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ART-REACH KICKS-OFF DISABILITIES AWARENESS MONTH 
WITH INDEPENDENCE STARTS HERE! INITIATIVE

Innovative Accessibility Technology and Cultural Calendar Expand Access to Arts and Cultural Events for People with Sensory Disabilities 

Philadelphia, PA (October 1, 2009) – Independence Starts Here!, a new online cultural calendar that lists accessible events in one place, will improve access to arts and cultural activities for all types of audiences throughout the Philadelphia region. The project, which is set to launch on October 1, is a collaborative effort between Art-Reach, the Greater Philadelphia Cultural Alliance and Amaryllis Theatre Company that will expand the use of adaptive technology for arts organizations and promote accessible performances and exhibitions on Phillyfunguide.

“While many arts organizations already make their events accessible to people with sensory disabilities by providing captioning, sign-language interpretation and audio description, most do not have the additional resources to develop audiences for their accessible programming,” says Michael Norris, executive director of Art-Reach. “With this new cultural calendar, we can make patrons with sensory disabilities more aware of the accessible cultural experiences that are available to them. And by providing marketing support to arts organizations, we can increase attendance and help them build sustainable audiences for their accessible events. ” 

Throughout the 2009-2010 cultural season, 15 participating arts and cultural organizations will use innovative Audio Description and/or Open Captioning adaptive technology as well as American Sign Language interpreters at almost four dozen performances and events. Those performances will be highlighted on the new Independence Starts Here! Cultural Calendar on the Cultural Alliance’s highly popular Phillyfunguide website at www.phillyfunguide.com/access.  
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Audio Description provides live, verbal description of the visual elements of theatrical performances for people who are blind or have low vision. Patrons don a small headphone equipped with a receiver through which they hear a trained audio describer narrating important stage action, sets, costumes, lighting, and props in pauses in the play’s dialogue. Open Captioning makes theatre accessible to people who are deaf or hard-of-hearing by allowing the audience to view spoken dialogue, synchronized to the actors’ delivery, on an LED screen located near the stage.  While unobtrusive, the screen is visible to the entire audience which can also benefit members of the general audience who might have missed a word or phrase.  

“Making these technologies available to arts organizations at a low rental cost or free benefits everyone,” says Norris. “Thanks to Amaryllis Theatre Company, arts organizations have access to technologies that will help them expand their audience base without having to invest their already-limited funds in adaptive equipment. People whose disabilities prevented them from participating in the arts can enjoy Philadelphia’s rich cultural offerings. It even benefits the broader audience, such as people who have age-related hearing or vision loss.” 

The Independence Starts Here! Cultural Calendar enables patrons with sensory disabilities to learn about upcoming accessible events and make on-line purchases to them. The information on the calendar page accommodates screen readers for people with visual disabilities. 

In addition, Art-Reach will launch a multifaceted marketing campaign that includes postcards and posters, advertising, web and email promotions. All printed pieces will feature accessible large-print type and some will also be printed in Braille. 

Among the arts organizations offering accessible performances are: Amaryllis Theatre Company, Arden Theatre Company, Enchantment Theatre Company, InterAct Theatre Company, Kimmel Center Presents Broadway at the Academy, National Constitution Center,
Opera Company of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania Ballet, Philadelphia Theatre Company,
Philadelphia Mural Arts Program, Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia’s Magic Gardens,
Scott Arboretum, Walnut Street Theatre, and the Wilma Theater.
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Phillyfunguide is an online events calendar produced by the Greater Philadelphia Cultural Alliance. It includes information on thousands of leisure events and attractions. Listings include ticketing information, detailed descriptions, directions, reviews, videos and more. Almost two dozen cultural, tourism and media organizations partner with Phillyfunguide including: the Greater Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corporation (gophila.com); the Philadelphia Convention and Visitors Bureau; WXPN; the Theatre Alliance of Greater Philadelphia; and Dance/USA Philadelphia.
Art-Reach is a nonprofit organization that enriches lives by connecting underserved audiences to cultural experiences so that they may enjoy and benefit from the transformative powers of the arts.

Independence Starts Here! is made possible by the Greater Philadelphia Cultural Alliance through its partnership with PNC Arts Alive. The media partner is KYW Newsradio. Other partners include Amaryllis Theatre Company, which co-leads the overall Independence Starts Here! initiative with Art-Reach and coordinates cultural organizations’ use of shared accessibility technology, and the Theatre Alliance of Greater Philadelphia, which provides online-ticketing services through its Tessitura ticketing consortium. The following agencies are serving as community partners to promote the initiative to their constituents: Associated Services for the Blind, Deaf-Hearing Communication Centre, Hearing Loss Association of Pennsylvania, Pennsylvania School for the Deaf and Philadelphia Corporation for Aging. 
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