in fact, was not chewing any gum. These

micro-aggressions and levels of entitlement are supported by the years of racism within

the fabric of American society. There is an added layer to the lack of inclusion; not only

is it challenging to access spaces… when you do access it, you are met with

apprehension from others already in that space. Its remnants are why Universal design

should be incorporated into theater. After all, it would change the place from which

people interact because it functions as a guide for practice.

Universal design in theater education can bridge the gaps between the different

needs of children with all abilities. Arts education allows students to learn better and

develop critical thinking skills. ‘It can even be found that arts education builds pupils'

self-esteem, self-worth, and confidence level’ (Lewin 2003). Youngsters can develop

social-emotional skills such as social and self-awareness through the arts. This is

beneficial because they learn to include students with a history of being excluded from

peer interactions because of their challenges. “A learning model called Universal Design

for Learners (UDL), has technological innovations that are utilized to expand students'

access to an array of instructional strategies designed for their particular mode of

learning; students have the opportunity to participate in learning environments and

methodologies in which their brain is best suited.” (Shaw 2006) Students get the
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opportunity to have a teaching style that focuses on comprehensible input and gears

away from legacy teaching. Legacy teaching favors lecture-style classes and limited

sensual stimuli. Hands-on environments significantly impact sensory memory and

pupils' ability to retain information. Getting into the body with theater stimulates muscle

memory, which can help students' cognitive development in core subjects. Stephen

Krashen coined the term comprehensible input. It is a teaching method that prioritizes

the acquisition of languages. It could be applied in a theater class for skill-based units

such as voice and speech or stage combat. Pupils can learn the same skill by watching

a video or the teacher explaining the procedure with supporting worksheets.

All-Inclusive NYCDOE

The New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE) created a theater group

coined the ‘NYC DOE All IN(clusive) Ensemble.’ It started in 2018 and represented the

diversity of New York City (NYC) students. The NYCDOE serves the largest student

population in the United States, representing all demographics. Kimberly Hale is the

ensemble’s current Co-Artistic Director. Inclusive theater is what they were successful in

creating.

The students devise the productions with support from teaching artists and

translators. During the interview, Kim highlighted the importance of showing grace and

kindness to students and herself when making mistakes. (low tolerance for error)

“Modeling patience, understanding, and forgiveness after mistakes take the group to the

next level.”(Hale 2024) Universal design creates space for representation and has

built-in access that helps to create community. Nothing has to be done in order for

everyone to be able to use it compared to inclusive design requirements of additional
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supports. The show-building process takes about six months from start to finish. During

that time, relationships are built among ensemble members and the creative team,

forming a “Theater family.” This community becomes a part of the individual existing

support systems.

While All-In successfully created an inclusive environment, UD takes it forward

by breaking down the seven principles. The best ways to teach inclusive design that can

be applicable and taken a step further with UD are “Large-class teaching and

Interdisciplinary collaboration…Understanding impairments and their consequence.”

(Dong 2010) Creating the ensemble is an example of large-class teaching in theater

because the scene work is done within a group setting. The goal is to teach people to

see different abilities as an opportunity to connect instead of a barrier for them to

tolerate. “Accessibility is not a burden; it is an opportunity. It follows the classic theatre

improv rule of “Say Yes... And.”, and not just NO” (Hale 2024). Students develop their

interpersonal communication skills and the value of perseverance with their peers and

use them in the outside world.

Student Experience

In 2019, I was a part of the NYC DOE All-in-All inclusive ensemble comprised of

students throughout the five boroughs with every type of ability level you could think of.

Some students were D/deaf, legally blind, wheelchair-bound, on the autism spectrum,

and neurotypical comingled. From that ensemble, a piece, “Next Stop,” was devised

with inclusion at the forefront of everything, including the people in the art piece created

due to the generated environment. The barriers outside the rehearsal room did not

confine our ability to interact/connect. I still have friendships that I maintain today with
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the people that I met. Ensemble members learned phrases in different languages to

communicate with one another. The environment fostered interpersonal learning of

American Sign Language (ASL). ASL was incorporated into the musical numbers while

other students rolled around in wheelchairs. In that group, students learn to be aware of

the obvious things that make people different and the truths that make us all the same.

