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FOREWORD: 
WHAT IS THIS TOOLKIT FOR? 

The Creative Toolkit is based on the artistic approach taken to 
supporting visual artists with disability at The Free Space Studio. 
The Free Space Studio is an inclusive and accessible visual art 
studio, based at Darwin Community Arts, which provides an inclusive 
creative workspace and an ongoing a program of skills development 
workshops for artists with disability.

The participants at The Free Space Studio are people with disability 
from diverse cultural backgrounds, who are living in the multicultural 
urban regional centre of Darwin.  The approach to art-making 
described in this toolkit is a predominantly western approach to 
visual art, design principles and concepts of individual creativity. 
These western artistic concepts may not necessarily translate to the 
specific traditional art practices of people who come from indigenous 
or multicultural backgrounds. Where people from indigenous or 
multicultural backgrounds are concerned art teaching should always 
be culturally supportive and allow for an exploration of the of each 
individuals cultural perspectives as inspiration for art making - this is 
something the Free Space Studio is sensitive to and makes a lot of 
time for. 

It is my hope that this toolkit is a useful resource for disability support 
workers, who wish to support their clients to participate in visual arts 
programs or assist their clients to develop an independent professional 
visual arts practice. The Creative Toolkit is designed to help inform 
support workers to take an ethical approach to assisting their clients to 
make art, by encouraging creative freedom and independent creative 
decision making. 
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CREATIVE CHOICES
HELPING YOUR CLIENT 
CHOOSE CREATIVE 
PROGRAMS
Your client who has a physical or intellectual 
disability has the right to participate in 
creative programs of their choosing. Finding out 
what interests your client will take place through the development 
of a person centred plan. Person centred plans are developed with the individuals through 
their care providers, in discussion with their family and/or legal guardians. Often people with a 
disability may feel that they are excluded from being able to participate, especially if they face 
challenges articulating their creative desires or ambitions. The creative aspirations of your client 
should be identified through their individual person centred plan. The next step is to find the right 
arts programs for your client to participate in. 

PERSON CENTRED ARTISTIC PRACTICE
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF PERSON CENTRED ARTISTIC PRACTICE?
•	 To look at each person as an individual, and establish a persons own form of self-expression, 

from their own perspective. This includes culture/ethnicity, family and friends, gender & 
sexuality, living with disability, likes, dislikes, dreams, aspirations, emotional states, sensory 
perception and spiritual/religious ideas.

•	 To assist increase independence through skills development and help the people to gain 
control over their own art making (in terms of colour, design and subject matter).

•	 To increase opportunities for participation in the community, both professional and recreational 
opportunities For example: Art exhibitions festivals, media opportunities, etc.

APPROACHING ARTS  
ORGANISATIONS
Arts organisations have a duty to encourage 
inclusiveness for people with disability. If there 
are artistic programs, which your client wishes to 
participate in, and you encounter discrimination, 
you can seek assistance from the Arts Access 
Networks in your area on behalf of your client.  
Please see the list of inclusive arts organisations in 
the NT on page 3.

SUPPORTING YOUR 
CLIENT TO ATTEND ART 
PROGRAMS
Often an individual with a disability will be more 
able to join an activity if they can attend programs with 
a personal disability support worker who understands 
their needs; this is something to keep in mind when 
approaching arts organisations on behalf of a client.
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ARTS ACCESS AUSTRALIA NATIONAL NETWORK
Arts Access Australia is a national advocacy network whose purpose is to assist people 

with a disability to gain access to artistic activities both as participants and audiences.  
Arts Access has branches in all capital cities in Australia and in  

many major regional centres. 

Web: www.artsaccessaustralia.org  
Phone: 0410 553 383 (voice/ text) 
Address: Arts Access Australia, PO Box 174, North Hobart, TAS 7002

DISABILITY ARTS IN THE NT
Below is a selection of inclusive community arts orgs in the NT. These orgs can assist you to 
find the right creative program for your client to join.  These organisations will also be able 
to direct you to other arts organisations in their networks to find options for your clients.

