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Abstract 

 
Creativity Explored, Explored: How an Innovative San Francisco Art 

Community Is Opening Doors for Artists with Disabilities 

 
Katharine Lane Stahl, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 
Supervisor: Christopher Adejumo 

 

 This is an exploratory case study of Creativity Explored (CE), a non-profit art 

center in San Francisco, California, that serves adults with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities (IDD). The purpose of the study is to address the following questions: How 

does Creativity Explored facilitate personal and professional growth in adults with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities? Using Creativity Explored as a model, what 

can we learn about best practices in community-based art programs that serve adults with 

disabilities? Multiple methods of data collection were utilized, including examination of 

pertinent literature and documents, visual documentation, observations, and interviews 

with administrators and staff, who were selected to provide a breadth and depth of 

knowledge about various aspects of the CE program. Conclusions were drawn about four 

major areas of the program: its “art community” model; its benefits for participating 

artists; the values, practices, and strategies that have contributed to its longevity and 

success; and the challenges that it has confronted as an organization. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

 In 2006, there were close to 4.7 million individuals with intellectual and 

developmental disabilities (IDD) in the United States (Braddock, Hemp, & Rizzolo, 

2008). Throughout history, this population—perhaps more than any other—has 

experienced high levels of mistreatment, marginalization, stigmatization, and isolation 

(Braddock & Parish, 2002; Lige, 2011; Nielsen, 2012). Over the last half century, strides 

forward have been made, but people with IDD still struggle with a wide variety of issues, 

including poverty and unemployment (Emerson, 2007; Nielsen, 2012; Taylor & Hodapp, 

2012); inadequate service options and access (Bradley, 1994a; Lewis, 2006); limited 

choice and autonomy (Beadle-Brown, Mansell, & Kozma, 2007; Lewis, 2006); and poor 

quality of life and social-emotional and mental health (Cooper, Smiley, Morrison, 

Williamson, & Allan, 2007; Matson & Shoemaker, 2011; Pretty, Rapley, & Bramston, 

2002). For individuals with IDD in the United States, true integration into the social and 

economic life of the community remains a dream, not a reality. 

 In 1983, psychologist Elias Katz and his wife, artist and educator Florence 

Ludins-Katz, started Creativity Explored (CE), an innovative art center for adults with 

IDD in San Francisco, California. By providing a space for artists with disabilities to 

create, exhibit, and sell artwork alongside other artists from the community, Creativity 

Explored—along with two other art centers started by Katz and Ludins-Katz—has, over 

the course of 30 years, made significant and important strides toward eliminating barriers 

and increasing opportunities for individuals with IDD in the Bay Area. In 2012, more 

than 10,000 people visited the CE gallery and studio, CE artists participated in group and 

solo exhibitions both nationally and internationally, and art sales grossed $250,000 

(“Annual Report,” 2012; “Overview,” n.d.). To begin to address how Creativity Explored 

has opened doors for adults with IDD—and what this means for best practices in the 

field—I conducted an exploratory case study of the program. 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Through my research, I hoped to address the following questions: How does 

Creativity Explored facilitate personal and professional growth in adults with intellectual 

and developmental disabilities? Using Creativity Explored as a model, what can we learn 

about best practices in community-based art programs that serve adults with disabilities?  

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Despite the success and longevity of Creativity Explored—and despite the fact 

that arts programs in the United States that serve adults with intellectual and 

developmental disabilities now number in the dozens (Sellen, 2008)—there is very 

limited research exploring how best to design and implement such programs. While there 

is evidence to indicate both the benefits of creative endeavors and the dearth of 

vocational opportunities for individuals with disabilities, the field has yet to establish best 

practices for programs like Creativity Explored, which provide opportunities for both. By 

studying Creativity Explored, an exemplar in the field, we can learn strategies to evaluate 

similar programs and aid in the creation of others. 

MOTIVATIONS 

In September of 2010, I visited San Francisco. At the advice of a friend, on my 

itinerary was a visit to an art gallery in the Mission District called Creativity Explored. 

The gallery, he told me, featured art by adults with disabilities who worked in an 

adjoining studio, and I was eager to visit but unsure what to expect. The final day of my 

trip, I stopped in on my way to the airport. The gallery was small, bright, and inviting, a 

contrast to many galleries I had visited in the past. The exhibition at the time, “And then . 

. . ,” featured work that told a story using sequential images, and many of the pieces were 

inspired by comic books or cartoons. It was different than any art that I had seen before—

candid and unpretentious and funny and interesting—but reminded me a little bit of the 

folk art I had seen and loved as a child growing up in Georgia. 

After I finished touring the gallery, I took the suggestion of the woman working 

behind the desk and stepped through a door at the back of the gallery into a large, busy 
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studio filled with artists at work. The studio was bursting with art; it covered the walls 

and was displayed on shelves and stacked in bins and folders. Impressed and slightly 

overwhelmed, I walked around the studio, looking at art and talking to artists. I met 

Camille, a natural saleswoman, who led me through the studio pointing out her paintings, 

and Peter, an artist from the Philippines who asked me about Texas. After an hour or so, 

and with a flight to catch back to Austin, I left—reluctantly—with two pieces of art that 

barely fit in my suitcase and a sense that I wanted to be a part, in whatever way I could, 

of this place. At that time, I had never considered art education as a career, but my short 

visit to Creativity Explored set me on a new path.  

When I returned to Austin, I began to volunteer at The Arc of the Arts, a non-

profit art program that, like CE, serves adults with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities. While the programs are similar in some respects—both endeavor to teach 

artistic skills, increase self-confidence, self-esteem, and independence, and encourage 

interactions between individuals with disabilities and their non-disabled peers—there is a 

fundamental difference: like many newer programs geared toward this population, The 

Arc focuses on personal growth through art making—participants’ artwork is exhibited 

and sold in an on-site gallery, but this aspect of the program is, I believe, 

underdeveloped—while Creativity Explored has, over time, developed successful 

strategies for supporting the professional growth of its artists. I now work as an art 

instructor at The Arc, and one of my major long-term objectives for the program is to 

develop the vocational side of the program so that we can better facilitate professional as 

well as personal growth in our participants. Given the lack of existing research on 

programs with a strong focus on professional development, exploring best practices 

through an examination of the Creativity Explored program is an important step in that 

direction.  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

To investigate how Creativity Explored facilitates growth in adults with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities—and the implications for best practices in the 
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field—I used qualitative, single case study research. As research on Creativity Explored 

and programs like it is quite limited, I designed my study to be exploratory in nature, with 

the intention of learning as much as I could about the program. Methods for data 

collection included examination of pertinent literature and documents; visual 

documentation; observations; and semi-structured interviews with administrators and 

staff, who were chosen to provide a breadth and depth of knowledge about various 

aspects of the CE program, including studio and teaching practices, exhibition and sales 

practices, marketing practices, development practices, and program history. On-site data 

collection took place over a four-day period, Monday, March 25th to Thursday, March 

29th, in the spring of 2013. Following data collection, I used an inductive, bottom-up 

process of data analysis to interpret the information I gathered. Throughout the research 

process, I took measures to increase the validity and reliability of the study, including 

triangulation using multiple methods of data collection, establishing a chain of evidence, 

and recognizing my biases as a researcher. 

DEFINITION OF TERMS   

Autism: Autism is a group of developmental disorders, also known as autism spectrum 

disorders (ASD), characterized by varying degrees of impairment in social 

interaction, communication, and “restricted repetitive and stereotyped patterns of 

behavior, interests, and activities” (American Psychiatric Association, 2000, p. 

75). Autism spectrum disorders include: Autistic disorder (also known as classic 

autism), Asperger’s disorder, pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise 

specified, Rett’s disorder, and childhood disintegrative disorder. 

Community-based art: Community-based art is “any form or work of art that emerges 

from a community and consciously seeks to increase the social, economic and 

political power of that community” (Knight & Schwarzman, 2006, p. xvi). 

Developmental disability: According to the federal definition, a developmental disability 

is “a severe, chronic disability of an individual that is attributable to a mental or 

physical impairment or combination of mental and physical impairments” (DD 
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Act, 2000). A DD must appear before the age of 22, is likely to persist throughout 

life, and causes functional limitations in at least three of the following categories: 

“self-care, receptive and expressive language, learning, mobility, self-direction, 

capacity for independent living, and economic self-sufficiency” (DD Act, 2000).  

Down syndrome: Down syndrome (also Down’s syndrome) is a chromosomal condition 

that occurs when an individual is born with 47 chromosomes instead of the typical 

46. Physical, mental, and social development is often delayed in individuals with 

Down syndrome, and common behavioral and learning issues include impulsivity, 

poor judgment, shortened attention span, and learning delays. Individuals with 

Down syndrome are at increased risk for a variety of medical conditions, 

including dementia, eye problems, hearing problems, and hypothyroidism 

(“Down Syndrome,” 2010). 

Intellectual disability: An intellectual disability is “a disability characterized by 

significant limitations in both intellectual functioning and in adaptive behavior,” 

including conceptual, social, and practical skills (“Definition of Intellectual 

Disability,” 2012). IQ scores lower than 75 are generally indicative of an 

intellectual disability, though determination of an intellectual disability should not 

be made based solely on IQ score. The diagnosis of intellectual disability “covers 

the same population of individuals who were diagnosed previously with Mental 

Retardation” (“FAQ on Intellectual Disability,” 2012).  

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY  

As with any case study, the generalizability of my research is limited. More 

specifically, the success of Creativity Explored may be due, in part, to factors that a new 

program could not easily replicate (e.g., individual artists who work at the program, the 

location of the program, the longevity of the program). However, I believe that the 

strategies that Creativity Explored utilizes, while perhaps not entirely reproducible, are 

still of benefit to other programs. Additionally, the scope of the study was limited by my 

decision to interview only staff and administrators, and not other stakeholders in the 
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program (e.g., artists, funders, visitors). Although the inclusion of other perspectives 

would have increased the breadth of the study and painted a more comprehensive picture 

of the Creativity Explored program, I chose to limit my focus to administrators and staff, 

as I believed their perspective was most relevant to my research questions. Lastly, and 

perhaps most importantly, the research was limited by my decision—based on both time 

constraints and the exploratory nature of the study—to focus my attention on just one 

program, rather than studying several programs. Without comparative analysis between 

multiple sites, any extrapolation regarding best practices should be considered 

preliminary. It is my hope that future research on community-based art programs for 

artists with disabilities will include the perspectives of multiple organizations and 

multiple stakeholders. 

BENEFITS TO THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION  

This research is of potential benefit to community-based art educators and 

administrators who work with, or wish to work with, individuals with disabilities. 

Exploring best practices for studio art programs that serve adults with IDD will aid in the 

implementation of new programs, as well as in the evaluation and improvement of 

existing programs. Beyond this, Creativity Explored’s “art community” model—to be 

explored in detail in Chapter 5—has the potential to change conventional ideas of how art 

is taught and learned, not just for individuals with disabilities, but for any population. The 

research also addresses an absence in the field of art education of information regarding 

this type of programming, and could inform future research. 

CONCLUSION 

To investigate how Creativity Explored facilitates personal and professional 

growth in adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities, and to explore what can 

be learned about best practices in community-based art programs that serve adults with 

disabilities from the CE model, I conducted a qualitative case study of the program. The 

research is presented in six chapters. The next chapter, a review of literature, explores 

foundational literature related to the study. Following that, Chapter 3 describes the 
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methodology utilized in the study. Chapter 4, in two parts, explores the origins, model, 

and philosophy of Katz and Ludins-Katz’s Bay Area art centers, and presents verbal and 

visual documentation of the Creativity Explored program specifically. Chapter 5 details 

my research findings and analysis, and Chapter 6 wraps up the study and looks at 

implications of these findings for art education, limitations of the study, and possibilities 

for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Review of Literature 
 

Throughout history, individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities 

(IDD) have been among “the most marginalized members of our society” (Lige, 2011, p. 

ii). Part I of this chapter traces the history of intellectual and developmental disabilities in 

the United States from the colonial period through the turn of the 21st century. Part II 

looks at IDD within contemporary society, exploring current definitions of disability and 

issues related to service delivery, employment, and mental and social-emotional health. 

Part III concentrates on disability and the arts, with a focus on the benefits of art making 

for this population and the question of how to situate artists with IDD within the 

contemporary art world. 

A HISTORY OF IDD IN THE UNITED STATES 

Historical inquiry into the lives of individuals with IDD has long been neglected 

as a discipline, not emerging as its own field of study until the late 20th century, and 

reliant largely on secondary sources and an institutional, social, or legislative perspective, 

rather than the perspective of those individuals who lived it (Atkinson & Walmsley, 

2010; Braddock & Parish, 2002; Kudlick, 2003). Drawing from this somewhat limited 

source material, this section examines the history of IDD in the United States, with a 

focus on the treatment of individuals with IDD, the legislation that has affected disability 

policy and services, and the changing concept of disability from the colonial era through 

the beginning of the 21st century.  

Colonial Period through the Mid-Nineteenth Century 

During America’s colonial period, individuals with intellectual disabilities, then 

referred to as “idiots,” “simple,” or “feeble minded,” were a familiar part of daily life 

(Trent, 1994). Those with disabilities—which were seen by many as the product of God’s 

divine retribution (Braddock & Parish, 2002)—were typically cared for by their families 

and confined only if the families were unable to provide care or the individual was 

disorderly or posed a threat to the community (Nielsen, 2012; Trent, 1994). When 
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families could not afford to care for disabled family members, states often provided 

financial assistance, a system that lasted into the early 1900s (Braddock & Parish, 2002). 

“Bidding out”—the practice of auctioning off an individual with intellectual disabilities 

or mental illness to bidders who would be paid the bid amount to care for the individual 

for a year—was also common when a family could not care for a disabled family member 

(Braddock & Parish, 2002). In cases where families sought medical care for family 

members with disabilities, “treatments” included purging, bleeding, or blistering 

(Nielsen, 2012). 

