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IMAGINE MDVI
An Inclusive forum to develop
Movement, Action, Gesture,
Improvisation, Negotiation and
Expression of Multiple Disability
Visual Impairment adults

THE GUIDELINES

Who we are
We are a group of practitioners
from Germany, Italy, France and
Scotland who deeply believe in the
power of theatre for MDVI (Multiply Disabled Visually Impaired)
clients.

iour, sensory processing difficulties
and delayed cognitive development.
We also recognise that there are
many different words used to describe ‘clients’ across Europe. For
the purpose of these Guidelines,

MDVI has different meanings
across Europe. We recognise that
MDVI is an umbrella term which
covers a wide range of young people and adults who have a visual
impairment and additional support
needs.
These needs may include: a dual
sensory impairment (deafblind),
physical disabilities, communication problems, challenging behav-

we have referred to all MDVI individuals as ‘performers’. We will use
‘performers’ throughout this document.

We have put together this set of
Guidelines to give you some background and introduce practical ideas to involve MDVI children, young
people and adults in the theatre
experience. We have developed
them for all professionals and volunteers who support MDVI people and have an interest in working through the creative arts. We
hope to illustrate here that you do
not need special training, a lot of
money or an adapted theatre to
succeed, just an enthusiastic team
who are open to new ideas and
want to do the best for their performers to help build their self-esteem, confidence and well-being.
These Guidelines acknowledge cultural differences and theatre styles
across Europe. They are simply a
starting point and it is up to each
individual’s commitment and enthusiasm to take the ideas forward.
The Guidelines are just the beginning of a process.

thinking. Age, ability, or the fact
that you are MDVI should not exclude anyone from the experience
of theatre. Theatre has the power
to touch your soul – whoever you
are.

Principals
and methods
These methods have been gathered together from the European
partners and offer examples of
good practice in how to engage
with the process of theatre.
Our starting point in this project
was with Shakespeare’s “The Tempest”. We each interpreted the text
in a way which we felt was most
appropriate for our own performer group and in our own cultural
setting. We used a wide range of
methods – sensory drama, building
emotion through music, developing the themes that reflect each
individual, using text – there are no
limits!

Theatre is an expression of creativity. It is a vehicle to convey emotion, spectacle and the excitement
of performance. There are no ex- Here are some practical ideas to
clusions to this. Everyone can en- get you started developing theatre
joy theatre. So it is true to say that for MDVI performers.
everyone should be able to participate in the process of creating
theatre. Any barriers to this can
be overcome with some creative

Setting
the Scene
Create a background and context
that will evoke an emotional reaction from MDVI performers. This
can be done using music, percus-

acters and their relationships. For
The Tempest this might be building
a huge storm with enough sound
vibrations and physical props to
have an emotional impact. You are
looking for a response from the
performers.
sion, props, costumes and any other resources.
It is vital to spend time creating the
context that will introduce char-

Then at the head of the storm introduce Prospero – the Controller,
the character who holds all the
power of the storm and can control

it to the point of making it quieten music, ensuring that the perforand die. This introduction may last mances are led by their ability and
two or three sessions. The charac- desire to participate.
ters of The Tempest and their personalities can be introduced over
time, and with appropriate music,
objects and props. This can happen
no matter what the ability of the
performer. There is always a multi-sensory creative way of involving
every MDVI performer in theatre.

Using music
in theatre
performances

Always use an appropriate method of communication suitable for
your performer. For example, verbal communication, tactile signifiers, or appropriate signing.

There are many ways of being
musically creative with performers Interact with everyone at the beginning of the session to allow then to
with MDVI. Always ensure that the
participant is at the centre of the feel safe and secure in the knowl-

edge that you are working with
them and not just a voice speaking, singing or signing to them.
Some performers can be touch
sensitive so need time to adjust to
new concepts or instruments. Use
live musical instruments as often as
possible to give performers the real
experience of music. Allow them
to feel their way around the instrument so they can have any understanding of where and how the
sound comes from the instrument.

Hotseating

for any situation. For example, it
can be covered in fine fur for the
‘king’ or draped in old smelly fabric
for Caliban’s cave.
The physical, material props and
costume helps the performer get
into role.The performer is in control
of how long they stay in character.

Freeze frame
Use freeze-frame by getting performers to ‘freeze’ their body at
a given moment. This can be really useful to examine what impact

When a performer sits in the ‘hot
seat’, they take on the movement
and actions of the character that is

being explored. They answer questions in character and are always in
control. They can leave the hot seat
whenever they want.
The hotseat can be physically
adapted with props and costume

emotions have on the body. What
does your body physically do when
you are frightened? Or happy?
We can also use freeze frame to
explore body language, expression
and examine how others perceive
you.

You can let performers feel the faces of support workers to see how
their faces change in different circumstances.

Using text

Thought tap

Sometimes it is important to ex-

“We are such stuff as dreams are
made of ...“

During the freeze frame, you can
tap the shoulder of the performer
and they say what they are think-

ing – in character. They can speak a
line of dialogue, express feeling or
make a noise in role.
As the other performers cannot
see the freeze frame, they hear
the thought-tap and this connects
them with what other MDVI performers are doing.
This is a less isolating way of focusing on body awareness and movement.

perience Shakespeare’s actual language, even if it is not completely
understood. Performers often respond to the cadence and poetry
of the words.
Text can be adapted and made
suitable for performers. Text can be
in Braille, large print or recorded on
audio formats.
Using text should challenge the
performers to achieve the best of
their ability. If they can only make
a sound then this sound can be
embedded in the text so that they
vocalise at the appropriate time.