DARWIN
ARTS ACCESS DARWIN | DARWIN COMMUNITY ARTS
Web: www.darwincommunityarts.org.au/aad 
Email: artsaccess@darwincommunityarts.org 
Phone: Arts Access Australia, PO Box 174, North Hobart, TAS 7002

ALICE SPRINGS 
INCITE ARTS
Web: www.inciteya.org.au 
Email: admin@inciteya.org.au 
Phone: +61 (08) 8952 6338 
Address: PO Box 3491, Alice Springs, NT 0871

TENNANT CREEK
BARKLEY ARTS 
Web: www.barklyarts.com.au 
Email: admin@barklyarts.com.au 
Phone: (08) 8962 2799 
Address: 65 Staunton Street /PO box 259,Tennant Creek, NT, 0861

KATHERINE
KATHERINE REGIONAL ARTS

Web: www.katherineregionalarts.org.au 
Email: admin@barklyarts.com.au 

Phone: (08) 8962 2799 
Address: 65 Staunton Street, PO box 259, Tennant Creek, NT, 0861,
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ACCESS TO THE ARTS FOR 

PEOPLE WITH DISABILITY.



WE MUST CONFRONT A CULTURE OF 
DISADVANTAGE AND DISCRIMINATION
Sadly, there still exists a prejudiced tendency to have lower 
expectations of the artistic ability of visual artists with a 
physical and/or intellectual disability; like all prejudices, it 
is unfounded and a remnant of out-dated attitudes. This 
tendency to have low expectations needs to be turned 
around. As a support worker this means it is your responsibility 
to understand that creative expression is equally important 
for people with disability. When people are beginners do not 
discourage early attempts at art-making, instead assist your 
client to develop the skills required to express themselves 
through art.

HOW DOES DISADVANTAGE AFFECT ARTISTS WITH DISABILITY.
The day-to-day disadvantage experienced by people with a disability is the main contributing factor 
to the under representation of artists with disability in the contemporary visual arts.  For people 
with disability fewer opportunities for training and skills development are available, often due to 
the extra support required by people with disability to participate. This means that people with a 
disability still miss out on opportunities to access skills development workshops, adequate studio 
practice time and exhibition opportunities.

WHO IS CREATIVE.
Consider that some your clients may be creative people. Some might like to pursue a career path as a 
visual artist. Other people may not want to be professionals but may crave a creative outlet and as part 
of their everyday lives. Visual art can be a very positive and even life changing means of communication 
for creative people, especially for someone for whom verbal communication is limited.

IT TAKES TIME AND PRACTICE TO BECOME AN ARTIST.
Everybody has to start somewhere and artistry or craftsmanship in any discipline requires training, 
instruction, learning  and time spent on dedicated practice. Even for those people with natural talent, 
arts practice requires hours and hours spent practicing in the studio, developing and researching 
ideas - nothing is made effortlessly.  This is why when someone is just starting out learning art as 
a beginner  (just like when learning a musical instrument) persistence, practice and time is key to 
developing beyond the beginner stages. When assisting someone with a disability it is important 
to allow them time to improve their skills and to recognise the gradual stages of development of a 
personal style. It is important to understand that the rate of development will vary from person to 
person – everybody’s creativity is different. Time and practice are the keys.

EQUAL ACCESS 
If artists with disability are supported to gain access to; adequate hours of supported studio 
practice, artist quality materials, skills development opportunities and presentation opportunities 
to the same extent as artists who do not have a disability - they will be able to successfully develop 
a visual arts practice. With equal access to arts services artists with disability will flourish. For most 
visual artists developing their creative practice is a lifelong process of learning new techniques and 
experimenting with different materials. Some artists may not produce their best work until later in 
life, after years of practice.

THE HURDLES TO CROSS

Image: Rui Godhino,  
Working In The Studio 
Photography: Fiona Morrison.  
Image Courtesy of the Free Space Studio



CREATIVITY,  
HOW TO FOSTER THE CREATIVE SPARK!

THE VISUAL ARTS - WHAT ARE THEY?
The visual arts are a diverse range of disciplines, usually considered to comprise the following fine 
arts and crafts techniques: printmaking, painting, drawing, photography, sculpture, ceramics and 
installation. When offering artistic instruction it is important to expose people to a variety techniques 
and materials, some people will be naturally drawn to different techniques. Eventually many artists 
dedicate themselves to a single discipline (for example become a painter). Others have multi-
disciplinary practices (for example do drawing, painting and printmaking in combination).

