HOW DO SPECIAL NEEDS ALTER ARTS EDUCATION PROGRAMS OUTSIDE
“THE REGULAR CLASSROOM SETTING: AN EXAMPLE FROM THE CHILDREN'S
MUSEUM IN BOSTON

By ‘Janet A. Kamien

i‘ﬁe work we do at the Children's Museum in Boston may not strictly fit into
the commonly held notions of arts education. However, _the ﬁield'trip we
offéf to children with special heeds provides a good example for discussion
of séme of the larger issueg «: !nil ronting cultural 1nst1tun§1:15 attempting to
e.erve & special needs population. Therefore, I would like to tell you about
ou?:' experiences in altering ou_r"_r_programming and environment for special

Vnee‘ds‘ field trips and discuss the problems, benefits and costs.

Ak)l;.tfélfive years ago, Elaine IC;ﬁ‘rian, Director of the Visitof Center, began

a fieid trip program specifical.ly for children with special needs. As the
mother of. a severely retarded child, she had observed that in order for her
SQ‘-I‘l t_d make the most of his museum experience, he needed._to- visit in a non-
c‘omp.etitive atmosphere, with few distractions, and a combanion to encourags
aﬂd hélp him explore the envi:.rohment and the activities 1t 6ffered.

In order to create that kind of experience for groups of children with special
i A
n__ee‘ds , the Museum was close'c‘i one morning per week, and reservations
wefe téken for two groups of twenty children each. The :f_hree—month
collllege intern staff were utilize-d as one-to-one guides for tile visit, and
aﬁ orientation and continuous training program were designed to support

them.



Who The Program Serves:

; :".QE‘

Visiters in special needs groups are primarily ch‘ill‘dren from _se.glregated,
self-‘-con.t'ained or resourcet’room settings " This“ineludesllg.i;oups of

chllnd;'en who have been diagnosed es mentally refarded ortﬁopedlcally
handlcapped visually or audltorlly impaired, learnlng dlsabled emotlonally
dis terbed and mult;ply handlcapped Some percentage of our QlSltors are
adolesc;_ents and adults mainly from eettings for :th_e mentally retarded.
Prex%ie:;ely, fhis meant mostiy:“ state: schools or pfi\}_ate institutions, but

curre_f;'t‘ly‘_ we see groups from workshop situations, half-way houses, and

i

nursing homes.

o

Since there are no restrictions in the reservation process other than size of
group and time, visitor's disabilities range from the minimal to the most
severe:i'mpairments. Altogether, the program serves about 1500 visitors

- IF."

w1th spe<31a1 needs per year

Whaltz“'Ne Are Providing:

We jl_ala':sﬁiciéllly provide a field trip program that is s pecial in the following

ways: .

L : ,_ﬁ"lere are no other groups in the Museum
. we pr-ovi'de one-to-one staffing from our intern volunteer group
i we provide an opportunity for teachers and leaders to be observers
and/or non-responsible' interactors, and to gather 1deas at our
. Resource Center
. . we provide the opportunity for visitors with any level of di'sability

1o enjoy a participatory museum experence in a non—threatenmg
: atmosphere that is uniguely flexible to their needs



for students from institutional settings, we provide an important
s opportumty for social 1nteract10n with our staff

we provide field placement opportunities to students studying

special education and volunteer opportunities for other interested
hlgh school and college Students -

The Environment:

The program takes place in ﬂvhet is already an ideal setting for children
with speeial needs. Museum_.e};hibits are participatory in nature and
eﬁcouraée the visitor to expiefe .1,:he environment both physically and
mentally. There are oppor1;uﬁitiee for the manipulation of objects, for
role-play, for mentally chal:ie}lging activities, for handling of live animals
and a.nimal artifacts, for gro.sfe_.irmotor activity, for quiet play, for arts and
cfafts activities. These opper;tu.r.xities exist for a broad range of physical
and m.ental skill leVels’, andrl retaff are trained to allow children to explore

the materials on whatever level seems appropriate to their skills,

The enviroﬁment presents two rﬁajor problems for this program. First the
buildintj'is not barrier-free. We currently solve this problem by carrying
children and wheelchairs up and down the short staircases that connect
level fo level. Ou_r new facility, to be opened in two years will of course
be ramped. Second, the atmeslphere is over-stimulating for some of the
children we see.‘ The number of choices available can be overwhelming
to chlldren who are having trouble focusing their energy or attention.

We work with staff to provide them with ways to help SuCh children make

the most of their visit.



. Structure of the Program:

1 The group leader ‘_rnakes a reservation for up to twenty-five visitors
by telephone

.A_,,
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2 The group leader receives a confirmation letter, information about
the Vlsrc, two guest passes, and is asked to complete a form asking
for a little information about each child. (see attached) This

information is important for us to do proper planning for the visit.
I g

'3 Upon arrlval at the Museurn the intern floor manager for that week

greets the group, introduces and pairs visitors with staff, and the
v1srt begins.

4 Groups stay for one hour. The floor manager asks leaders to
grve ‘information about their program and invites them to fill out
a questlonnalre (see attached). The program supervisor is always
on‘ hand for intern support, and to observe interactions which will
be discussed later in the support meeting.

The emphasis :
for interns and volunteers is on development of skills, accumulation = "
of 1nformat10n and confidence building. Topics for discussion mclude 2
SpelelC problems or successes that took place during the visits,

general information about a disability or educational method, feed- ‘
back to interns from questionnaires and program supervisor observation,
Probably the most important element of the meeting is the chance o
to talk about any anxiety that may have been experienced by staff, :
and the chance to be reinforced for growth of confidence and ease by °
the supervrsor and the rest of the group.