Era of Institutionalization 

 Understandings of disability began to change in the post-Revolutionary period in 

the United States, an era when medicine was becoming increasingly professionalized 

(Nielsen, 2012). Within this new model of disability, referred to the medical model (or, 

alternately, the individual, biology, or deficit model) (Lige, 2011), disability was viewed 

as a medical defect, generated from within the body (Nielsen, 2012). In an effort to 

isolate individuals with perceived defects from the rest of the population, many public 

and private institutions for individuals with intellectual disabilities, physical disabilities, 

and mental illness opened their doors during the late 1700s and early 1800s (Nielsen, 

2012; Braddock & Parish, 2002). The movement to institutionalize individuals with 

intellectual disabilities specifically, purportedly for educational reasons, emerged in the 

late 1840s under the leadership of Samuel Gridley Howe (Braddock & Parish, 2002; 

Trent, 1994). Based on the recommendation of Howe—who, at the appointment of the 

Massachusetts legislature, completed the country’s first survey of the prevalence of 

cognitive disabilities (Braddock & Parish, 2012)—Massachusetts established the 

Massachusetts School for Idiotic Children and Youth, the first school for children with 

intellectual disabilities, in 1849 (Nielsen, 2012). The goal of the institution was to 

educate students so that they could gain employable skills and return to their 

communities (Braddock, 2008), and other states soon opened similar institutions 

(Braddock & Parish, 2002). Also during this period, numerous states implemented voting 
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exclusions based on disability, first on economic grounds—disabled individuals did not 

own property—and then on the grounds that individuals with intellectual disabilities 

could not vote competently and therefore should not have the right to vote (Melton & 

Garrison, 1987; Nielsen, 2012). 

Supported by increasing urbanization and a strengthened federal government, the 

numbers and types of institutions for individuals with disabilities grew in the post-Civil 

War era, and the missions of institutions for the cognitively impaired shifted from 

educational to custodial (Nielsen, 2012). During this period, physicians regularly advised 

parents to institutionalize children with intellectual disabilities, and it was common for 

parents to never visit or acknowledge a child post-institutionalization (Nielsen, 2012). 

Many institutions were located in rural areas with large acreage, and residents generally 

performed duties such as laundry and farming, “not so much to develop skills for 

community out-placement, but rather to contribute to the self-sustaining economy of the 

institution” (Braddock & Parish, 2002, p. 27). Institutions were often overcrowded, with 

living conditions that “did not meet even the basic requisites of safety and humane care” 

(Melton & Garrison, 1987, p. 1008); medical experimentation on residents at institutions, 

generally without their knowledge or consent, was not uncommon (Braddock & Parish, 

2002; Rothman, 1982). In 1900, there were approximately 11,000 individuals with 

intellectual disabilities living in institutions; by 1926, the number had risen to 55,000 

(Braddock & Parish, 2002).  

At the turn of the century, the first scientific measures of intelligence were 

developed by French psychologist Alfred Binet (Gardner, 1983). Supported by the 

emergence of these tests, which were designed to sort children with intellectual 

disabilities from cognitively-abled peers and to assign children to the appropriate grade in 

school (Gardner, 1983), the eugenics movement emerged in the early 1900s (Nielsen, 

2012; Parmenter, 2011; Snyder & Mitchell, 2006). This movement—which “sought to 

link social ills” (e.g., poverty, crime, prostitution) to individuals with intellectual 

disabilities—promoted a variety of “restrictive social policies,” including laws 
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prohibiting marriage between individuals with intellectual disabilities, lifelong 

institutionalization of people with ID, intelligence testing in schools and segregated 

classrooms, immigration controls on individuals with ID, and forced sterilization of 

people with ID (Snyder & Mitchell, 2006, p. 625). As a result of this movement, over 30 

states passed forced-sterilization laws, and in the period between 1907 and 1949, 

sterilizations of over 47,000 individuals with ID were recorded (though forced 

sterilization was later prohibited, as late as the 1970s, up to 80% of service providers and 

parents supported sterilization as birth control for individuals with intellectual 

disabilities) (Aunos & Feldman, 2002; Braddock & Parish, 2002; Nielsen, 2012). During 

this period, ID was viewed as “an incurable disease . . . inherited as a Mendelian 

characteristic that degraded the species” (Braddock & Parish, 2002, p. 28), and was 

targeted for elimination.  

Deinstitutionalization and the Community Service Model 

The number of individuals with intellectual disabilities in institutions steadily 

climbed in the early to mid-1900s, reaching its apex in the late 1960s, when close to 

200,000 individuals with intellectual disabilities resided in public institutions (Braddock 

& Parish, 2002; Landesman & Butterfield, 1987). By the middle of the century, however, 

parents of children with cognitive disabilities were coming together to advocate for their 

children, starting organizations like the National Association for Retarded Children (since 

renamed the The Arc) (Nielsen, 2012). At the same time, a series of media exposés 

brought the nation’s attention to conditions in institutions for individuals with intellectual 

and psychiatric disabilities, thus laying the groundwork for the deinstitutionalization 

movement (Bradley, 1994a; Nielsen, 2012; Parish & Lutwick, 2005).  

“The modern era of intellectual disability services in the United States” began 

under the leadership of John F. Kennedy, who became president in 1960 (Braddock & 

Parish, 2002, p. 35). Kennedy—whose sister Rosemary had an intellectual disability and 

eventual lobotomy—appointed the President’s Panel on Mental Retardation, which 

produced 95 recommendations for the nation’s treatment of individuals with intellectual 
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disabilities, including a reduction in institutional services and an increase in community-

based services, and paved the way for a number of legislative acts, including Public Law 

88-164 and 88-156, and the Community Mental Health Centers Act of1963, intended to 

improve services for individuals with ID (Braddock & Parish, 2002). As institutions 

began to close their doors, large numbers of individuals with disabilities were transferred 

from state institutions into the community, often to group home settings (Nielsen, 2012). 

From 1977 to 2007, the number of institutionalized individuals with intellectual 

disabilities dropped from 207,356 to 62,496 (Chowdhury & Benson, 2011); from 1977 to 

1998, the number of individuals living in community-based residences with up to 6 

residents rose from just over 20,000 to more than 250,000 (Braddock & Parish, 2002). 

Community-based programming, which was often contracted to private 

organizations (Bradley, 1994a), generally took one of two forms: Developmental 

programs (also known as activity programs) provided individuals with disabilities—

typically low functioning individuals—opportunities for socialization and recreation in 

community-situated, but still socially segregated, settings (Bradley, 1994a; Ludins-Katz 

& Katz, 1990). Sheltered workshops (also known as work activity centers or 

rehabilitation centers) provided higher functioning individuals the chance to earn money 

for work on relatively simple jobs. Underlying this new era of community-based service 

delivery was a new model of disability, the developmental model, which posited that “all 

people, regardless of the severity of their disabilities, could grow and develop” (Bradley, 

1994a, p. 15). Though these workshops did provide learning and occupational 

opportunities for individuals with IDD—a step up from the custodial nature of 

institutions—pay was generally quite low, the set of skills taught tended to be highly 

specific and not generalizable to other settings, and there were few opportunities for 

advancement (Ludins-Katz & Katz, 1990; Nielsen, 2012; Peters, 2006). And, like 

developmental programs, sheltered workshops were socially segregated, perpetuating the 

idea that individuals with disabilities needed to work in a special environment isolated 

from the larger community (Nielsen, 2012).  
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Disability Rights and Legislation  

The 1970s brought the passage of legislation with the farthest-reaching impact to 

date on the disability rights movement (Fleischer & Zames, 2011). Section 504 of the 

Rehabilitation Act of 1973 prohibited discrimination against individuals with disabilities 

by federally funded programs, and the Education for All Handicapped Children’s Act of 

1975—amended in 1997 as the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)—

granted young people with disabilities the right to a free and appropriate public education 

(Braddock & Parish, 2002; Keogh, 2007). Bolstered by the passage of such legislation, 

the disability rights movement picked up steam, as activists sought to reduce 

discrimination against individuals with disabilities in areas such as employment, 

transportation, housing, and accessibility, arguing that “disability was not simply a 

medical, biologically based condition,” but rather “a social condition of discrimination 

and unmerited stigma, which needlessly harms and restricts the lives of those with 

disabilities and results in economic disparities, social isolation, and oppression” (Nielsen, 

2012, p. 162). Within this social model of disability—developed by sociologist Saad 

Nagi in the 1960s and 1970s (Braddock & Parish, 2002)—disability is viewed “as a 

social construct, located in the environment instead of in the body” (Lige, 2011, p. 24), 

and distinct from impairment, which is a “biological condition” (Braddock & Parish, 

2002, p. 1). From this new perspective of disability sprung an emerging, interdisciplinary 

field of investigation, disability studies, which situates disability as a social group, just 

like gender, class, or race (Kudlick, 2003). Self-advocacy groups also emerged from this 

new rights-orientated climate, encouraging individuals with intellectual disabilities “to 

speak up about their experiences not as ‘cases’ or ‘victims’ but as people in their own 

right” (Atkinson & Walmsley, 2010, p. 275). 

During the 1980s and 1990s, new legislation and amendments to prior legislation 

represented a shift in the field toward the principle of normalization, which stresses total 

engagement in life’s customs and routines for individuals with disabilities through both 

social and physical integration into community life (Bradley, 1994b; Vick & Sexton-
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Radek, 2008). In 1990, Congress passed the Americans with Disabilities Act, considered 

the most significant civil rights legislation for people with disabilities, which was 

designed to be a “clear and comprehensive national mandate for the elimination of 

discrimination against individuals with disabilities” in a wide variety of areas, including 

employment, public services, and public accommodations (Americans with Disabilities 

Act, 1990; Burgdorf, 2006). Inspired by the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the ADA 

acknowledged that “discrimination against people with disabilities in the form of 

purposeful unequal treatment and historical patterns of segregation and isolation” was the 

most significant problem that people with disabilities face, not their individual 

impairments (Braddock, 2002, p. 39; Burgdorf, 2006).  

Although the ADA had a significant impact on the lives of individuals with 

disabilities, as with other disability legislation, it was—and continues to be—regularly 

“tested and eroded in the courts, and sometimes ignored in practice” (Burgdorf, 2006; 

Nielsen, 2012, p. 181). By 2004, the Supreme Court had ruled on 19 cases related to the 

application of the law (Burgdorf, 2006). Of these, Olmstead et al. v L.C. et al. (1999) was 

perhaps the most seminal, with the Supreme Court ruling that the ADA required states to 

provide individuals with intellectual disabilities with community-based services instead 

of institutional services when appropriate (Burgdorf, 2006; Lakin, Scott, Larson, & 

Salmi, 2009). As of this writing—over 20 years after the passage of the Americans with 

Disabilities Act—class action litigation remains one of the driving forces affecting how 

services are provided to individuals with IDD (Braddock et al., 2008).  

INTELLECTUAL AND DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITIES IN CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY 

Since the era of institutionalization, the quality of life for many people with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities has improved dramatically. Despite this, 

individuals with disabilities still contend with limited service options and access 

(Bradley, 1994a; Lewis, 2006); lack of independence and choice (Beadle-Brown et al., 

2007; Lewis, 2006); high rates of poverty and unemployment (Emerson, 2007; Nielsen, 

2012; Taylor & Hodapp, 2012); and poor mental and social-emotional health (Cooper et 
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al., 2007; Matson & Shoemaker, 2011; Pretty et al., 2002). This section focuses on IDD 

within contemporary society, exploring current definitions of disability and issues related 

to service delivery, employment, and mental and social-emotional health. 

Definitions and Prevalence of IDD in the United States 

According to the federal definition, a developmental disability is “a severe, 

chronic disability of an individual that is attributable to a mental or physical impairment 

or combination of mental and physical impairments” (DD Act, 2000). A DD must appear 

before the age of 22, is likely to persist throughout life, and causes functional limitations 

in at least three of the following categories: “self-care, receptive and expressive language, 

learning, mobility, self-direction, capacity for independent living, and economic self-

sufficiency” (DD Act, 2000). Developmental disabilities include mental retardation, 

autism, epilepsy, and cerebral palsy (Parish & Lutwick, 2005). Intellectual disability—the 

term now accepted in place of “mental retardation” by the American Association on 

Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities (Parmenter, 2011)—is “a disability 

characterized by significant limitations in both intellectual functioning and in adaptive 

behavior,” including conceptual, social, and practical skills (“Definition of Intellectual 

Disability,” 2012). IQ scores lower than 75 are generally indicative of an intellectual 

disability, though determinations of an intellectual disability are not to be made based 

solely on IQ score.  

In 2006, there were approximately 4.7 million individuals with intellectual and 

developmental disabilities in the United States (Braddock et al., 2008), and the incidence 

of developmental disabilities is on the rise. Research suggests that the number of children 

with developmental disabilities has increased approximately 17% from 1997 to 2008 

(Boyle, Boulet, Schieve, Cohen, Blumberg, Yeargin-Allsop, Visser, & Kogan, 2011), and 

that the number of children with autism specifically increased 289.5% during same 

period (the extent to which this represents a true increase or reflects other factors, 

including changing diagnostic criteria, greater awareness, and diagnosis at younger ages, 

is a matter of debate) (Hertz-Picciotto & Delwiche, 2009; “Key Findings,” 2012). As life 



 

16 
 

expectancy increases for individuals with IDD, moreover, the number of people with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities continues to increase, with many more 

individuals reaching middle age and old age than ever before (Walsh, 2002).  

Service-Related Issues 

In 2009, Barak Obama initiated the “Year of Community Living”—which began 

on the 10th anniversary of the Olmstead ruling and ended on the 20th anniversary of the 

Americans with Disabilities Act—representing a commitment to providing support and 

services to individuals with disabilities in the most integrated environment possible 

(Salmi, Scott, Webster, Larson, & Lakin, 2010; The White House, 2009). The period 

between 1988 and 2008 “brought greater net increases in community residential services 

and accompanying decreases in institutional services than any other 20-year period in 

U.S. history,” with a 311% increase in individuals with IDD residing in settings with 6 or 

fewer individuals (Salmi et al., 2010, p. 168). In 2006, total national spending for 

intellectual and developmental disabilities was $43.84 billion (Braddock et al., 2008). 

More than half of that ($25.01 billion) was directed toward community-based residential 

and other services for 6 or fewer individuals (Braddock et al., 2008), and, since 2008, the 

Obama Administration has allocated over $140 million to independent living centers 

across the nation (Salmi et al., 2010). 