This creates a wonderful sense of
achievement and joy for the performers.

Costume
Costume is very important as it
helps the performers to understand
their role. When their physical ap-

pearance changes it makes them
more aware of their body movement and gesture. It helps them
grow into the role. They require
some time working in costume to
build on this. Costume is not just
for the performance but part of
the planning process of planning,
rehearsal and practical participation in the theatre.

Movement
Performers need time to explore the
space and become confident being
in that space. If it is a stage set,
they need to know exactly where
everything is, what the lights feel
like, how they curtain works and
their place is within all of this.

Individual movement can be synchronised with group movement
which helps performers be aware
of others moving in the same way
around them. Tactile exploration of
the props is vital to facilitate this.

Time needs to be spent on exploring props and costumes so that the
Synchronised movements can cre- performers are familiar and comate a rhythm and a way of commu- fortable with them.
nicating within the audience.

Mirroring

mirrors them in a close and tactile way. Performers can learn a lot
about movement, emotions and
Performers can be supported in making emotions physical.
their movement by a partner who

Action

mance’ is vital. Performers should
be supported over time to understand the distinction between theA clear understanding of being on atre performances and their usual
stage and the concept of ‘perfor- activities.

A single character can move the
plot forward by their actions. The
performer should have a good understanding of the character.
Action include a reaction to others.
Understanding what others are
doing on stage keeps the context
clear for all performers.

Gesture
Gesture can be the performers
own natural expression that they
can use without the help of an assistant.
A performer’s individual and natural gestures can be built into their
character.

Gesture can involve any part of the
body. Wheelchair users and performers with limited motor skills
can be encouraged to use whatever movements are accessible and
natural to them.

Gestures can mirror emotions. Performers are taught to understand
how our body changes depending
on how we are feeling.

Improvisation
Improvisation is taking part spontaneously in acting a scene or role
play that helps tell a story.

Improvisation reflects real life experiences. Performers use movements, gestures and feelings from
their own experiences for creative
performances.

port needs. It should be negotiated
what is the best way of accessing
all aspects of theatre for each individual.

Performers can use props, materials, and costumes to help them get
into role for improvisation.

Each performer and support assistant should negotiate exactly what
support is required for each performance activity.
Improvisation can be a lot of fun!

Negotiation
Each performer is an individual
with their own talents and sup-

Negotiation is required from all
who are involved in the creative
process to make the presentation
as beneficial as possible for each
performer.

Expression
Expression is a way of telling the
world how we feel. This can come
in many different forms.
Expression can be through facial
expression, voice and vocalisation,
movement and action, music and
song.

Forms of expression can be different depending on the abilities of
the performer. All forms of expression are valid.

Resources
The most important resources are
dedicated, enthusiastic people!
The team should be open to new
ways of working and willing to
join in a practical way and have an
understanding of the needs of the
group.
The space can be as little or big as
you have. Technical equipment is
good to have – something to produce sound and light. Adapt what
you have and think imaginatively.

There is a lot you can do with a
smart phone!
Costumes and props – objects,
sensory materials, anything…there

are no limits. Something to stimulate ideas. And then… Money and
funding where possible, however
with only a little money, it is still
possible to put on a performance.
Go for it!

Case study
This is a description of how implementation of ‘The Guidelines’ in a
service that had no history of using the creative arts has completely changed what the service offers
their young adults.

The service is a transition service
for performers aged 17 – 25. The
aim is to support young people
into independent living so that
they are able to participate fully in

their daily life choices. Most of the
performers had some experience
of expressive art whilst they were
at school, however, it was not an
activity carried out in the service.
Use of the guidelines, and work on
the IMAGINE Project has encouraged staff to seek out opportunities for the performers to engage
in expressive art. A music group
was formed which is run on a
weekly basis. The group is led by
a music specialist, however, staff
participate very actively in running
the group, and continue using mu-

sic with the performers throughout
the week. A DVD has been produced and this was sent home to
families at Christmas time.
Staff have also expanded opportunities and explored local theatres
and festivals to enable the performers to participate in other arts
experiences. Book clubs and story
telling groups have also been added to the activities offered.

The performers benefit greatly
from these experiences. It gives
performers the chance to extend
their social skills, express their feelings,build their self esteem and
confidence and have many different experiences in differing settings, and most important of all
have fun!

Conclusion
Although we used different methods and forms, although we come
from different cultural backgrounds
and speak different languages we
all observed the same outcomes.
Through engagement with expressive and creative arts, performers
are stimulated, more active and
have increased self-esteem. Their
confidence grows in the sessions
and this is reflected in all aspects of
life. Performers discover and develop imagination.
We have found that exploration of
emotion through story transfers to
real life situations. It allows some
performers find a way to express
themselves to the outside world
through art and performance. This
is inclusive to society as a whole.

