ABSTRACT


West Virginia Northern Community College plans to continue its long-standing informational programming regarding diversity and disabilities. The College’s Department of Support Services has taken the lead in this endeavor for several reasons, including its advocating inclusiveness for Northern’s students with disabilities as well as providing education to the community at large about disabilities. In years past, the College has hosted a blind magician and juggler, a deaf comedian, an acting troupe that performed a series of vignettes featuring nearly a dozen examples of diversity, and a motivational speaker who presents from a constantly moving wheelchair. During the 2012-13 academic year, the College’s Department of Student Activities and Department of Support Services are planning special programs that will focus on educating students, staff and the public about living with disabilities and diversity.
West Virginia Northern proposes devoting the month of October 2012 to students with disabilities through a series of special events that also targets the community at large. (October is national Disabilities Awareness Month.) That same month, Student Activities plans a Multi-Cultural Day; in January Martin Luther King Day will be commemorated, and in March national Women’s History Month will be observed. With campuses in Wheeling, Weirton, and New Martinsville, Northern is a comprehensive two-year public institution whose Mission Statement includes the following mandate:  “The College responds to the educational, cultural and civic needs of the communities it serves by offering an accessible, safe, diverse, and high-quality learning environment.” Contact: Robert DeFrancis, Dean, Community Relations, 304-214-8820. E-Mail: rdefrancis@wvncc.edu

West Virginia Northern is requesting $6,100.00 in funds from the Higher Education Policy Commission’s Diversity for Equity Grant program in category two (2), “Events or initiatives committed to bringing about mutual understanding and respect among all individuals and groups at respective campuses within West Virginia.”


Throughout October, numerous activities will promote national Disabilities Awareness Month. Brochures, handouts, and giveaways will be available during barbecues to be offered at all three campus locations. Highlight of the month will be a performance by the Dancing Wheels Company & School, from Cleveland, Ohio, a group of dancers with and without physical disabilities. After each dance piece is performed, the dancer will explain his or her disability to the audience. Plans are being formulated to partner with the dance company of a local arts institution so that dancers of all ages and abilities can participate. In addition, the College will sponsor activities on Martin Luther King Day in January 2013 and during National Women’s History Month in March 2013. Those events, while part of the College’s efforts to illuminate diversity in American college life, do not require funding under this proposal.

RATIONALE


West Virginia Northern Community College for eight years in a row has been fortunate to receive funding from numerous sources to celebrate issues surrounding social justice and diversity. Throughout those years, the College has seen growth in numbers of students with disabilities as well as of students of color. It’s always been important for Northern to prepare students to live and work in a diverse world, but now more than ever before.

Educating students, staff, and the public about the lives and challenges that are inherent in such diversity has become a role with which the College is comfortable. The College consistently has provided forums to discuss social justice and diversity. In fact, it is safe to proclaim Northern has become the leading institution in the Upper Ohio Valley in providing educational programming for and about persons with disabilities, from showcasing an individual living within the autism spectrum to presenting talented performers who just happen to be labeled disabled.

Such education is necessary for the internal and external College communities and has become a natural extension of WVNCC’s mission.
     

GOALS


Because West Virginia Northern’s student population continues to be such a diverse one, the College takes seriously its desire to be the leader in stimulating awareness about diversity and disabilities. It is said that discrimination can be impacted greatly by providing information in an accurate and easy to understand manner. That’s one of the goals for events during Disabilities Awareness Month in October. 


Denise Wycherley, who is the College’s student disability coordinator, has experienced much success with her events during observance of the last four disabilities awareness months. Mrs. Wycherley believes it is essential to showcase what Northern has to offer to students with disabilities and to make the College community and the public aware of the great strides being made in services for those with disabilities and the successes such students are celebrating.
Mrs. Wycherley has planned a month long series of activities marking Disabilities Awareness Month in October. Barbecues, which were held the past three academic years, will be offered again on each campus as the impetus to provide awareness through brochures, handouts and giveaways to the general population of students who will obtain an understanding of what it is like to have a disability which may lead to challenges in getting an education. Students will learn that with the proper accommodations all students can achieve their goals. 