We are all just people, and experiences will vary, but life is universal. When people are

represented and see themselves reflected, they move through the world differently.

Theater, both commercial and educational, like most art mediums, has prioritized white

able bodies. When you create a space that does not, paradigms shift. People brave

enough to challenge the binary, like Ronald Mace, change societal perspectives and

highlight collective interconnectivity.

The beauty of humanity is that no two experiences are alike. Through that

sentiment, UD stimulates awareness of yourself and the world around you. Thereby

developing an appreciation of the world when done effectively. The ensemble enacted

all of the seven principles from Mace's UD list. Equitable use: all students could

participate in the devising process. Flexibility in use: wheelchair-bound pupils accessed

the studio through ramps or peer assistance. Simple, intuitive use was represented by

accepting instinctive movements in the rehearsal space. Perceptible information was

used because all students living in NYC understand that the train is a primary source of

transportation for most people. Tolerance for error is illustrated by the creative team's

openness to mistakes. Low physical effort is demonstrated by the several breaks taken

throughout the rehearsal process and the short rehearsal times. The sun is in space for

approaching to use, which could be found as a large rehearsal room and the ramps to
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enter all of them. The ensemble was doing universal design before they knew what UD

was.

Theater Education

Theater education can be improved through UD. Thus, it should not be

considered tertiary to the science and language arts because it can be used to assist in

developing well-rounded artists and, most importantly, well-rounded people. UD impacts

the lesson's execution by placing importance on the collective class. Learning transfers

into other facets of life because of the developing skills, such as problem-solving and

critical thinking. “It is also a demand for recognizing the importance of visibility and the

intersectional identities of disabled people.” (Kovich 2021) These experiences are not

mutually exclusive but are treated as such when they co-occur, which is unfair to those

in intersectional demographics. Education is the building block for all information and

skill development. Instincts can become learned when values are instilled from

elementary school. Students with theater classes have developed social intelligence

that benefits all aspects of life. (Lewin 2003)

Future Forward

Inclusivity is required today because, if we do not change current practices, the

theater will continue to exist as it has always done. People and their stories will be

forgotten. The coronavirus spanned 2.5 years, limiting our ability to interact and

connect. The best way to move forward in theater on all levels is through UD because it

allows us to see others. By looking past the parts of others that are sources of

oppression, like sexuality, ability, race, and religion, we can fully experience their
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presence. Brisa Areli Muñoz is the former Artistic Director of the All-inclusive ensemble.

“In my works with artists, peacebuilders, mediators, government employees, and social

workers with unifying aims. I have realized that artists' are untapped tools that can be

valuable across every sector, aiding toward equity, inclusion, and access.” Expanding

access to all job sectors informs the world we live in because the theater is a place

where we can reflect our world on stage.“The theatre needs to be a place where

EVERYONE is welcome in all ways, backstage, onstage, and in the audience. “ (Hale

2024). This indicates that everyone has value, and no person holds more. The Epic

Players Theater in New York City works significantly with the autistic community through

theater arts. If one company can find ways to be inclusive and incorporate everyone, I

believe that there is no justifiable reason to continue exclusion. When “Audio description

is woven into the dialogue, and captions are integrated into the production as a design

aesthetic.” (Kovich 2021) Audiences realize that accessibility does not have to be

exclusive to the different abled. Instead, it should be viewed as a facet to elevate

audience experiences through aesthetics and functionality.

Conclusion

Our world contains a plenitude of beauty and richness that audiences eagerly

embrace when art can capture and convey it effectively. They are left thinking, asking

questions, and starting discussions. Universal Designs framework being applied to

theater allows students, commercial theater, educational theater, and all patrons to see

the colors of their truths reflected in art. There is value in the community and seeing the

people sitting next to you as more than just a series of numbers but as a being with
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experiences and lessons to share. It matters, and all people do, too. Progress is a

process that only learning through access can teach.
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