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Creative adaptation Is at the core of what we do!

Local KIDS with specilal needs performing agalnst all odds In a pandemic!

8y Debiye Tous-Bam

COVID-15 has impacted many industries, including theater
artists, on physial Interaction and packed wudiences,
Broadway, regional, and local theater stages remaln dark throughout
the pandemic. However, cos local theater company's Light continues
to shine brightly for kids who hawe 2 variety of physical, cognitive,
learning and soctal spedal needs. .. and their innosative approach 1s
reaching new andiences.

Special Gifis Theatre’s (SGT) mission revolves around the creative
of theater arts to not caly showcase Individualy’ talents

co-stage but to also provide a safe and supportive eovironment that
helps stodents gain confidence, impeove self-wocth, navigate tricky
sochl situations and cope with challenges. “The Special Gifis Theatre
team does 2 wonderful job with Lts participants, teaching them
tearmwork and theatre skills while providing sodal opportunities and
fun for all” says Mary and fohn Breen parents of Sean who Is playing
two rokes in the upcoming prod uction of Wizard of Oz; the Mayor of
Oz and Wally, a Wiichs Guard.

Although practidng theatrical arts during 2 pandemic hasn't
exactly been a plenlc, students and fartlles say it's a positive
and helpful expertence thanks 10 a dedicated SGT arew virtual
accommodations and an enthustastic, “can-do” suppoctive attttude
from the cast.

Spectal Gifts Theatre Executtve Director, Elise Larsen, couldot
agree moce. “Creative adaptation Is at the core of what we do—
even in 1 pandemic.” says Larsen, who, along with the SGT staff,
peer mentoes and volunteers has creatively adapied rehearsals and
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performances to showcase students’ strengths for ower 20 years,
Larsen acknowledges, however, that ddivering a virtual
educational and theatrical experience under Covid constraints

requires multiple layers of adjustment, not to mention 2 lot of Lmproy,
but, the show must go on! Larsen repocts, “We're accustomed to

revising scripts to acconmodate werbal ability, adapting actoes”
entrances and exits according o mobdlity coastralnts, and
costumes and props with a mindfulness toward indiduals’ needs
and preferences. Accomroodating the pandemic is just another layer
of adaptation for cur team to work through™

Much to students’ and parents’ delight, SGT rehearsal schedules

stayed intact throughout the pandemic, which provided a sense of
noermal oy for students and at 2 time that was anything but normal.

“It maloes me 50 happy to bear Robyn laugh and sing with her
friends as they rebearse each weed<” says Rhanda Gray of Glenview,

whose daughter, Robyn plays Nimee of the Lollipop Guil tn SGT's
upcoming production of Wizard of Oz

Both Robyn and Sean are grateful thatat SGT you are able to meet
50 many new friends and interact with each other 1o 2 vartety of ways
with the many modifications on how this is being done every step of
the wayx For example, cast announcernents and costume hand-outs,
foemally cerernantal co-stage, photo opportunities, morphed lnto
molling, drive-by car parades. Scripts required further adaptations
foc on-screen (vs. an-stage) story felling. Dance numbers and scene
wock were rebearsed in Zoom break-out rooms Lnstead of school

performing arts theaters.
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Outside of the virtual rehearsal room, filming with the constraint
of Brady Bunch-style Zoom grids peesentad the opportunity to
add vartation to key scenes by editing In dose-ups. And, since
most students rebearsed in thetr living or bedrooms against varted
badad rops, scenery needed to be communicated in post- peoduction
by overlaying frarnes that connotate the setting

The audlence experience has been modified as wel. “For the first
time, our stodents are able to watch thetr on-screen debut athome
with thetr fambies, so we adapted the andience experience as wdll
to make it extra special for them,” says SGT's Program Operations
Director, Debbie Taus-Barth. Family and friends from around the
country (and world) can now watch the performances. So far, SGT
has sald tckets ln over 27 states and 2 countries! Locally SGT is
reaching new audlences too, the virtual format allows foc Jocal
classtooms and community groups to take “virtwal fidd trips” to
wakch the performances which would normally anly be offered
an weekends. The flexible adaptation continues the celebration of
different abiltties by encouraging comversations about acceptance
and Incluston while engaging In performing arts enrichment for the
Jocal community
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[nthe end, the applause and standing ovations of a Itwe
performance will definitedy be missad, but the impact may well be
the sarne, if not greater. “T am wery confident that this year’s SGT's
performances will be different, but I'm just as confident that the
whale experience will still be extremely valuable]” says Larsen.
Students and parents agree.

During COVID, o much has changed for all of us. Jenna
Pocoykalsid, who #s playing Jasmine the dance captain of the
Iitterbugs says, “SGT has a special place in my heart for giving all of
us the opportuntty o be together agaln on screen when 1 was feeling
s0 alooe and Isolated”™ Sue and Mike Pomykalski fed that, *Spectal
Gifts Theatre bas given Jenna the opportunity to expeess heeself
through music, dance, acting and being part of a group that works
together through learning, cooperation and having a great time with
her peers”

For mare information about SGT programming, or to parchase
tickets to the May 22-23 Creating Outside the Lines SGT's
Adult Program peoduction of Wizard of Oz, please visit ww.
specialgifistheatre org/tidkets for-upcoming-shows!. The virtual
performance will be dosed captioned.

DEMENTIA DOES
NOT DEFINE HER.

Artis helps her be who
she’s always been.

JOIN US FOR OUR UPCOMING
COMMUNITY & CAREGIVER EVENTS

The Words We Use
Tueeday, May 11* | 5:30 pm.

SENIOR LIVING

Tuesday, June 15" | 530 p.m.

To Register: TheArtisWay.oom/Winnetkallving + 847-512-7734
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Artis Senior Living of Wilmette: 235 Ridge Road, Wikmetis, & 60001
Check out cur other neary communites in Batet, Ewdust and Lakeview.
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