Despite the allocations of funding toward community-based services, federal, 

state, and city resources have by and large been unable to meet the needs of this 

population (Nielsen, 2012; Parish & Lutwick, 2005). In 1991, almost 200,000 individuals 

in the U.S. were on waiting lists for community-based services (Bradley, 1994a), and the 

demand for services is only increasing, due in part to increasing longevity of individuals 

with IDD (Braddock et al., 2008; Parish & Lutwick, 2005). In 2006, close to 2.8 million 

individuals with IDD lived with family caregivers, over 700,000 of whom were over the 

age of 60 (Braddock et al., 2008). As caregivers age and can no longer care for disabled 

family members, many more individuals will need residential support outside their family 

homes, yet “the demand for care will likely outpace the supply for decades to come” 



 

17 
 

(Parish & Lutwick, 2005, p. 345). For those individuals who are receiving community-

based supports, moreover, “there is very little that is voluntary or emancipatory about 

these deinstitutionalized community settings” (Lewis, 2006, p. 302). It is still common 

for individuals with IDD to be disconnected from the community around them (Taylor, 

Bogdan, & Racino, 1991) and to “lead lives that are predominantly devoid of choice, 

independence, and inclusion” (Beadle-Brown et al., 2007, p. 441).  

Issues of Employment  

 Despite the institution of federal antidiscrimination policies like the Americans 

with Disabilities Act, which has led to increased opportunities for individuals with 

disabilities, one area in which very little improvement has been made is employment. 

Adults with intellectual disabilities experience higher levels of poverty than their non-

disabled peers (Emerson, 2007; Nielsen, 2012), and the employment rate generally 

remains quite low for this population, particularly for individuals with autism and with 

high levels of behavioral issues (Taylor & Hodapp, 2012). In a recent study examining 

the educational and vocational activities of young adults with an autism spectrum 

disorder (ASD), a population found to generally participate in fewer activities than other 

individuals with disabilities, Taylor and Seltzer (2011) found that only 6% were 

competitively employed, and none worked full-time.  

 In addition to the low rates of employment experienced by individuals with 

disabilities, the types of jobs available to adults with IDD are generally quite limited. 

According to Stamatelos and Mott (1985), it has traditionally been assumed that 

individuals with disabilities are only capable of—and even prefer—“repetitive or 

perseverative work” with limited creative requirements (p. 101). Though this assumption 

has since been challenged, more recent studies bear out that the majority of jobs held by 

individuals with IDD fit this description. Taylor and Seltzer (2011) found that young 

adults with ASD who were competitively employed “tended to have menial jobs” (p. 

572), while McDermott, Martin, and Butkus (1999) found that the majority of employed 

adults with IDD worked in fast food restaurants, grocery stores, and similar settings. 
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Individuals with disabilities, moreover, tend to earn between 10 and 25 percent less than 

their non-disabled peers, an earning gap which “may reflect [a combination of] lower 

productivity associated with many disabilities” and employer discrimination against 

individuals with disabilities (Schur, 2003, p. 591).  

 The risks of unemployment are more than simply economic, moreover. 

Employment has been shown to provide all adults with “structure, purpose, and focus” 

(Taylor & Hodapp, 2012, p. 67), as well as improved self-concept and overall well-being 

(Cinamon & Gifsh, 2004). Occupation is considered crucial to forming and preserving an 

identity, and is one of the primary ways that an individual can convey his or her identity 

as a capable person (Christiansen, 1999). Occupation for people with disabilities arguably 

carries even more import, as individuals with IDD are “typically perceived as people with 

a disability in a way that eclipses all other possible identities” (Lige, 2011, p. 85). 

Research supports the benefits of regular employment for individuals with disabilities 

specifically, including an improved skill set, increased participation in the community 

and decreased social isolation, improved life satisfaction and self-worth, and improved 

psychological well-being (Schur, 2003), making rates of unemployment even more 

concerning for this population. 

Issues of Mental and Social-Emotional Health  

 In addition to poor employment outcomes, many individuals with intellectual and 

developmental disabilities contend with quality of life issues due to poor mental and 

social-emotional health. Concurrent mental disorders (e.g., anxiety, depression) are 

common among individuals with IDD (Cooper et al., 2007; Garaigordobil & Pérez, 

2007), especially among older adults (Walsh, 2002), with a rate of psychopathology four 

to five times higher among people with intellectual disabilities than in the general 

population (Matson & Shoemaker, 2011). Individuals with concurrent mental health 

issues are more likely than individuals without psychopathology to live in institutional 

settings or to be reinstitutionalized after living in community settings, and to generally 

experience inferior quality of life (Beadle-Brown et al., 2007). 
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 Even when psychopathology is not present, research indicates that people with 

IDD are often “lonely and isolated, with few social relationships and a poor quality of 

life” (Pretty et al., 2002, pp. 106–107). Kampert and Goreczny (2007) found that 

individuals with ID desired increased community involvement, socialization, more 

friends, and more opportunities to make friends. Bramston, Bruggerman, and Pretty 

(2002) found that individuals with ID were more likely than their non-disabled peers to 

engage in activities alone, and less likely to use public facilities and to feel a sense of 

belonging in their community. Research also suggests that individuals with intellectual 

disabilities generally have poorer self-concept and self-esteem than individuals without 

ID (Garaigordobil & Pérez, 2007; Szivos & Griffiths, 1990), which may be due in part to 

perceptions of stigma that—despite the strides forward we have made—still exists 

against individuals with disabilities in our society (Abraham, Gregory, Wolf, & 

Pemberton, 2002; Kudlick, 2003; Paterson, McKenzie, & Lindsay, 2012).  

DISABILITY AND THE ARTS 

Across the United States, over 40 visual art centers serve individuals with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities (Sellen, 2008). Despite the growing number of 

programs that serve this population, little research exists on them, or on disabilities and 

the arts in general. As Lige (2011) observed, many “academics and leaders in the 

disability world have lamented the dearth of research concerning IDD, and it should be 

noted that literature concerning IDD and the arts from other than a therapeutic or 

rehabilitative viewpoint is even more limited” (p. 10). Below is an exploration of the 

extant literature from a variety of fields; Part One focuses on the benefits of art making 

for individuals with disabilities, while Part Two is a discussion of artists with disabilities 

within (and outside) the world of contemporary art. 

Benefits of Art Making for Individuals with Disabilities 

As Lige (2011) has noted, “art activity directed towards people with disabilities, 

and particularly individuals with IDD, has traditionally had a therapeutic or rehabilitative 

agenda” (p. 46). Unsurprisingly, then, the majority of existing literature—still by no 
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means extensive—focuses on the benefits of art therapy for people with IDD. In a 2009 

report, for example, Lister, Tanguay, Snow, and D’Amico found that participants at the 

Centre for the Arts in Human Development, a program in Montreal, Canada, that 

provides creative arts therapies to adults with developmental disabilities, showed 

improvement in a variety of areas, including self-esteem, communication, social skills, 

and self-advocacy. In a case study of an adolescent with Asperger’s syndrome, Elkis-

Abuhoff (2008) likewise found that engaging in art therapy activities led to increased 

communication, expanded peer involvement, and the development of new social skills 

and coping strategies. 

In the field of art education, little attention has been paid to the advantages and 

possibilities of education or training in the arts for this population (Blandy, 1991). What 

research does exist, moreover, tends to focus on a student population rather than an adult 

population, and on the “personal growth”-type benefits of participation or education in 

the arts rather than on the possibilities—vocational or otherwise—of serious engagement 

with or training in the arts. Mason, Steedly, and Thormann (2005) identified a variety of 

benefits of education in the arts for students with disabilities, including increased “self-

esteem, confidence, and participation in group activities” (p. 9). They also found that the 

arts “help students find appropriate ways to communicate” (p. 9), express negative 

emotions, and engage in problem solving and creative thinking. Keifer-Boyd and Kraft 

(2003) similarly found that participation in a school-based art inclusion classroom led to 

positive outcomes for special needs students, including improved self-advocacy and self-

representation.  

Limited research has explored the benefits of participation or training in the arts 

for adults with disabilities. Brown (1996) asserted the value of involvement in the arts for 

adults with Down syndrome, noting that the arts facilitate self-expression, behavioral 

modeling, and improved self-image, and “provide opportunities to explore ideas and 

imagine the future [and] for dealing with anger and other emotions” (pp. 444–445). 

Blandy (1993), in one of the few studies that focuses on adult learners in a community 
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setting, identified benefits of community-based arts programming for adults with 

intellectual disabilities, asserting that participation “encourages opportunities to establish 

relationships with people other than those labeled mentally retarded,” which, in turn, 

leads to “community acceptance” of individuals with ID and improved “life satisfaction” 

(p. 168).  

Lige (2011) built on the scant research that exists, along with her own experiences 

as the founder of a community arts program for individuals with IDD, to delineate a 

variety of benefits of serious art making—as opposed to recreational art making—for 

adults with disabilities. Of the first identified benefit, identity formation, she observed 

that as individuals with IDD engage in art making, they produce work that is uniquely 

theirs and begin to develop their own artistic style and voice, which reveals “who they 

are” as people (Lige, 2011, p. 85). Through this process, she argued, a transformation can 

occur, with an individual’s primary identity shifting from that of disabled person to that 

of artist; this transformation impacts the individual’s self-perceptions, as well as 

perceptions of the individual by others (Lige, 2011). Like Lige, Ludins-Katz and Katz 

(1990) found that engagement with the arts can contribute to identity formation, with art 

making serving “as a catalyst in mobilizing different strengths in the person to form a 

total productive personality” (p. 15). In a study of the impact of art making on individuals 

with mental illness, Howells and Zelnik (2009) similarly found that participation in a 

community arts studio impacted self-perceptions; over time, these individuals began to 

see themselves as artists, and “the artwork they created and the responses they received, 

including the purchase of a piece of their work, acted as a validation of the self as skilled 

and competent” (p. 219). 

The impact of art making on identity, moreover, can be collective as well as 

individual. Collective identity formation is at the heart of the disability arts movement, a 

politicized “genre of self-representation” (Garland-Thomson, 2000, p. 334) created by 

individuals with disabilities to contribute to a “collective expression of the experience of 

disability and struggle” (Barnes, 2003, p. 13). The disability arts movement embraces 
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“positive social identities, both individual and collective,” and positions disability as 

something to be valued, not pitied (Swain & French, 2000, p. 569). 

 A second benefit to engagement with the arts delineated by Lige (2011) is 

enhancement of status. “Being an artist,” she observed, “carries a certain cachet in our 

culture,” which can “act to enhance quality of life for artists with IDD as people around 

them perceive them differently” (p. 86). Ludins-Katz and Katz (1990) likewise asserted 

that recognition by the larger community can make artists with IDD feel like valued and 

respected members of the community. In a qualitative study of the impact of art making 

on woman with chronic illnesses, Reynolds (2003) similarly found that committed art 

making had a variety of benefits for women with chronic illness, including resistance of 

“the ‘master status’ or label that disabling illness might otherwise have imposed” (p. 

126). 

 Lige’s third benefit of serious art making is the increased opportunity for 

individuals with IDD to make choices. Lige argued that making choices within the 

context of art making “gives participants a chance to exercise a degree of empowerment 

and independence” (2011, p. 87), something often missing from the lives of individuals 

with IDD (Beadle-Brown et al., 2007; Lewis, 2006). Like Lige, Ludins-Katz and Katz 

(1990) identified decision making and self-determination as a benefit of art making, 

noting that engagement with the arts requires making frequent choices, including choices 

related to “subject matter, size, color arrangement, design, and techniques” (p. 15), in an 

environment that is nonrestrictive and unautocratic. 

 The fourth benefit of art making identified by Lige (2011) is personal expression. 

Art making, she observed, is a means of expressing oneself nonverbally, which is 

especially significant for individuals with IDD who cannot or struggle to communicate 

verbally. Art, she continued, also provides a “way for the non-disabled to gain direct 

insight into the lived experience of people with IDD,” especially in cases when 

communication is restricted (p. 89). Like Lige, Ludins-Katz and Katz (1990) contended 

that art making facilitates the expression of internal thoughts, emotions, and conflicts, 
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thereby serving “as a catharsis” and helping to “resolve feelings that otherwise would 

remain internalized” (p. 16). Reynolds (2003) similarly argued that art making facilitates 

personal expression for individuals with chronic, disabling illnesses and “provides a 

legacy of visible, lasting products” that these individuals—who may be rendered 

“relatively invisible” in society by their illnesses—can be proud of (p. 119).  

 Finally, Lige (2011) argued that art creates valuable vocational opportunities for a 

population long excluded from the workforce. Through committed engagement with art 

making, individuals with IDD have the opportunity to develop commercially viable art 

practices and attain some measure of financial independence. Lige contended that even 

for those individuals who do not become commercially successful artists, engaging in 

serious art making can still confer a “sense of productivity or meaningful work,” along 

with the “opportunity to claim the identity of a worker” (2011, p. 90). Fraser (2010) 

similarly argued that employment in the arts offers a variety of potential benefits, 

including “the opportunity for self-expression/creative outlet, minimization of obstacles 

related to the work environment [and] . . . a high degree of autonomy” (p. 518). 

According to a 2008 brief report from the Institute of Community Inclusion, additional 

advantages of working in an art-related field include “flexible employment options, such 

as self-employment, that may fit well with the accommodation needs of individuals with 

disabilities” and “the chance to participate in a vibrant (disability) arts community” (p. 1). 

 Despite the possibilities of employment in the arts for individuals with intellectual 

and developmental disabilities, there are also challenges associated with pursuing a career 

as an artist. All self-employed artists must deal with complex financial issues such as 

gallery fees, commission rates, and income tax; for individuals with IDD, who may lack 

financial understanding, these issues become trickier to navigate, and “the potential for 

financial abuse or mishandling” by a third party “is a concrete possibility” (Lige, 2011, p. 

83). Governmental policies also present problems for artists with IDD. Specifically, for 

individuals who receive financial assistance from the government, earning significant 

income may mean losing disability benefits, such that an individual interested in working 
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as an artist “must choose between living on a steady income at a poverty rate, or risk 

making more but with no safety net” (Lige, 2011, p. 84). 