6 An optional sign language class follows, during the lunch hour.

How We 'Ai‘telrecf'l Our-Routine for This Program:

In altefirlg o'ur s‘ohool group program we accommodate about one hundred

F

1ess school group vrsltors per week. For a Museum of our small size and

large popularlty, thls is a significant loss.

-'However,_ ‘"tf"le‘biggest difficulty in beginning and maintaining the program is‘,‘ ot
of course, time. Different reservation rules and confirmations take time, as_

does recruiting additional volunteer staff. But most especially, the super- =



visibntérid'tra‘ining of a new ir_iﬁterr'{‘ staff every three months takes more
than a half a day weekly of scarce administrative time. Altogether, the
program costs us upwards of $1">0,0'00 per year. We have been unable

thus far to find a funding source for this work.

Benefits to the Museum:
: ; o

I—Iav_ing made_ the COmmitment_J_tio_ ﬂ’:lliS program five years ago, we have found
it to be well worth the time and rrioney expenditure, and the loss in school
grou_p 'ﬁuxhbers . ‘'The program has become an integral part of the intern-

ShlpIt mtroduces interns fqihg;bth_ér 'part of the educationa:lﬂ Spectrum
andglvesthemthe .'opportun'it;':té;;vo'rk one-to-one instead of w1th groups
of éhildrén. _If“I\.)I‘-o_re;;.importantl.y:jﬁ':is; process allows interns and volunteers
to confront thelr own anxiety:a.ﬁtd{.‘inc_rease their understanding. More than
fif.i‘:ylj ;peqplei pe.;_z_‘ yiaar participé}:-e; 1n .the program, many of them heading for
'cai“}'_e"'j‘efr?:.s'”in ;éc'i.l;cllation. ‘This e.k:pl‘er‘i:encé allows them to realize thét s;)me
childl'-_r::é:n ha{.re "slp’;—x;ial needs 1ns t'elual"c.i of feeling that terrifyin”c_:j.l.handilcaps
havé_%hildreni s_é}ﬁi;;aﬁow attadﬁ'é;i .;o:ithém . |

A0 ]
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Teachers often discover new things about their students as a result of the

prog:ra'm.“ h' Theymay see activi’-t?‘i:ea'.s‘lzlathey haven't tried before that can be
coé‘i'_e;c‘il-in tﬁeir own setting. They are often surprised by eslpecially good
beha;r;or of long.er attention sp_éns exhibited by their students in the

Museﬁm environment. Some té'acjhers have taken advantage é)f the program
as..én .rintroducr’-tion for their grrourb. Once they have had the chance to explore
in tlns more flexible atmosphe're-, they can return later during public time

with greater confidence.



By offerii;g field placements and vdllui;teer positions to collegégt aﬁd

high school students, we have become an important resource ft‘allthe
educational community. The program has also called attention to special
education issues for our own pefmar;ent staff, All of this has Seen of great

benefit to the Museum.

Is This .Model Applicable to Other Institutions ?

'l-" ;

I think thére are three major reasons for the success of this prog}am.

First is :t'i"le continuing commitment of the Museum to maintain and improve
the proé;rém over fhe years. Secgnd ié the nature of the Musz_e:i;m setting
which adapts itéeif S0 gracefullyl'%c_c.) ﬁle needs and interests OfltS visitors.
But mo‘stf‘i.mportant is the availébiiity of well prepared and well supervised
interns .. One-to-one staffing mééns that the children don't get lumped
together f.orrl.th.is experience even thougl_i they may come from a:.:Setting in
which the_y are ‘segregated by disability. It means that interns'. can guage

activitieé, @xplanations and physical tasks for the individual child.

Though I have made much of the training process, let me emphasize that

it's nc-)th‘i___rr;‘g_‘ fanéy. Though the administrators who have supervised this program
have b‘o;ch.:had exp_erience in special education neither are spe'éial educators.
Some of tﬁe interns have had previous experience, some have not. Some are
terrified, others are not. Regardless of their backgrounds, the{y‘all grow,

and most do superbly.

F



So, once an institution is committed to the idea of beginning such a i
program, the institution must look carefully at the resources availablé .
Those without many inherent tactile opportunities probably need to désign
some. Although we do not reserve by disability it might make senselt‘o
do so, by making a touch tour of artifacts or sculpture available for
children with visual impairments, a signed or one-to-one tour availablel
for children with language deficits that is sprinkled with participatory I.;ﬂ" ‘
activities related to, but not directly involving, artifacts. This kind.’ :

of program would of course represent an even greater time commitment, b,
especially at the outset, and might also involve a more complicated

training process.

Almost all cultural institutions depend to some extent on volunteers. It
has been our experience that the recruiting of good volunteers depends

a great deal on the kind of structure and supervision we can offer, angi
a program with this kiﬁd of consistency and focus should be one that :
volunteers find quite attractive. Again commitment on the part of the

institution is an important element.

There is one other issue that should be raised, this program is not cléarly
mainstreamed. Although Chapter 766 has been law in Massachusetts.-for:
three years, and we are seeing some increased mainstreaming in our ’
regular school groups, there has been no drop at all in reservations f0=r.
the special education field trip. It is my feeling that there never Will"}f‘)e,

since the benefits for more severely disabled children are so great,



When mairistreamih&j has hopefully become more widespread, cne assumes

A

that for us, the special needs field trip will continue to be a training

a3,

ground for interns 'énébling them to deal more successfully with

¥

mainstreamed groups.
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