WHAT IS THE VALUE OF CREATIVITY?
Creativity is fundamental to human experience. The creative impulse is instinctive to everyone, but 
its revolutionary potential is rarely realised. This depends upon the individual’s ability to jolt the 
workaday mind into a dynamic state that enables true creativity and originality to become possible

David Bohm, On Creativity, 1996

SELF EXPRESSION - WHAT IS THE VALUE OF EXPRESSION. 
Visual art can be a tool to develop individual expression, which can give an independent voice to 
people and decrease marginalisation. Visual art practice can also be an opportunity to for people with 
disability to share their ideas and perspectives with audiences. Visual art is a vehicle for understanding 
the world and your place within in it from a personal perspective and can explore visual arts are 
especially powerful. For people who live with an intellectual disability, cognitive learning impairment 
or physical disability creativity can appear differently. It is important to understand the individual, 
by chatting with people about where they are from and what’s going on their life.  Sometimes it is 
helpful to use visual prompt, culturally specific material, music pop-culture, photos etc.

MY MARKS ARE MY MARKS
People often idealise photographic realism and think that the more realistic an image is the more 
skilful it is. However, realism is only one way of creating an image and is by no means the most skilful 
or the most interesting. The beauty of an artwork can be the individuality that is expressed through 
mark making and subject matter.

What is considered to be an interesting, beautiful or skilful work of art is a subjective judgement, so 
it’s different for all people. When it comes to art everybody is drawn to different styles and ways of 
making things. As a support worker you can assist your client by teaching them skills and providing 
some direction to refine their techniques so they can gain confidence. But at the same time it is very 
important to strive for achieving increased independence, to let people make their own artworks. By 
being empowered to make their own marks they will find their own styles and techniques.

AN ARTWORK CAN TELL A PERSONAL STORY.

As a support worker it is your job to recognise each person as being unique. Every person comes 
from somewhere and has a life story that makes them who they are. For people with disability this 
story is important and will inevitably deal with their personal experience of living with disability and 
growing up with a disability. Consider that your client’s biographical history is of deep importance to 
them, it may be a story you can support them to express in their artwork.



SUPPORTING THE CULTURAL 
EXPRESSION OF YOUR CLIENT

Background Image: Annie Moors,  
Preliminary Drawings On Acetate Made For Silkscreen Prints

Annie Moors,  
Them Family Passed Away Long Time 2015  
Acrylic on Canvas

INDIGENOUS CLIENTS - AUSTRALIA'S FIRST PEOPLES
This toolkit is based on the Free Space Studio, 
and inclusive visual art studio based in Darwin. 
Darwin like the other major town centres in the 
Northern Territory (NT) has a high indigenous 
population. When supporting an indigenous 
client with a disability to develop their practice 
it is important to recognise your client’s cultural 
perspective and cultural needs. Indigenous 
people with disability clients may have had 
to come and live in, coming to town from 
remote communities to live in. Supported 
accommodation because of complex medical 
conditions or high support needs. These people 
in this situation can often feel very homesick for 
their community and can also feel isolated from 
their, culture, country and family. It is important 
for support workers to recognise these needs

In the major town centres in the NT, indigenous people come from many different cultural groups from 
all over the NT. The NT is huge area and contains many diverse cultural groups; each indigenous cultural 
group from a different area has a distinct language and artistic culture which is often deeply linked with 
traditional ceremonial life in their community, or their country where their ancestors are from.

Because of the cultural and linguistic diversity of indigenous groups, in order to support Indigenous 
clients as a support worker for an Indigenous client if you are not familiar with you clients cultural 
background, ask them about it, research it and assist your client to engage with it. Cultural identity 
and perspective are a very special parts of an individuals identity, and people may like to depict 
cultural concepts and motifs in their artwork. 

CLIENTS FROM MULTICULTURAL BACKGROUNDS
Cultural expression and identity will also be an important point for Australian 
residents from multicultural backgrounds; again people may be 
experiencing homesickness and providing an opportunity through 
visual art to voice their cultural expression can be very helpful. 
Chat with your client about their cultural/ethnic background and 
where they are from perhaps invite them to look for culturally 
specific images, information or music with you on the Internet, 
which, they might like to use as source material in their artwork. 
Art making is about personal expression, so it is important that 
that support workers understand the cultural perspective of their 
client and facilitate cross cultural interactions.



Some people with physical disabilities especially people who have severely impaired motor skills/
fine motor skills will need co-active assistance to make artworks.  Having impaired motor skills and/
or impaired fine motor skills means that your client may not be able to grip objects easily with their 
hands, they might also have less or control over their physical movements and less balance overall. 