Artists with Disabilities within the Contemporary Art World 

 While artists with physical or psychiatric impairments—Van Gogh, Monet, 

Toulouse Lautrec, to name a few—have long received recognition and acceptance within 

the contemporary art world, individuals with intellectual or developmental disabilities 

have scarcely received recognition as artists, and only then within the last half century 

(Lige, 2011). According to Lige (2011), who has provided one of the most 

comprehensive treatments of the subject, “the question of how to situate artists with IDD 

and their work within the context of contemporary art has been rarely addressed” (p. 46). 

When artists with IDD have been positioned relative to the context of contemporary art, it 

has generally been to place them squarely on the outside looking in, either on the basis of 

their outsider status, or their perceived incapacities intellectually and creatively.  

Outsider Art 

Several useful discussions of how to situate artists with IDD within the 

contemporary art world have centered around the life and work of Judith Scott, an 

internationally acclaimed fiber artist whose work is in the collections of the San 

Francisco Museum of Modern Art, the Collection l’Art Brut in Lausanne, Switzerland, 

and The American Folk Art Museum in New York City (Fraser, 2010; MacGregor, 

1999). Scott, a woman born with Down syndrome and without the capacity to hear or 

speak, was institutionalized for 35 years after being deemed ineducable at the age of 7 

(MacGregor, 1999). Following her deinstitutionalization at the age of 42, Scott worked 

until her death in 2005 at Oakland’s Creative Growth Art Center—a program, like 

Creativity Explored, started by Elias Katz and Florence Ludins-Katz—creating 

“complex, formally rich, endlessly varied, and yet stylistically consistent” three-

dimensional fiber sculptures (MacGregor, 1999, p. 6). Like other artists with IDD, Scott 

has been labeled an “Outsider Artist.” Outsider Art—a term coined by art critic Roger 

Cardinal in 1972 as the English equivalent of the French term art brut—was originally 



 

25 
 

defined as a “category of self-taught art . . . produced by untutored creators of talent 

whose expressions convey a strong sense of individuality” (Cardinal, 2009, p. 1459). 

Though Cardinal has contended that Outsider Art does have a distinctive style—as “an 

art of unexpected and often bewildering distinctiveness,” with “outstanding exemplars 

[that] tend to conjure up imagined private worlds, completely satisfying to their creator 

yet so remote from our normal experience as to appear alien” (2009, p. 1460)—as the 

term is generally perceived, Outsider Art is not recognized for its formal attributes, but 

rather defines the creator as someone outside the realm of fine arts (Tansella, 2007). 

Work by artists with disabilities is frequently classified as Outsider Art because it was not 

learned in a traditional academic environment or as part of an ethnic, regional, or 

religious tradition, and because it is considered “outside the taste and quality preferences 

of a dominant group” (Wexler, 2005, p. 254). 

Although the genre of Outsider Art has served to expose the work of individuals 

traditionally ignored by the art world—“extending an invitation for those previously 

marginalized from the discourse of art to participate in it,” at least to a certain extent 

(Fraser, 2010, p. 512)—according to some scholars the negative repercussions of such a 

label outweigh the positive ones (Lige, 2011). Fraser (2010) claimed that this invitation is 

extended “only conditionally, under the proviso that they do so on terms that are not 

subject to their control and that do nothing to change the existing social limitations placed 

on those individuals” (p. 513). Lige (2011) similarly asserted that the label of Outsider 

Art does not advance inclusion, but rather prescribes that artists with disabilities can 

attain success only within a preordained genre. Blandy (1991), too, advocated the 

abandonment of such terminology, which “emphasize[s] disability rather than ability, 

dissimilarity rather than similarity” and is “counter-productive to the political agenda of 

those so labeled” (p. 139).  

The Question of Intelligence 

MacGregor (1999), in his exploration of the life and work of Judith Scott, posed a 

question that has been “all but ignored” in the contemporary art world: “Does serious 
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mental retardation invariably preclude the creation of true works of art?” (p. 2). To 

answer this question with a definitive “no” requires examining—and changing—

stereotypical notions tying intelligence to creativity, as well as shifting the ways in which 

we judge and value art. Historically, individuals with intellectual disabilities have been 

perceived as incapable of symbolic or abstract thinking, and therefore uncreative 

(Stamatelos & Mott, 1985). Creativity has often been tied to intelligence, such that as 

intelligence decreases, so does creativity (Stamatelos & Mott, 1985). Though Stamatelos 

and Mott (1985) discredited these notions—pointing toward the low correlation that 

researchers have found between intelligence and creativity, and toward studies that have 

suggested that individuals with intellectual disabilities paint in a style that is more 

distinctive, abstract, and full of imagination than their non-disabled peers (Stabler, 

Stabler, & Karger, 1977)—when it comes to considering individuals with IDD as artists, 

“the question of intelligence is [still] the elephant in the room” (Lige, 2011, p. 51). 

If art is understood, as it has traditionally been, as the product of intention, and the 

communication of that intention, then individuals with intellectual disabilities are deemed 

incapable of creating quality art (Lige, 2011). While Judith Scott’s inability to 

communicate her intention, at least verbally, is perhaps extreme, artists with IDD are 

generally unable to affect the reception of their work in the same ways as artists without 

cognitive disabilities (MacGregor, 1999). Fraser (2010) makes a similar point about the 

emphasis placed on the ability to communicate meaning: 

One of the greatest obstacles to seeing artists with developmental disabilities as 
producers—as artists doing artistic work—lies in the priority given to questions of 
communication when dealing with such populations, whether on the part of art 
critics grounded in the paradigm of Art Brut/Outsider Art or by the larger society. 
(p. 518) 

To accept the work of a disabled individual as “real art,” then, necessitates overturning 

the prizing of intention and communication and establishing new ways of thinking about 

what it means to be an artist. 

Disability scholars have offered a variety of alternatives to the limiting notion of 

communication and intent as determinants of value. Some scholars have drawn on 
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Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences—the idea that there are “several 

relatively autonomous human intellectual competences” rather than one singular 

intelligence (Gardner, 1983, p. 8)—to legitimize the works of disabled artists, who may 

be unusually gifted in the area of spatial intelligence, a central component of the visual 

arts (Gardner, 1983; Lige, 2011). Other scholars have called for a change the way we, as 

viewers, perceive and judge a piece of art. Lige (2011) cited the work of Toby Sieber, 

who argued against intention as the benchmark of quality and suggested instead that art 

“should be judged in its ability to affect the viewer’s senses as well as the viewer’s mind” 

(p. 53). Fraser (2010)—calling upon the work of art critic Susan Sontag, who famously 

made the case against overintellectualizing in the interpretation of art—similarly argued 

that art should be valued for its ability to move its audience. Ultimately, according to 

MacGregor (1999), in order to appreciate and understand the work of artists with IDD, 

we must “free ourselves of . . . the burden of assumptions we inevitably bring to the 

examination of any work of art or any artist” (p. 8). 

The Role of Art Centers for Artists with IDD   

 Creativity Growth (CG), Creativity Explored, and programs like them have made 

significant strides toward increasing access and eliminating barriers for artists with IDD. 

Fraser (2010) has credited Creative Growth with providing innovative vocational 

opportunities for individuals with IDD in a way that confronts “long-standing and 

limiting views of both artistic process and intellectual disability” and “is attentive both to 

the art produced by people with developmental disabilities and also the social conditions 

of their lives” (Fraser, 2010, p. 516). According to Fraser (2010), CG’s success confirms 

that individuals with IDD can be integrated into the economy “not solely as hourly 

workers, but also as artistic producers engaged in meaningful work” (p. 521). 

 The environments of centers like Creative Growth and Creativity Explored also 

confront limiting notions of what it means to be an Outsider Artist. While Outsider Art is 

generally created in isolation, community is a fundamental component of these programs, 

and the relationships between artists and between artists and instructors, who are artists 
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themselves, “produce a healthy richness that is often missing in the isolated production of 

Outsider Art” (Wexler, 2005, p. 267). To Rinder (2011), the work that takes place at 

centers like CG and CE represents “the antithesis of that envisioned by . . . Roger 

Cardinal in 1972 when he coined the term ‘outsider art’ to identify the work of artists 

who have no contact with the art world and who are psychically and/or mentally isolated” 

(p. 9). Unlike traditional Outsider Artists, artists at CG, CE, and similar programs work 

alongside other artists, make art expressly to be exhibited and sold, visit nearby art 

galleries, museums, and artist studios, and benefit from guidance given by professional 

artist mentors (Rinder, 2011). According to Rinder, the “transformation” of artists with 

IDD from “outsiders to insiders” is one of the most important accomplishments of 

programs like Creative Growth and Creativity Explored (p. 12). 

CONCLUSION 

Throughout history, individuals with intellectual and developmental disabilities in 

the United States have been marginalized, stigmatized, isolated, and mistreated. Although 

significant progress has been made over the last half century, individuals with IDD still 

contend with limited and inadequate service options, lack of autonomy and choice, high 

rates of poverty and unemployment, and poor quality of life and mental and social-

emotional health. True participation in and access to many aspects of society—including 

the world of contemporary art—is still denied this population, and full social and 

economic integration remains unrealized. Community-based arts centers like Creativity 

Explored are places of promising, and much-needed, social and economic opportunity for 

individuals for IDD, but research is still badly needed to document and affirm their 

successes. 



 

29 
 

Chapter 3: Methodology  
 

To investigate how Creativity Explored facilitates personal and professional 

growth in adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities—and what this means 

for best practices in the field—I used qualitative case study research. Methods for data 

collection included semi-structured interviews with key administrators and staff; visual 

documentation; observations; and examination of pertinent literature and documents. 

Following data collection, I used a bottom-up process of data analysis to interpret the 

information I gathered.  

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH 

Qualitative research is a “means for exploring and understanding the meaning 

individuals or groups ascribe” to a phenomenon (Creswell, 2009, p. 4). Unlike 

quantitative research, which looks at relationships among measurable variables to test 

concrete hypotheses, qualitative research generally addresses open-ended or developing 

research questions (Creswell, 2009), “generates descriptions and analyses of contexts . . . 

to derive meaning” (Lapan, Quartaroli, & Riemer, 2011, p. 16), and honors the 

“importance of rendering the complexity of a situation” (Creswell, 2009, p. 4). The 

exploratory nature of my study—research on programs like Creativity Explored is quite 

limited—lent itself to qualitative research, the preferred methodology if little research has 

been done on a phenomenon (Creswell, 2009). In many cases, qualitative research 

examines “social settings from insiders’ perspectives,” with data collection happening 

within the setting (Creswell, 2009; Lapan et al., 2011, p. 16). In order to learn about 

Creativity Explored from within, I took a qualitative approach with my study, collecting 

data on-site and soliciting information and insight from the people who know it best.  

CASE STUDY RESEARCH 

A case study is a “strategy of inquiry in which the researcher explores in depth a 

program, event, activity, process, or one or more individuals” (Creswell, 2009, p. 4). 

Case studies are generally used to study contemporary events within their “real-life 
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context” (Yin, 2003, p. 13), enabling researchers “to retain the holistic and meaningful 

characteristics of real-life events” (Yin, 2003, p. 2); case studies are especially useful 

when a phenomenon and its context are not easily distinguishable (Yin, 2003). One of the 

case study’s major strengths “is its ability to deal with a full variety of evidence” (Yin, 

2003, p. 8), including documents, interviews, and observations. Case study researchers 

generally gather information about a case using multiple procedures for data collection  

(Creswell, 2009), making the case study an ideal methodology for my purposes. Case 

study research permitted me to document multiple perspectives, gaining a more rich and 

deep understanding of the Creativity Explored program. 

Case study research is also often used to “unearth new and deeper 

understandings” of a phenomena (Moore, Lapan, & Quartaroli, 2011, p. 243), which is 

appropriate given the lack of extant research on CE. Taking into account the absence of 

research on Creativity Explored and programs like it, I designed my case study to be 

exploratory in nature, with the intent of learning as much as I could about the program 

and ultimately “develop[ing] pertinent hypotheses and propositions for further inquiry” 

(Yin, 2003, p. 6). Although I initially considered including multiple sites in my study to 

help facilitate comparative analysis, given the exploratory nature of my research and the 

timeline I was working within, I ultimately decided to focus my attention on just one 

program, designing my research as a single case study. 

SITE SELECTION 

I selected Creativity Explored as the site of my study because it is considered a 

model program in the fields of disability and art. It was one of the first art studios for 

adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities in the United States, and it 

celebrated its 30th anniversary this year, a significant feat in the world of nonprofit art 

programs. I chose Creativity Explored, too, because I had visited the program and, 

knowing next to nothing about it, intuited its specialness and its value. CE’s sales figures 

and visitor counts—upwards of $250,000 in art sales in 2012 and over 10,000 visitors 

each year—corroborated that its practices were worth exploring. 
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I approached Amy Taub, the Executive Director of Creativity Explored, via e-

mail in September of 2012. After several telephone conversations, Ms. Taub agreed to a 

site visit to take place in late March 2013. Data collection took place over a four-day 

period, Monday, March 25th to Thursday, March 29th. On March 25th and 26th I arrived at 

Creativity Explored at 8:45 am—artists generally arrive and start work by 9 am—and 

observed the program and conducted interviews until 2:30 pm, after all the studio artists 

had left for the day. On March 27th, I spent the morning conducting interviews and 

observing at CE and the afternoon observing at Creative Growth Art Center in Oakland 

(though the focus of my study is Creativity Explored, I decided to visit Creative Growth 

to inform Chapter 4, a history and description of the Bay Area art centers started by 

Florence Ludins-Katz and Elias Katz). On Thursday, I went to CE2—Creativity 

Explored’s second art studio for individuals with more severe disabilities—at 10 am to 

conduct an interview and do a brief observation, and then returned to CE in the afternoon 

to conduct my final interview and document the studio, gallery, and artwork 

photographically. 