Headlining the events will be an appearance by the Dancing Wheels Company and School which will present an hour-long program, featuring 10 to 13 dancers performing fully-costumed excerpts from the company’s main stage repertory and/or story ballets. The company describes the program as being “ideal for high schools or colleges. In a theatre, this option is perfect for student matinee performances or for events where full production or time requirements are not possible.” Cost quoted is $4,900 plus room, board and travel expenses.

According to a newspaper story about the Dancing Wheels, the dance school and company’s creator, Mary Verdi-Fletcher, was only 3-years-old “when she decided she might want to spend her life as a dancer. Only one thing loomed as a potential obstacle: spina bifida, the birth defect with which she was born. But Verdi-Fletcher was so strong-minded and so inspired by her mother, a dancer, and father, a musician, that she never let formidable challenges alter her course. 

“‘I would dream of how I would dance if I wasn't disabled,’ she said recently. ‘Gradually, I realized how I could.’ Verdi-Fletcher realized a lot more in the decades that followed. Along with the capacity to move with artistic grace and imagination in a wheelchair, she learned how to nurture a dance company and school for people with and without disabilities.” 

Her Cleveland-based creation, Dancing Wheels, recently celebrated its 30th anniversary. Verdi-Fletcher established Dancing Wheels as the first physically integrated dance company in the country in the 1980s. It began to garner recognition nationally in 1990, when it became affiliated with Cleveland Ballet and Verdi-Fletcher opened Dancing Wheels School. 

“‘People only know me as a dancer or as director of this company,’ she said. ‘They don't know that the determination I had stemmed from what I didn't have as a child.’ Such as a normal life. The young Mary Verdi was often sick and hospitalized. She underwent more than a dozen surgeries. She recalls thinking at 7 that ‘if I got better than I was, I wouldn't waste a moment of my life.’ 

“As she followed her muse, Verdi-Fletcher explored every dance option she could contemplate. She broke many wheels on her wheelchairs in the early years of experimentation. But she also shaped a new movement language influenced by dance she loved in movie musicals and television shows. 

“In 1980, Verdi-Fletcher and her dance partner, David Brewster, entered the ‘Dance Fever’ competition in Willoughby, Calif. The capacity audience went silent when the wheelchair dancer and able-bodied dancer appeared onstage. 

“‘They could not imagine what someone in a wheelchair would do in a dance competition,’ said Verdi-Fletcher. ‘The wheelchair weighed 55 pounds. I weighed 68 pounds.’ (As she does today.) ‘The crowd went wild.’ 

“So did the media, which spread the story of Verdi-Fletcher and Brewster, who were named alternates to perform on the weekly TV variety series in California. It was on the night of the Willoughby competition that Verdi-Fletcher named her company Dancing Wheels, ‘because my wheels were dancing.’

“Verdi-Fletcher's dedication is partly an extension of her role as advocate for disability rights. She began her company first to do educational outreach and second to present concerts. And she has inspired many others by example. Dancing Wheels is one of 50 physically integrated dance companies in the United States. With her organization's annual budget of nearly $500,000, Verdi-Fletcher is able to offer dancers 52-week contracts -- the only company of its kind in the country that does so.” 

Mrs. Wycherley and her program assistant, Elizabeth Knollinger, believe the Dancing Wheels troupe will be both entertaining and inspirational. 