To ensure people in these circumstances have an equal opportunity to participate they will need 
to be co-actively supported in activities by their support worker on a one to one basis. To provide 
one to one co-active assistance to a client in the art studio the support worker should sit beside 
the client and assist them for the duration of the studio time. In some cases this can mean assisting 
your client to hold a paintbrush, pencil or other tools, and in some cases it can be useful to develop 
personalised/modified equipment for the persons specific needs. The same may be true if your 
client has a severe intellectual disability, which likewise affects their motor skills; for example their 
ability to hold a drawing implement or control their movement.

There are physical and cognitive benefits to developing fine motor skills through visual arts such 
as painting and drawing. The physical and mental action of painting and drawing has wide ranging 
benefits in the client’s life. Painting and drawing can strengthen the use of the hands, and increase 
control of movement through practice and repetition.  When co-actively assisting someone to make 
art it is always important to allow people to do as much as they can independently, stay by the 
person’s side, help them when they need assistance and let go when they can do it on their own. 
With ongoing co-active support people can gain strength and improved coordination, this is a 
process, which takes time, patience and practice.

Image 1. Meri Davies & William Mareko, Screen Printing Workshop, The Free Space Studio, 2015 
Image 2. Jody-Anne Mamarika, Being Co-Actively Supported While Painting

HOW TO ETHICALLY CO ACTIVELY 
ASSIST AN ARTIST WITH IMPAIRED 
MOBILITY AND MOTOR SKILLS



DEVELOPING A PERSONAL COLOUR SENSE
Colour is a very personal thing; it is great to allow people to develop their own sense of colour by 
letting people choose the colours they like.  Encourage people to plan the colour scheme of their 
artwork before adding colours. It is helpful to look at colour charts and encourage people to mix 
their own colours by combining colours, rather then using colours straight out of the bottle. When 
people are starting out it can be good to set activities where people are allowed to play with just 
arranging colours on a page, through collaging coloured papers or using paint.

ABSTRACT EXPRESSIONISM AND SENSORY 
MARK.MAKING
Artworks do not need to depict something or be representational, making an artwork can for some 
people can be purely sensory experience.  A person may be engaged in the movement of the mark, 
the feeling of the materials or the sound of construction. This sensory connection can be used to 
reflect an emotional state such as joy or aggression. In this type artwork it is the marks, which carry 
the meaning and expression.

EXPERIMENTATION
It is important that people are encouraged to experiment freely. Experimentation alongside more 
structured skills development activities can help people to develop their own ways of working by 
self-teaching where people develop their own styles of work.
Experimentation means trying new things, in the art studio this could be new materials, new tools, or 
new subject matter. Experimentation in art making is not about making a perfect finished product, 
it is about the process, allow people to try something where it doesn’t matter if it fails, and then 
allow them to try again or try something new. Within reason let people get messy, experience the 
materials and make mistakes.

THE IMPORTANCE OF RESPECTING INDIVIDUAL  
ARTISTIC INTEGRITY
Artistic integrity is about people making their own decisions, suggesting solutions to problems in a 
way where the solution is the decision. It is this decision making on things like colour, shapes, sizes, 
when something is finish that make the work the intellectual property of the person who made. 

HAVING STRONG ARTISTIC PRINCIPLES
In the context of the art studio, assisting your client to make an artwork requires honesty and 
moral principles; this means respecting your clients work and not trying change their work or make 
something for them and then saying that it was made by them. If a work is exhibited it is important 
to be clear about who is the maker, if a work was made collaboratively then it is important to credit 
all the people who made the work. This shows respect for high artistic standards.

ART AND DESIGN 
PRINCIPLES

Image Detail: Wendy Lamble, Birds In The Fountain, 2015 acrylic and posca markers on canvas



The vision for inclusiveness in the visual arts 
practice as presented in this toolkit, is to see 
higher numbers of people with disability 
being supported to achieve professional 
outcomes through the development of 
visual arts studio practice. Other artists 
may develop a dedicated lifelong amateur 
practice, which enriches daily life by 
offering a creative outlet and a voice 
for self-expression. 

As a support worker it is important 
to be aspirational and affirming; We 
should maintain high expectations. 
Our expectations should include to 
seeing a higher number of artists with 
disability exhibiting art works in major 
art prizes both regionally and nationally, 
exhibiting in group and solo platforms, 
undertaking residencies and travel, attending 
conferences and undertaking higher education 
opportunities.

WHERE TO  
FROM HERE? 

CONCLUSION

Right hand Image: Image Detail Manoli Lafazanis,  
Self Portrait, 2016, pencil on paper

Background Image: Kearnee O’Marra,  
Portrait of Amina, 2014, Acrylic on board