DATA COLLECTION METHODS 

As is common in qualitative research, and case study research particularly, I used 

multiple data sources during the research process: documents, interviews, visual 

materials, and observations (Creswell, 2009). By “converging several sources of data” 

(Creswell, 2009, p. 191), a process known as triangulation, I increased the validity of my 

study (Schensul, 2011; Stokrocki, 1997), as “any finding or conclusion in a case study is 

likely to be much more convincing and accurate if it is based on several different sources 

of information” (Yin, 2003, p. 98). In order to increase the study’s reliability, I took care 

to establish and maintain a “chain of evidence” during the data collection process (and 

throughout the analysis phase) to make the steps I made from research questions to 

conclusions—and vice versa—transparent (Yin, 2003). From the beginning of the 

research process, I also attempted to recognize and understand my own biases—an 

important measure in case study research, as the researcher serves as the principal 
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instrument of data collection and interpretation (Creswell, 2009)—including my role as 

an instructor at an art program for adults with disabilities, and the preconceived notions I 

had developed about the program during my initial visit in 2010.  

Documents 

Before my site visit to Creativity Explored, I reviewed a variety of publically 

available documents, including the CE website, web blog, press releases, and the 2011 

and 2012 Annual Reports. Information gleaned from these sources helped to shape my 

interview protocols and observational plan. This document review also heavily informed 

Chapter 4, which provides an in-depth description of the Creativity Explored program. 

During my site visit, I was given access to several internal procedural documents, which 

provided valuable information about the CE program. 

Interviews 

I conducted seven formal interviews with program administrators and staff at 

Creativity Explored, which comprised the bulk of my research data. Participants were: 

Amy Taub, Executive Director; Amy Auerbach, Gallery and Office Manager; Ann 

Kappes, Marketing and Business Development Director; Francis Kohler, CE2 Studio and 

Services Manager/Visual Arts Instructor; Kim Malhotra, Development Director; Paul 

Moshammer, Studio Manager/Visual Arts Instructor; and Mara Poliak, Visual Arts 

Instructor/Volunteer Coordinator. These individuals were selected to provide both a 

breadth and depth of knowledge about a variety of aspects of the CE program, including 

studio and teaching practices; art sales and exhibition practices; marketing practices; 

development practices; and program history. Biographical information for each 

participant—gathered from the interviews I conducted and from the Creativity Explored 

website (www.creativityexplored.org)—can be found in the following table. 
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Table 1: Biographical Information for Program Administrators and Staff 

Name Position Biographical Information 
Amy Taub Executive Director Prior to joining CE as Executive 

Director, Taub worked for 15 years as 
an administrator for programs providing 
residential services to adults with IDD in 
Montana. She came to Creativity 
Explored in 1999. 

Amy Auerbach Gallery and Office 
Manager 

A photographer, Auerbach joined CE in 
1999 as an administrative assistant and 
worked in a variety of positions before 
becoming Gallery and Office Manager. 
In her current role, she manages CE’s 
Exhibition Program. 

Ann Kappes Marketing and Business 
Development Director 

Kappes has an MA in Museum Studies. 
She worked in the non-profit field in a 
variety of capacities before joining the 
CE staff in 2007. She currently oversees 
all earned revenue sources.  

Francis Kohler CE2 Studio and Services 
Manager/Visual Arts 
Instructor 

Kohler studied sculpture and film at the 
San Francisco Art Institute. He began 
volunteering at CE in 1994, and became 
a full-time instructor in 1996. He has 
been the Studio and Services Manager at 
CE2 since 2002. 

Kim Malhotra Development Director Malhotra earned an MPA from Indiana 
University School of Public and 
Environmental Affairs. She has over 
seven years of experience in fundraising, 
and joined the CE staff in 2011. 

Paul Moshammer Studio Manager/Visual 
Arts Instructor 

Moshammer studied art in his hometown 
of Vienna, Austria. A printmaker and 
sculptor, his work has been exhibited 
both in the San Francisco area and 
internationally. He became an instructor 
at CE in 1991, and transitioned to Studio 
Manager in 2002.  

Mara Poliak Visual Arts 
Instructor/Volunteer 
Coordinator 

An artist, dancer, writer, and performer, 
Poliak joined CE in 2008 as an 
instructor and became Volunteer 
Coordinator in 2009. 
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Prior to my site visit, I made the decision to interview only administrators and 

staff and not other stakeholders, such as participating artists. This decision was made 

based on my initial research questions, which focused on defining best practices in 

program administration and management within art programs for adults with intellectual 

and developmental disabilities using CE as a model. Throughout the course of my visit to 

CE, my research questions shifted—not uncommon in case study research, where “the 

researcher is never sure how the case will unfold, what he will find, or what it will mean” 

(Moore et al., 2011, p. 261)—and I became more interested how CE, as an artistic 

community, is facilitating growth in individuals with IDD. Though I did have informal 

conversations with many studio artists during my site visit, due to the timing of this shift 

I did not formally interview any artists, who could have provided valuable insight into 

my revised research questions. Future research would certainly benefit from including the 

perspectives of studio artists. 

Interviews were all conducted face-to-face and were semi-structured in nature 

(Rubin & Rubin, 1995). As such, I created and followed a protocol for each interview 

consistent with my research interests, and varied based on the participant’s role in the 

program, but left room for more “spontaneous” divergences, follow-ups, and 

clarifications (Brinkmann, 2008, p. 470). As my intention during interviews was to obtain 

“depth, detail, and richness”—also known as “thick description” (Rubin & Rubin, 1995, 

p. 8)—interviews were designed to be in-depth and to last approximately 45 minutes 

each. Interviews ended up varying significantly in length, lasting between 20 minutes and 

80 minutes, with the majority lasting around 45 minutes. In addition to taking 

handwritten notes during each interview, I audio recorded and later transcribed all 

interviews. 

Observations  

To supplement my interview data, I conducted observations at Creativity 

Explored (as well as brief observations at Creative Growth and CE2) that were semi-

structured in nature. I followed a loose observational plan that took firmer shape once I 
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began my observations (Moore et al., 2011; Schensul, 2011): on Day One, observations 

were largely exploratory; on Day Two, I focused on the interactions between instructors 

and studio artists; on Day Three, I focused on the physical space and general environment 

of CE. Individuals at CE were aware of my role as a researcher and I interacted with 

participants and instructors—-conducting numerous informal conversations about the 

program—but I did not participate in the studio in any capacity beyond that of an 

observer. By acting as an “observer as participant” I was able to observe and record 

information as it happened (Creswell, 2009, p. 179); during my observations, I took field 

notes that were both descriptive and reflective in nature (Creswell, 2009). 

Visual Materials  

On the final day of my site visit, I took photographs of the program site (the 

studio, the gallery, and various workspaces and storage spaces) and of artwork by 

participants in the program (see figures 1–12). Additional images of participant artwork 

were gathered from the Creativity Explored website (see figures 13–20). Per the request 

of the Executive Director, no photographs were taken of studio artists. Permission was 

granted by the Executive Director to publish photographs of artwork with only the first 

name and last initial of the artist. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

Qualitative research generally involves “building from particulars to general 

themes, [with] the researcher making interpretations of the meaning of the data” 

(Creswell, 2009, p. 4). Qualitative data is organized into “increasingly more abstract units 

of information,” such that “patterns, categories, and themes [are built] from the bottom 

up” (Creswell, 2009, p. 175). Unlike the analysis of quantitative data, the analysis of 

qualitative data happens both concurrent to and subsequent to data collection, such that 

reflections and interpretations are being made as data is still being collected (Creswell, 

2009). Data analysis within qualitative research also tends to emphasize inductive 

reasoning over deductive reasoning and individual rather than global meaning (Creswell, 

2009). 
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To begin to analyze and make meaning of my data, each evening during my site 

visit I read through and reflected on my observational and interview notes from the day, 

recording any questions and ideas that arose. Once data collection was complete, I reread 

all of the material I had collected to get a holistic picture of the information I had 

gathered. Next, I began a more in-depth analysis of my data through the process of 

coding, the organizing of data “into chunks or segments of text before bringing meaning 

to information” (Creswell, 2009, p. 186). I then generated a number of themes based the 

codes I had identified, taking care that each theme “display[ed] multiple perspectives 

from individuals” and was “supported by diverse quotations and specific evidence” 

(Creswell, 2009, p. 189).  

CONCLUSION 

In March of 2013, I made a four-day site visit to the Creativity Explored center in 

San Francisco. Prior to the visit, I reviewed pertinent literature and documents, including 

the 2011 and 2012 Annual Reports, press releases, and the CE website and blog. During 

the visit, I conducted semi-structured interviews with administrators and staff, observed 

the studio program, and took photographs of the studio, gallery, and participant artwork. I 

took measures to increase the study’s validity and reliability, including triangulation 

through multiple methods of data collection, establishing a chain of evidence, and 

recognizing my biases as a researcher. Through the process of organizing and analyzing 

my data, I developed a number of themes relevant to my research questions, to be 

explored in detail in Chapter 5. 
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Chapter 4: A History and Description of Creativity Explored and the 

Bay Area Art Centers 

 
 Lawrence Rinder—co-curator of Create, a 2011 exhibition at The University of 

California, Berkeley Art Museum featuring artists from three Bay Area visual art centers 

started by Elias Katz and Florence Ludins-Katz in the 1970s and 1980s—begins his essay 

in the exhibition catalog with a reflection: 

It’s hard to say why great art happens when it does. Is it a result of innate talent, 
professional training, material support, and the opportunity to focus? Even more 
compelling is the question of why art sometimes flourishes in concentrated 
communities. Why were there such extraordinary periods of collective art making 
at Black Mountain College in the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s; in the tiny community 
of Gee’s Bend, Alabama, in the mid-twentieth century; or in the communal squat 
known as Fort Thunder in Providence, Rhode Island, in the late 1990s? Over the 
past thirty years there has been just such an outpouring of concentrated creative 
energy at three Bay Area centers for artists with developmental disabilities: 
Creative Growth Art Center in Oakland; National Institute of Art and Disabilities 
(known as NIAD Art Center) in Richmond; and Creativity Explored in San 
Francisco. (2011, p. 9) 

 This chapter lays the groundwork for addressing how these centers have fostered 

such an “outpouring of concentrated creative energy.” Part I of the chapter explores the 

origins, model, and evolution of these programs and the philosophy of their founders, 

Elias Katz and Florence Ludins-Katz. Parts II and III of the chapter focus specifically on 

the Creativity Explored program through verbal description and visual documentation, 

respectively. 

THE BAY AREA CREATIVE ART CENTERS 

  Art workshops for individuals with disabilities first emerged in the 1960s in 

Europe (Vick & Sexton-Radek, 2008). Some of these workshops, or ateliers, were 

founded with a therapeutic objective, while others were situated in the community and 

led by instructors with fine arts training (Vick & Sexton-Radek, 2008). The first program 

in the United States with a community-based, non-therapeutic model, the Creative 

Growth Arts Center in Oakland, California, was opened in 1972; the program’s art 
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gallery, opened in 1980, was the first exhibition space in the world created specifically 

for artists with disabilities (Fraser, 2010). 
The founders of Creative Growth, Florence Ludins-Katz and her husband Elias 

Katz, moved to Berkeley in 1966, a time when the disabilities movement, which emerged 

from the mass deinstitutionalizations in the 1950s and 1960s, had already taken hold in 

the progressive Bay Area (Rinder, 2011). Ludins-Katz was an artist, educator, art critic, 

and “a living, breathing model” of the philosophy that “everyone, everyone, everyone 

should have access to art” (A. Taub, personal communication, March 28, 2013). Katz, 

formerly a psychologist at the Sonoma State Home for the Mentally Retarded, had a 

particular interest in how to support adults with intellectual disabilities in the community 

so that they could become productive citizens (Katz, 1968). The impetus for the 

development of a creative arts center for adults with disabilities happened when Katz and 

Ludins-Katz invited a group of adults with disabilities into their home to create art 

together (Rinder, 2011). The event was successful, and, seeing the possibilities of a full-

time program dedicated to art making for this population, Katz and Ludins-Katz used a 

National Endowment for the Arts grant to open Creative Growth Art Center (formerly 

Creative Growth) in 1972 as a “part-time program with six students” (Rinder, 2011; 

Wexler, 2012, p. 74). In 1982, they opened Richmond’s NIAD Art Center—which they 

envisioned would one day become the epicenter for a “nationwide arts and disabilities 

movement” (Rinder, 2011, p. 12)—and San Jose’s Creativity Unlimited, the only center 

which is no longer open. One year later, they founded Creativity Explored.  

Philosophy 

 In 1990, Elias Katz and Florence Ludins-Katz co-authored Art and Disabilities, a 

manual for developing a visual art center for adults with disabilities. In the book, Ludins-

Katz and Katz described the philosophy of their art centers: “Our philosophy is that each 

person has the right to the richest and fullest development of which he is capable. Only 

then can society reach its fullest potential” (1990, p. 4). To Ludins-Katz and Katz, 

creative self-expression—which they defined as “the outward manifestation in an art 
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form of what one feels internally”—was “the highest actualization of human 

functioning,” enabling “man to transcend himself and his environment” (1990, p. 3), and 

was distinct from art therapy, art as recreation, and art education.  

Although Ludins-Katz and Katz did not specifically cite theoretical underpinnings 

of the Bay Area model in their manual—except to emphasize their opposition to the 

medical model of disability—their language suggests a grounding in one of the 

foundational philosophies of the disabilities movement (Vick & Sexton-Radek, 2008). 

This philosophy, “normalization”—conceived of by Nirje in 1969, four years before Katz 

and Ludins-Katz founded Creative Growth—considers individuals with disabilities 

“socially devalued” rather than disabled and stresses total engagement in life’s customs 

and routines (Vick & Sexton-Radek, 2008, p. 4), and is consistent with Ludins-Katz and 

Katz’s notion of creative art centers as a solution to the post-deinstitutionalization 

quandary, “How can [adults with disabilities] lead more normal lives?” (1990, p. vii). 