  
Also, it must be noted that West Virginia Northern will offer other events and initiatives that target issues surrounding diversity and social justice:
· The College’s Student Activities Department will host a Multi-Cultural Day in October 2012. During this event, specific examples of cuisine representing various cultures will be offered for the campus community to experience. Also to be featured will be unique presentations/performances portraying various aspects of different cultures. Examples: diverse music and dance styles. No funding request is necessary for this event.
· The College will continue its long-time partnership with Wheeling Jesuit University in celebrating the life of Martin Luther King on the weekend set aside to commemorate MLK Day nationally in January. The College provides a location for some of the planned events marking the national holiday. These events have become self-sustaining and require no funding through this grant application but are important parts of Northern’s desire to honor diversity.
· And, National Women’s History Month was celebrated at West Virginia Northern Community College for the past five years in March and the activities were warmly received. Northern has requested, through the West Virginia Humanities Council, that one of its History Alive! characters be booked for the College in March 2013. In honor of Women’s History Month, the Student Activities Department will be having a special “Lunch & Learn” session at each of the three campuses.  This luncheon will feature special guest Eleanor Roosevelt as portrayed by Mrs. Patty Cooper who has an associate degree in applied science and has worked as a historical interpreter on Blennerhassett Island State Park in Parkersburg, WV. She has lectured, taught, and given workshops and demonstrations at fairs and festivals on antique needlework, tools, and rug hooking. She is a member of Pioneer Fibercrafters Guild, the Daughters of American Pioneers, Wood County Historical Society, and has been a Wood County 4 H leader. Funding is not needed through this request.

ACTIVITIES


Disabilities Awareness Month includes activities during October 2012 on Northern campuses in Weirton, Wheeling, and New Martinsville. It is anticipated that total attendance will be 400-500 persons, with the Dancing Wheels Company and School expected to draw a large audience. Total cost for the dance troupe will be $6,100.00, with College employees from the Department of Support Services as well as campus deans and other support personnel helping throughout the month. Dancing Wheels is scheduled to perform at 6 p.m. Oct. 11 in the multi-purpose room of the Education Center on the Wheeling campus. Informational barbecues will be Oct. 2, 2012, on the New Martinsville campus; Oct. 3, 2012, on the Weirton campus, and Oct. 4, 2012, on the Wheeling campus, all from 11 a.m.-1 p.m. These events all are open to the public free of charge.


Because Northern’s activities honoring Martin Luther King Day on Jan. 21, 2013, are covered under other budgets, no grant funds are needed to schedule this programming. As well, grant funds are not necessary for Northern’s Multi-Cultural Day scheduled for Oct. 9, 2012, nor for Women’s History events that are scheduled on each campus location during the lunch hour on March 18, 19, and 20, 2013. The College’s Alumni Association and Friends of the College Board members assist the campus personnel in implementing the MLK events while Student Activities Department personnel, Director Shannon Payton and Program Coordinator Ida Williams, along with student government and other student volunteers, will coordinate National Women’s History Month and Multi-Cultural Day activities.
EVALUATION


Traditional use of observation and survey data will be the College’s principal means of evaluating whether the events’ goals have been met. Observation onsite at the time of the program activities will be used to identify participants’ reactions. Survey forms will be available at each venue for each activity so that participants’ thoughts can be internalized and used to plan future activities.


Specifically, disabilities surveys will be set up with questions such as: “To what degree has this presentation improved your understanding of individuals with disabilities?” Choices are None, Little, Some, A Great Degree. Results will be compiled and analyzed to determine if a similar program should be run again or if changes need to be made to make it more successful in the future.


All attendees, including faculty, staff, students, and community members, will be asked to complete a short evaluation/comment card at the end of the Dancing Wheels presentation. The evaluation/comment cards will collect demographical information as well as information about the quality of the promotion and presentation, what they liked and disliked, and what they learned. Additionally, the total number of event attendees will be counted. After the event, attendees should have an increased awareness and greater respect for the diversity that exists in the United States today.  


In addition, College colleagues and partners will be asked to fill out surveys at the conclusion of all activities to assess their perspective on the extent to which the programs benefited participants. All this information will be invaluable for future planning.

BUDGET BREAKDOWN

	Item:

Disabilities Awareness
	Grant Request

	Dancing Wheels performance 
	$4,900.00

	Dancing Wheels travel
	$   400.00

	Dancing Wheels room, board
	$   800.00

	                                                                                   Total
	$6,100.00
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