Wolfensberger’s definition of normalization from 1983, as explained by Vick and 

Sexton-Radek (2008) in their own exploration of the philosophical foundations of studio-

based art programs for adults with disabilities in Europe and the United States, echoes 

even more closely the philosophy espoused by Katz and Ludins-Katz: “the use of 

culturally normative, and optimally even culturally valued, means to enable (societally 

devalued) persons to achieve and maintain valued social roles” (p. 18)—artist and 

productive citizen, in the case of art center participants. Interventions grounded in 

normalization theory (and the related “social role valorization”) were designed to address 

the public’s attitudes about disability by “chang[ing] social image” and by “improv[ing] 

personal competencies” (Vick & Sexton-Radek, 2008, p. 5), both central objectives of the 

Bay Area art centers. It is a foundation built on these philosophies—rather than on the 

medical model that drives the field of art therapy—that makes the Bay Area art centers 

distinct from art programming for this population that focuses on healing or 

rehabilitation. 
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Model  

 Ludins-Katz and Katz (1990) viewed the creative art center as an innovative 

program, unlike the developmental programs or sheltered workshops that were available 

at the time to individuals with disabilities. They defined such a center as “a full-time 

supportive and stimulating environment without pressure, threat, or competitiveness in 

which creative work in painting, sculpture, printmaking, creative crafts, etc. is carried on 

in a studio setting by people with mental, physical, or social disabilities” (1990, p.14). 

According to Rinder (2011), the key elements of the Bay area model were (and still are): 

a close relationship between the center, the greater arts community, and the contemporary 

art world; an open studio environment where artists have “freedom to create” (p. 12); 

facilitation by professional artists whose major role is to encourage creative expression; a 

professional exhibition space under management of a curator; and a full-time, five-days-

a-week schedule. 

 The Bay Area art centers have much in common with European studios for artists 

with disabilities, many of which function to “create a dignified place in the culture for an 

artist who, due to disability or limitation, would otherwise remain unvalued” (Vick & 

Sexton-Radek, 2008, p. 12). Like European studios, which generally attach importance to 

exhibition and sales (Vick & Sexton-Radek, 2008), exhibiting and selling the art is—and 

was, from the beginning—a major objective of the Bay Area art centers (Malchiodi, 

2007). Katz and Ludins-Katz viewed establishing a gallery, preferably in the same 

building as the studio, of primary importance, both for the studio artists and for visitors to 

the center: “For the [artist] there is tremendous pride in seeing one’s work valued . . . It 

transforms him from a second-class citizen to a person regarded highly in the community. 

For a visitor it shatters the stereotype of handicapped people” (1990, p. 65). And like 

European programs, which tend to focus on the aesthetic quality of the art being 

produced, the Bay Area art centers have neither a teaching nor a therapeutic model (Vick 

& Sexton-Radek, 2008). The focus is not “to fix, cure, change, or interpret” (Allen, 2008, 

p. 11), but rather to involve participants “in socially valued activities (e.g., art, work) 
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rather than socially distancing ones (e.g., sickness, therapy),” which ultimately serves to 

“strip away layers of ‘otherness’” (Vick & Sexton-Radek, 2008, p. 9). 

Goals 

Ludins-Katz and Katz (1990) identified a number of goals for a successful 

creative art center. Goals related to personal growth for participants included: personality 

development; improved self-esteem and self-image; increased capacity for decision-

making; self-expression; increased ability to communicate; improved dexterity and 

ability to use specialized equipment; and increased potential for living independently. 

Objectives related to art making and exhibition included: artistic growth; making artwork 

“of the highest artistic merit” (p. 15); and marketing of participants’ artwork. Vocational 

objectives included both prevocational and vocational “training and experiences” (p. 16). 

Goals related to the larger community, and public perceptions and treatment of 

individuals with disabilities, included: active engagement with the community with 

opportunities for volunteering and internships; “prevention of inappropriate 

institutionalization” (p. 16); and “education of the general public through exhibits, 

publications, seminars, and workshops” (p. 17). Other goals for a successful art center 

were active engagement with artists’ caregivers, family members, and social service 

agencies, and engagement with young people with disabilities in the community. 

Role of Instructors 

According to Ludins-Katz and Katz (1990), the philosophy and background of a 

center’s art instructors were paramount to the center’s success. They believed that, above 

all, instructors should be working artists themselves, ideally with a Master of Fine Arts 

degree; prior experience instructing individuals with disabilities was considered a plus, 

but not a necessity. They identified helping to “develop creative persons who experiment 

with many images, ideas, materials, and techniques”—facilitating creative expression 

rather than technical ability—as the principal objective for an instructor (1990, p. 23).  

Ludins-Katz and Katz (1990) also laid out a credo for art instructors, comprised of 10 

guiding principles: 



 

42 
 

1) “An art teacher’s primary function is to stimulate the students, to implant in them 

a desire, an urge to create” (p. 23). 

2) “No matter how immaturely the student works, even if it is merely scribbling, he 

should be allowed to work at his own speed” (p. 23). 

3) “Each student’s work must be genuinely the work of the student” (p. 23). 

4) “Students should be allowed to select the media and subject matter” (p. 23). 

5) “Each student should learn to work to the best of his or her abilities” (p. 23). 

6) “Teachers should use a positive approach to a student’s work” (p. 24). 

7) “The student should learn to make independent judgments in art . . . Never should 

he allow his own creative urges to dominate or supersede the creativity of the 

student” (p. 24). 

8) “The teacher should encourage a student to take new steps and should help with 

technical problems” (p. 24). 

9) “There are many ways to create a work of art or to solve aesthetic problems” (p. 

24). 

10) “A student has the right to fail and try again” (p. 24). 

Evolution 

Although Ludins-Katz and Katz founded Creative Growth, Creativity Explored, 

and NIAD with the same core values and program model, the programs—which function 

autonomously of one another, with few instances of collaboration—have “evolved in 

slightly different ways” (A. Taub, personal communication, March 28, 2013). In terms of 

size, NIAD is the smallest, with approximately 70 studio artists, 7 administrators, and 9 

instructors (“Current Roster of Artists,” n.d.; “Staff/Board of Directors/Interns and 

Volunteers,” n.d.). Creative Growth and Creativity Explored are comparable in size: 

Creative Growth has approximately 140 studio artists, 11 administrators, and 16 

instructors (“Our Programs,” n.d.; “Staff,” n.d), while Creativity Explored has 

approximately 130 studio artists, 9 administrators, and 21 instructors (“Artists,” n.d.; 

“People,” n.d.). NIAD generates the least revenue and has the lowest expenses, $666,567 
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and $641,680, respectively, in the 2012 fiscal year, versus Creativity Explored’s 

$1,944,805 and $1,956,700 (Creative Growth does not provide these figures online) 

(“2012 Annual Report,” 2012; “FY 2012 Creativity Explored Annual Report,” 2012).  

Another key difference is geography. Of the three programs, NIAD is the most 

isolated from San Francisco’s vibrant arts community, and perhaps has the least visibility, 

in part, as a result. Creative Growth’s location in Oakland was, at least in its early years, 

also isolated from San Francisco’s art scene, but increasing gentrification has contributed 

to a burgeoning art scene in Oakland, which has increased CG’s visibility locally (A. 

Taub, personal communication, March 28, 2013). Creativity Explored has perhaps the 

strongest community presence, as it is situated on a busy street in San Francisco’s arts-

oriented Mission District and receives more foot traffic than the other centers (A. 

Auerbach, personal communication, March 26, 2013). As a result—and because CE did 

not have a formal gallery space when the program moved into its current building—the 

CE studio became a de facto exhibition space, where visitors are encouraged to look at 

the art and talk with artists. 

Over the years, the Bay Area art centers—particularly Creative Growth and 

Creativity Explored, the more visible of the programs started by Katz and Ludins-Katz—

have developed and received recognition for unique strengths. Of the three centers, 

Creative Growth has gone the farthest in terms of promoting its artists in the 

contemporary art world, especially internationally. Perhaps in part because CG’s 

Executive Director, Tom diMaria, worked in museums (he was formerly the Assistant 

Director of the U.C. Berkeley Art Museum) before coming to Creative Growth, CG has 

developed strong relationships with museums both nationally and internationally; CG 

artists have exhibited at the Gyeonggi Museum of Modern Art in Korea and Museo 

Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía in Madrid, and artwork by CG artist Dan Miller was 

acquired by MOMA (“Exhibitions,” n.d.). Creative Growth’s international presence is 

further enhanced by a showroom (formerly a gallery) in the 10th arrondissement of Paris 

(“CG Europe,” n.d.). Creative Growth also has the strongest presence at art fairs, both 
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nationally and internationally, with CG artists featured in five each year, including the 

Outsider Art Fair, the Independent Art Fair, and NADA Miami (versus the one art fair, 

ArtPadSF, that Creativity Explored participated in last year) (“Exhibitions,” n.d.; “FY 

2012 Creativity Explored Annual Report,” 2012). These art fairs, as well as the 15 to 20 

yearly off-site exhibitions, tend to focus on the work of CG’s “prime” artists, like Donald 

Mitchell and Dwight Mackintosh, whose work has garnered the most recognition in the 

contemporary art world (C. Nguyen, personal communication, March 27, 2013). And 

while Creativity Explored features every artist, from emerging to established, who works 

in its studio on its website, Creative Growth only features a small number of artists—

eighteen, as of this writing—online. 

Per its website, NIAD has a stronger emphasis on vocational opportunities and 

independent living than do Creativity Explored and Creative Growth. Specifically, NIAD 

artists have the option to “earn money through studio aide jobs (sorting fabric, washing 

brushes, preparing workspaces, dusting the gallery, etc.),” work in a snack shop, and take 

bimonthly cooking classes (using ingredients from its on-site garden) and biweekly 

Independent Living Classes, which focus on language and math skills (“Our Program,” 

n.d.). Like artists at Creative Growth and Creativity Explored, NIAD artists have the 

opportunity to exhibit onsite (NIAD has three exhibition spaces, so its hosts three exhibits 

concurrently); based on its website, however, there is less emphasis at NIAD on outside 

exhibitions (“The Galleries,” n.d.). 

According to Creativity Explored’s Executive Director, Amy Taub, CE’s most 

uniquely successful venture is its licensing program, which has significantly increased the 

visibility of the center. In 2012, four licensing partners used artwork from 19 CE artists 

on 21 different products, including greeting cards, t-shirts, rugs, skateboards, and 

chocolates (“Licensing Art,” n.d.). CE’s most successful licensing partnership to date has 

been with CB2, an international home furnishing and decor store. Through the 

partnership with CB2, work by CE artists has been featured on a variety of products, 

including pillows and rugs, with information about the artist and the organization 
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included on a hangtag that accompanies each product (A. Kappes, personal 

communication, March 27, 2013). In 2013, CE secured a licensing deal with Comme des 

Garçons, a popular Japanese fashion label, who turned original artwork by CE artist Dan 

M. into fabric for men’s suits in the Autumn/Winter 201314 collection (A. Taub, personal 

communication, March 28, 2013). Creativity Explored maintains a catalog of licensable 

art, and royalties from the licensing program reached $50,000 in 2012 (“FY 2012 

Creativity Explored Annual Report,” 2012).  

Creativity Explored also has a strong art services program. In 2012, artwork by 

over 50 CE artists was purchased for display by 11 commercial and residential art 

services (“FY 2012 Creativity Explored Annual Report,” 2012). And while all three 

programs sell art products—posters, mugs, calendars, etc.—on their websites, only 

Creativity Explored sells a large selection of original artwork online (NIAD sells select 

pieces of art from current exhibitions on its website, while Creative Growth does not sell 

original artwork online) (“Store,” n.d.; “The Online Store,” n.d.; “Shop,” n.d.).  

CREATIVITY EXPLORED 

 Creativity Explored is a visual arts center for adults with disabilities in San 

Francisco, California. CE was started in 1983 “in a small room in the Mission Cultural 

Center” (P. Moshammer, personal communication, March 26, 2013). In 1987, Creativity 

Explored moved to its current location, a large building in the Mission District on 16th 

Street between Guerrero Street and Dolores Street. In 1995, a second studio, Creativity 

Explored 2 (CE2) was opened for individuals with severe disabilities in the Potrero Hill 

neighborhood of San Francisco. In 2001, an on-site gallery opened in the front area, 

formerly office space, of the 16th Street building (“About,” n.d.).  

Mission and Objectives 

According to its mission statement, “Creativity Explored advances the value and 

diversity of artistic expression [by providing] artists with developmental disabilities the 

means to create, exhibit, and sell their art in [their] studios and gallery, and around the 

world” (“Overview,” n.d.). The organization is committed to “supporting people with 
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developmental disabilities in their quest to become working artists, and to promoting 

their work as an emerging and increasingly important contribution to the contemporary 

art world” (“Overview,” n.d.). Additional objectives listed on its website include teaching 

artistic skills, facilitating communication and connection between artists and the 

community, building self-identity and self-esteem, and changing people’s assumptions 

about what it means to be disabled (“Overview,” n.d.).  

Structure 

Creativity Explored is a “private, nonprofit entity incorporated by the State of 

California,” governed by a 16-member volunteer Board of Directors and run by an 

Executive Director (“FAQ,” n.d.; “People,” n.d.). The organization has approximately 29 

employees, including 20 artists who work as facilitators in the studio, four individuals 

who work in exhibition and sales, one Marketing and Business Development Director, 

one Development Director, two Studio Managers (one for CE and one for CE2), and one 

habilitation aide for CE2. Staff support is provided by volunteers and interns.  

The program is funded in large part—upwards of 70%—by the state of California 

via services purchased by the Golden Gate Regional Center, a state-funded organization 

that serves individuals with disabilities in San Francisco, Marin, and San Mateo counties 

(“FAQ,” n.d.; “History,” n.d.). Sales of art and art products, including t-shirts, note cards, 

books, and wrapping paper, account for 10% of the organization’s income, and grants 

from private and public foundations, donations, and fundraising initiatives account for the 

other 20% (“FAQ,” n.d.). 

Participants 

 Participants in the program—referred to as studio artists—“come from diverse 

backgrounds and have a wide range of experience and ability” (“Programs,” n.d.). To be 

eligible to participate, an individual must “live in the Bay Area, [be] an adult with a 

developmental disability, and have an interest in art” (“Programs,” n.d.). Disabilities 

represented at the studio include Down syndrome, autism spectrum disorders, cerebral 

palsy, and intellectual disabilities; many studio artists also experience concurrent 
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disabilities, including physical disabilities, emotional disturbances, or mental illness. 

Studio artists must be 18 years old to participate in the program, and ages of participants 

currently range from 20 to 82 (“FAQ,” n.d.). Approximately 52% of participants are 

female and 48% are male; approximately 30% of studio artists are Caucasian, 28% Asian, 

20% Hispanic, 18% African American, and 3% Pacific Islander (“FY 2012 Creativity 

Explored Annual Report,” 2012). English fluency is not a requirement for eligibility—

artists at the studio communicate in a variety of languages, and some communicate 

nonverbally—nor is art-making experience. According to the CE website, most studio 

artists “had little or no experience making art” before they came to the program 

(“Programs,” n.d.). To participate in the program, studio artists must either purchase 

services privately, or qualify for funding through the California Regional Center System 

(“Programs,” n.d.). There are approximately 130 individuals currently making art at 

Creativity Explored and Creativity Explored 2 (“FAQ,” n.d.).  

Physical Environment 

Creativity Explored is located in a large building on 16th Street between Guerrero 

Street and Dolores Street. The front area of the building serves as a dedicated exhibition 

space, displaying original art and a variety of art products. At the rear of the gallery is a 

door to the studio, which is a long and narrow room with high ceilings. A half wall 

divides the studio into two levels, the upper level only several feet higher than the lower, 

connected by a small set of stairs and a ramp. Areas dedicated to printmaking and 

ceramics are located on the lower level. Clusters of tables are arranged around the room 

on both levels; some clusters are small, with room for only a few chairs, while others are 

larger, with room for eight or nine chairs. Artwork—paintings, drawings, mixed media 

pieces, prints, ceramics, sculptures, and textiles—covers every wall and shelf and is 

stacked in portfolios and bins around the studio. Most art is labeled with the artist’s name 

and a price. Computers, generally used to look up reference images, are set up around the 

room. One large sink is located alongside a wall near the front of the studio, with a sign 

that reads, “You better be afraid to leave a mess here.” A second entrance to the lower 
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level of the studio is located in a garage area adjacent to the street, which also houses a 

kiln, a restroom, and storage space. The mezzanine level, which is accessed through stairs 

at the rear of the studio, is used for storage, framing, workspace, and an office shared by 

several employees. 

Creativity Explored 2 is housed in a warehouse-like building on Arkansas Street, 

a quiet street in Potrero Hill. The CE2 studio is light-filled and open; although it is 

smaller than the CE studio, it feels less crowded, with only 14 artists at work on the day I 

visited. While visitors are allowed at the CE2 studio, they are much less common than at 

CE (F. Kohler, personal communication, March 28, 2013). Artwork in a variety of 

mediums covers the walls, as it does at CE. 

Programs 

At the core of Creativity Explored is the Studio Arts Program, which provides 

participants with the “workspace, instruction, and opportunities to explore a wide variety 

of media,” including painting, drawing, ceramics, sculpture, printmaking, and textiles 

(“Programs,” n.d.). Artists at Creativity Explored work independently or collaboratively 

in the media of their choosing under the guidance of professional artist instructors 

(“Programs,” n.d.). Artists can work up to five days a week in the studio from 9 am to 2 

pm, with approximately 60 artists at work each day at Creativity Explored and 20 artists 

at work each day at CE2 (“FAQ,” n.d.). Artists generally work on several pieces each 

week—often in different mediums—depending on which instructor they are working 

with on a given day. At CE, each instructor works with between five and eight studio 

artists each day; at CE2, the ratio is smaller (typically 4:1), as studio artists at CE2 tend to 

need more assistance than the artists at CE (P. Moshammer, personal communication, 

March 26, 2013). Instructors are assisted by volunteers from the community, who are 

generally artists themselves (M. Poliak, personal communication, March 26, 2013). 

Through its Exhibitions Program, Creativity Explored “professionally exhibits 

and markets [participants’] artwork,” helping its artists to develop “meaningful arts 

practices,” earn an income from the sale of their artwork—with 50% of proceeds going 



 

49 
 

directly to the artist and 50% going to the program, a commission rate commensurate to a 

traditional artist-gallery relationship—and gain recognition “for their contributions to the 

contemporary art world” (“Overview,” n.d.; “FAQ,” n.d.). The Creativity Explored 

Gallery is open seven days a week and sells original art and art products, which are also 

available to buy on its online web store (A. Kappes, personal communication, March 27, 

2013). Each year, the CE Gallery mounts six exhibitions, which are generally curated by 

a staff member or co-curated by two staff members. Of the six on-site exhibitions each 

year, at least one is a solo or two-person show; every two years, at least one exhibition is 

curated by CE’s studio artists, and one by an outside curator. Exhibitions are themed (the 

exhibition when I visited was the avian-themed “For the Birds”), and the theme of a 

particular exhibition generally affects the work that goes on in the studio (P. 

Moshammer, personal communication, March 26, 2013). Exhibitions are promoted 

through a variety of outlets, including postcards (sent to CE’s mailing list of 

approximately 6,500 people), an e-newsletter, media outreach, PR and calendar listings, 

the online store, and social media (A. Kappes, personal communication, March 27, 2013). 

The studio and gallery have over 10,000 visitors each year (between 10 and 50 each day, 

on average), and readers of the Bay Guardian and the SF Weekly regularly vote the CE 

Gallery as “Best Gallery” in the Bay Area (“FAQ,” n.d.). In the fiscal year 2012, art sales 

grossed $250,000 (“FY 2012 Creativity Explored Annual Report,” 2012). 

In addition to exhibiting in the CE gallery, studio artists participate in solo and 

group exhibitions locally, nationally, and internationally. In the fiscal year 2012, CE 

artists exhibited in 11 local shows, 2 national shows, and 1 international show (“FY 2012 

Creativity Explored Annual Report,” 2012). In 2011, nine CE artists also exhibited in 

Create—a traveling exhibition that began at The University of California, Berkeley Art 

Museum, featuring artists from CE, Creative Growth, and NIAD—which the San 

Francisco Chronicle named a top ten exhibit in 2011 (“Overview,” n.d.). The Exhibitions 

Program is overseen by an Exhibition Committee responsible for setting the exhibition 

calendar, managing the gallery schedule, documenting artwork, maintaining artists’ 
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portfolios and CE’s permanent collection, overseeing on-site and off-site installations, 

and evaluating off-site exhibition opportunities. The Exhibition Committee is comprised 

of the Executive Director, Gallery and Office Manager, Marketing and Business 

Development Director, Studio Manager, CE2 Studio and Services Manager, and 

Assistant Studio Manager (A. Auerbach, personal communication, March 26, 2013).  

Since its inception, Creativity Explored has developed and maintained strong ties 

to the San Francisco arts community. In 2005, Creativity Explored developed a formal 

Community Arts Program, providing opportunities for participating artists to visit 

museums, galleries, art happenings, and artists’ studios in the Bay Area. Field trips are 

generally taken in groups of five—one instructor and four studio artists (“Programs,” 

n.d.)—and are designed to expose artists “to what’s going on in the Bay Area arts and 

cultural community, as well as to develop different kinds of relationships with people 

involved in that community” (A. Taub, personal communication, March 28, 2013). 

Another way in which Creativity Explored connects with the broader arts 

community is through the Guest Artist Workshop program, which brings artists from the 

community to the CE studio to teach six- to twelve-week workshops, giving “studio 

artists the opportunity to experiment with a wide variety of media and learn new 

techniques” (“Programs,” n.d.). CE hosted three guest artists in the fiscal year 2012 who 

led workshops on “reflecting on identity through mask making, creating hats from 

original art, and exploring sound” (“FY 2012 Creativity Explored Annual Report,” 2012); 

there have been no formal guest artist workshops in 2013 due to space constraints (P. 

Moshammer, personal communication, March 26, 2013). Additional one-time 

collaborations between studio artists and guest artists, which are generally grant funded, 

have resulted in murals, installations, and other artwork in the CE studio and the 

community (“Programs,” n.d.).  
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CONCLUSION 

 In 2013, Creativity Explored celebrates its thirtieth anniversary. While the 

program has evolved in the decades in since its inception, it has also remained true to its 

founders’ mission and model, as Amy Taub told me: 

The basic philosophy and mission was, and the model of the program, was exactly 
actually the same as it is now. That the organizations would be a conduit from the 
creating artists to the art world. And that we would represent artists and that we 
would be able to stimulate the creation of the work and also assist with the 
promotion of that work . . . Thirty years later, their dream is really true. 
Indeed, the vision of Katz and Ludins-Katz has proven remarkably sustainable. 

Looking back on the early days of Creative Growth, Katz and Ludins-Katz (1990) 

reflected: 

When we set up our first Art Center 15 years ago, it also was a dream. Like all 
dreams, many felt it was too early, too off-beat, too innovative, too impractical to 
succeed. We have proved, in these years, that when a dream is sound, when it 
adds to the quality of life, when there is dedication, it can become an actuality and 
it can succeed. When it has proven itself and has become successful, others will 
follow. (p. 137)  
As Katz and Ludins-Katz predicted, art centers for individuals with disabilities 

now number in the dozens (Sellen, 2008). Yet, despite the growing number of programs 

that serve this population, little research exists on them. How Creativity Explored has 

remained so successful—and what that means for best practices in a growing but under-

researched field—is a focus of the next chapter. 
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VISUAL DOCUMENTATION OF CREATIVITY EXPLORED 

Program Site 

 
Figure 1: Art on wall in studio 

 
Figure 3: Art on wall in studio 

 
Figure 2: Studio as seen from above 

 
Figure 4: Exhibition space in studio 
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Figure 5: Printmaking area 

 
Figure 7: Sign in sink area 

 
Figure 6: Sink area 

 
Figure 8: Layout of studio and gallery 



 

54 
 

 
Figure 9: Gallery sign 

 
Figure 11: Wrapping paper  

 
Figure 10: Note cards for sale in gallery 

 
Figure 12: Front window of gallery 
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Participant Artwork 

 
Figure 13: “Camille as God” by 
Camille H. 
 

 

Figure 15: “Faces of Love” by Loren 
K. 

 
Figure 14: “Two Men from Peru” by Vincent J. 
 

 
Figure 16: “Indian Head Trail” by Peter C. 
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Figure 17: “Cats” by Andrew L. 
 

 

Figure 19: “The Break Up” by Antonio B. 

 

Figure 18: “JDW Likes…” by John 
Patrick M. 
 

 

Figure 20: “Bridge View” by Lance R. 
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Chapter 5: Research Findings and Analysis  
 

Before Elias Katz died, he sat down with Amy Taub, Creativity Explored’s 

Executive Director, to update Art and Disabilities, the 1990 manual he had written with 

his wife, Florence Ludins-Katz. Their goal in updating the manual was to share their 

practices—many of which had changed since the book’s publication—and to provide a 

resource for other organizations that hoped to replicate the successes of the Bay Area 

centers. Ultimately, they realized that it was too big an undertaking; the book was never 

written. This chapter begins that work. Part I looks at how Creativity Explored, with its 

unique art community model, facilitates personal and professional growth in adults with 

disabilities. Part II focuses on the practices Creativity Explored has employed that have 

contributed to—and the challenges that have impeded—its success and longevity as an 

organization. 

HOW CREATIVITY EXPLORED FACILITATES GROWTH IN ADULTS WITH IDD 

 During my site visit to Creativity Explored, a word that came up again and again 

was community. Even when it wasn’t verbalized, as it often was, in my interviews with 

CE staff, it was implied: in the way the studio artists I met showed me around the 

space—their space—with an obvious sense of pride and ownership, and in the ways 

instructors interacted with studio artists and studio artists interacted with each other. 

Among the many ways that Creativity Explored benefits the individuals who are part of 

it, perhaps one of the most profound is the membership it provides participants within a 

creative community of other artists. Below is an exploration of the Creativity Explored 

model, which I liken, as several others have, to an art community, followed by a look at 

the ways in which CE facilitates growth, both personal and professional, in its 

participants.  

First Encounters with Creativity Explored 

Walking through the doors of Creativity Explored for the first time in 2010, I did 

not know what to expect. Despite my background in psychology—my undergraduate 
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degree is in psychology, and I spent several semesters in a doctoral program in child 

psychology—I had rarely interacted with individuals with IDD. And though, growing up, 

I had loved to make art, I had only just come back to it, and I was still tentative and self-

conscious about my abilities. As I walked around the studio, I felt both inspired and 

intimidated. Here was a community—a vibrant, creative community full of talented 

people—and though they were welcoming to me, I was an outsider.  

My first encounter with Creativity Explored is not unique. In fact, in interviewing 

CE staff, I found that several had experiences that mirrored my own. Paul Moshammer, 

now the Studio Manager at Creativity Explored, described his first experience with CE 

like this: “I came in here, it was late ’89, and I was just blown away. I think I stayed 

three, four hours and it was almost so overwhelming that it was scary to come back.” 

Moshammer immediately knew that he wanted to volunteer at CE, but it took him several 

months to do so “because it was so intense.” Francis Kohler, Studio Manager at CE2, 

shared a similar experience. After passing by CE for a year on his way to work, he finally 

visited: “I was just blown away by everything. The art, the spirit, the artists. And a little 

overwhelmed initially, but realized, wow, this is amazing.” And while he was 

immediately interested in the idea of working at CE, he felt like it wasn’t the kind of 

place where you “just walk in off the street with a resume and say, ‘Oh, I want to work 

here’”; it was a place where you “have to kind of earn it.” 

Two and a half years after I first encountered Creativity Explored, I visited in a 

different capacity, as a researcher. The first day of my visit, I made the following entry in 

my observational notes:  

I arrived at 8:45 and entered the studio through the side door. A number of artists 
had already arrived and were setting up their areas for the day. Walking into the 
studio, I was a little nervous, but I was almost immediately greeted by Peter, a 
studio artist whom I remembered chatting with about Texas on my first visit to 
CE. He asked me my name and why I was visiting Creativity Explored, and I 
explained that I was conducting research for my thesis. When I asked him about 
his art, he told me that he had been coming to Creativity Explored since 1996, and 
that he liked working in a variety of mediums, but mostly with clay. As we talked, 
he led me to a shelf full of ceramics, and pulled down two of his pieces, an 
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unglazed cat and a glazed vessel that looked like a Native American totem. I 
complimented him on his work, and he pointed me toward Amy Taub’s office, 
where I was to check in before starting my observations. 

With Peter as my ambassador to Creativity Explored, a role he continued to play 

throughout the week, I felt more at ease—not quite an insider in the CE community, but 

not an outsider either.  

Creativity Explored as an Art Community  

What exactly is Creativity Explored and in what capacity does it serve its 

participants? At first glance, Creativity Explored has elements of art school, recreational 

or day habilitation program, and art therapy center. Yet in my interviews with CE staff, 

they were careful to define Creativity Explored in opposition to these models. Though CE 

participants do make art under the direction of trained instructors, Francis Kohler, Studio 

Manager at CE2, verbalized a major difference between CE and a traditional art 

classroom: “You wouldn’t come into Creativity Explored and see 20 heads facing one 

direction and somebody going, ‘Okay, we’re going to draw trees today’ and everybody 

drawing.” This model, he continued, wouldn’t work at Creativity Explored because there 

is such a wide range of abilities. And unlike in a traditional classroom setting, where 

there is a hierarchical relationship between teacher and learner, the relationship between 

instructors and studio artists is, according to Amy Auerbach, Creativity Explored’s 

Gallery Manager, more “peer-on-peer” than “teacher-student.” And while instructors do 

provide technical training to those artists who want it—one instructor I spoke with 

referred to this type of formal art education as “available” but not “mandatory”—the role 

of instructors is generally to facilitate rather than instruct.  

 Nor does Creativity Explored’s model fit within a therapeutic paradigm, with its 

foundation in the medical model of disability. While one instructor I spoke with noted 

that there are therapeutic elements to what goes on at CE, there is a strong focus on art 

making, and the product of that art making. Art is appreciated for its aesthetic, not 

interpretive value, and differences are celebrated, not pathologized. And, as Francis 

Kohler told me, “We don’t hire art therapists, we hire artists.” 
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 Creativity Explored does not follow a recreational model, either. Staff were quick 

to emphasize the serious nature of the art making that goes on at CE, with Kohler noting, 

“We’re not an adult sitting service where they can just come and hang out and do 

whatever, you know, just kind of scribble all day long and pass the time and chat. It’s a 

serious art program.” Amy Taub echoed this: “While this is a really fun place to be and 

there’s a lot of levity and joy and humor, we really take the art making seriously.” The 

artists, she said, understand this, “and if they’re not interested in taking art seriously, they 

leave.” 

 So if not an art school or a recreational or art therapy program, what is Creativity 

Explored? According to Rinder (2011), Creativity Explored, like Creative Growth and 

NIAD, is best described as an art community. Per Rinder’s definition, an art community 

is a place of collective art making—like the quilting community of Gee’s Bend, 

Alabama, or the progressive but short-lived Black Mountain College in North Carolina—

where “competition takes a back seat to inspiration, in which convention is trumped by 

invention, and in which art is seen as essential to life” (2011, p. 12). Using similar 

language, Fraser (2010) described Creative Growth as “integrative space” where artists 

(both studio artists and instructors) “work alongside one another in pursuit of a goal that 

is at once both artistic and necessarily social” (p. 514). Within this space, participants 

may work independently, but they are always in the company of other artists, the key 

component of the art community model.  

 Supporting Rinder and Fraser’s notions of the Bay Area art centers, Amy Taub 

emphasized that community is at the heart of CE’s model: 

This is a really vibrant, exciting community within our walls and I think when 
people come in here they want to be part of it because it is so free. It is such an 
expression and an outpouring of creativity. It’s beautiful, it’s sophisticated, it’s 
provocative, it’s surprising, and people love that . . . Without that community, this 
place wouldn’t be what it is. It nurtures, it supports, it encourages, it promotes. 

Taub’s staff echoed how key community—and the communal, collaborative nature of the 

art making that goes on—is to CE. When asked about Creativity Explored’s model, 

Francis Kohler invoked Rinder’s “art community” model, and likened CE to “art garden” 
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where “you’re just constantly feeding the soil and giving an opportunity to people who . . 

. are marginalized, and don’t have the financial ability to go to art school.” Paul 

Moshammer observed that “the artwork is what you see to the outside, but the 

community, the more you know the inside the more you feel like this is so important, the 

community building that goes on here.” Helping participants to fit into this community, 

he went on to say, is an important part of the job for instructors: “It’s not just that great 

artists teach here, but . . . they also have to have this feel for community, kind of an 

embrace in a way, maybe an invisible embrace, how they work with the studio artists.”  

 While Creativity Explored and the other Bay Area art centers are considered 

exemplars of this art community model described by Rinder, other programs for adults 

with IDD have similar, community-centered models. Wexler (2005), in her exploration of 

Grass Roots and Community Effort (GRACE)—a non-profit visual arts program for self-

taught artists, including artists with disabilities, in rural Vermont—described an 

analogous model, “a hybrid that has the characteristics of art education and art therapy, 

and yet, is neither” (2005, pp. 260–261). Allen (2011) described a similar “community 

studio” model of the program that he cofounded, the Open Studio Project (OSP) in 

Evanston, Illinois, where “creative expression is . . . engaged in [both] autonomously and 

. . . while in the company of others who . . . provide the witnessing community that 

supports our shared engagement with the stuff of life” (p. 11). According to Allen, 

though the studio artists at OSP—as at Creativity Explored—may experience therapeutic 

benefits from making art alongside other artists, the model is not based on art therapy. 

Rather, Allen observed, “the healing aspects of art making arise from the making and 

doing, the trying and failing, the experimenting and succeeding, alongside others 

[emphasis added]” (p. 11). Howell & Zelnik (2009), in their discussion a visual arts 

studio for individuals with mental illness, likewise emphasized the importance of 

community to the program, where “art making came to symbolize connection to the 

participants” and facilitated “the building of a community of artists and an accepting 

culture within the confines of the studio” (p. 219). As at Creativity Explored, this culture 
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took time to develop, and the critical elements to its development were the trust that grew 

between participants and the sense of belonging that participants experienced from being 

a part of the program (Howell & Zelnik, 2009).  

 The art-making environment of Creativity Explored and programs with similar 

models breeds a unique kind of creative expression, which is reflected in the art that is 

created. The artwork at CE is often described as more free, pure, intense, uninhibited, and 

unselfconscious than the work of artists without disabilities, who may find themselves 

“weighed down by art history or academic training” or “inhibited by ‘[a] stifling internal 

critic’” in ways that CE artists are generally not (J. Staebler, as quoted in Wexler, 2012, 

p. 77; Wexler, 2012, p. 77). Rather than emulating other artists’ styles, artists who work 

at these programs often create work that seems wholly original, and yet “community is 

essential is their process, and they will often be influenced by each other” (Wexler, 2012, 

p. 77). 

 As Creative Growth instructor Michael Hall observed, this kind of communal art 

making runs counter to the way that artists generally work, perhaps to their detriment: 

“As I sit in my studio, usually alone and isolated, I sometimes think that maybe I’m the 

Outsider. I struggle to get to the place that people here get to freely” (as quoted in 

Wexler, 2012, p. 77). According to Amy Taub, the “art-making process” of CE artists has 

“a lot to offer” artists outside of the studio “in the sense that . . . their creative stuff comes 

from an entirely different place.” One of the things she often hears when other artists 

come to visit is, “‘Oh God, I’ve been trying for years to get that line.’” At Creativity 

Explored, she said, “it just happens.”  

Benefits of Creativity Explored for Participating Artists 

 One of the major ways that Creativity Explored benefits its participants—many of 

whom were isolated from the broader community before coming to CE—is through the 

membership it provides within a supportive community of other artists. This section 

looks at the other ways in which CE benefits participating artists. As summarized in 

Chapter 2, researchers have identified a number of advantages of serious art making for 



 

63 
 

adults with IDD and other disabling conditions, including mental illness and chronic 

illness. Based on my interviews with CE administrators and staff and my observations of 

the program, and using this—limited—body of research as a framework, I found that 

Creativity Explored facilitates personal and professional growth in its participants in each 

of the following ways.  

Personal Expression  

Art making is a powerful vehicle for self-expression (Lige, 2011; Ludins-Katz & 

Katz, 1990). Creativity Explored’s stated purpose is “to provide people with 

developmental disabilities the opportunity to express themselves through the creation of 

art” (“Overview,” n.d.), and most staff members I interviewed cited personal expression 

when asked about the core mission of the program. Amy Auerbach articulated CE’s 

mission as “allow[ing] our artists to express themselves in a creative way”; Paul 

Moshammer articulated it as “fostering and helping [participants] grow in their way of 

expressing themselves.”  

 And while art making can benefit any population, it can be especially valuable for 

individuals with a limited ability to communicate verbally (Lige, 2011; Ludins-Katz & 

Katz, 1990). Amy Taub pointed toward the benefits of personal expression through art 

making for this population particularly: “I think that everybody has the right to 

communicate through whatever language they use and whatever way they do best, and 

this has worked really well for many people with developmental disabilities.” During my 

site visit to Creativity Explored, I observed a number of artists who were largely or 

wholly nonverbal, while other artists communicated primarily or exclusively in languages 

other than English. For all CE artists—but perhaps for these artists especially—art 

functions as a conduit, providing direct insight into their realities in ways that words 

cannot. And while art generally reveals something about the artist, many CE artists create 

art that is especially personal, revealing, and, in some cases, cathartic. One artist, 

Camille, draws colorful cakes and pies “overwritten with recollections of nightmares, 

fears, frustrated sexual feelings, and religious doubt” (“Artists,” n.d.). Another artist, 
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Michael, wrote and illustrated a list of his fears—e.g., “fear of someone doing wrong to 

you and don’t want you to do wrong back to them,” “fear of time bombs,” “fear that if 

you are bad or naughty no one’s isn’t going to love you anymore”—that were then 

compiled and published in book form (Loggins, 2004).  Through this type of personal, 

creative expression, Camille, Michael, and other CE artists lay bare their thoughts and 

emotions, reveal their unique worldview, and open the door for shared understanding.  

Increased Opportunities to Make Choices 

 Making art requires making frequent choices (Lige, 2011; Ludins-Katz & Katz, 

1990). With these decisions comes the opportunity—rare in the lives of many individuals 

with IDD (Beadle-Brown et al., 2007; Lewis, 2006)—to “exercise a degree of 

empowerment and independence” (Lige, 2011, p. 87). Ludins-Katz and Katz designed 

Creativity Explored and the Bay Area centers to maximize freedom and choice for 

participants, and, consistent with this, work at Creativity Explored is very self-directed, 

with artists working with the medium and subject of their choosing. 

 Artists I observed, moreover, generally worked independently with minimal 

interference. During my visit, I overheard suggestions but no directives from instructors, 

reflecting a largely hands-off philosophy that many instructors have adopted. One 

instructor, Leeza Doreian, told me that she never puts her hand in her artists’ work. 

Another instructor, Mara Poliak, said that she often thinks about how she influences her 

artists’ work, and though she thinks that it is “impossible to not have [her] aesthetic 

influence what [she is] doing with them,” she is “always reassessing, can they make this 

choice, or is it really beneficial for them if I give them a color palette today and see what 

they do? Or is it . . . beneficial if I really step back today?” Other instructors I observed 

seemed to share Doreian and Poliak’s philosophy. On the second day of my site visit, I 

observed a studio artist, who was drawing in pastel on a stenciled-in tiger, ask her 

instructor if she was finished with her drawing. “It’s up to you,” he replied, and she said 

that she was. “That’s fine,” he told her, but “it might help to hold the piece back and look 

at it before deciding,” which she did. On a different occasion, I observed a studio artist 
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ask her instructor if she could paint on top of her pastel drawing. He said the decision was 

hers, and directed her to get her own paint. “But you’re the boss!” she told him. “No, I’m 

not,” he responded.  

Identity Formation  

 When a person has a disability, it is not uncommon for “disabled” to become his 

or her primary identity “in a way that eclipses all other possible identities” (Lige, 2011, p. 

85). Through serious engagement with art making—and the development of a unique 

artistic voice—a transformation may occur, such that an individual’s primary identity 

shifts from that of disabled person to that of artist (Howells & Zelnik, 2009; Lige, 2011); 

this transformation can impact the individual’s self-perceptions, as well as perceptions of 

the individual by others (Lige, 2011; Ludins-Katz & Katz, 1990; Vick, 2012). I have seen 

this happen in my own work at The Arc of the Arts, with participants who begin to 

introduce themselves to visitors as artists and talk about coming to the program as 

“coming to work.” Mara Poliak identified the development of a unique artistic voice as 

one of the major ways that the program benefits participants: “We’re trying to give 

people enough time and our own patience that they’re able to develop their own voice as 

an artist. . . There starts to be something over time where it’s like, ‘Oh yeah, that’s their 

thing.’” 

 As participants develop their practices, they often experience an increase in self-

confidence. According to Paul Moshammer, changes in self-confidence can be dramatic:  

We’ve seen quite amazing things here. Some people come in here and are very 
shy and have no interest in art, and a few years later, I’m thinking of one 
individual . . . he’s not that shy anymore . . . His work sells to developers for a lot 
of money. And he didn’t really necessarily have a strong interest, he liked 
doodling, but his work started selling . . . So it gives them confidence.  

Seeing their work sell is a turning point for many participants, key to the transformation 

to identifying as an artist. Amy Taub views this transformation as a major marker of 

success: 

And that’s when I know we’re really being successful, is when people start to 
introduce themselves as, “I am an artist.” We had some people go into the 
community on a field trip, and one woman, she walked up to the gallerist and said, 
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“My name is Amy and I’m an artist and I’d like you to have a show of my work 
here.” And that wasn’t prompted, that was her, and that’s when I went, “Oh, yes!” 

According to Taub, “that’s kind of a bridge to watch, when the artist crosses that, when 

they really identify as “I am an artist.”  

Enhancement of Status  

 Humans gain value through their work (Christiansen, 1999), and working as an 

artist specifically “carries a certain cachet in our culture” (Lige, 2011, p. 86). When 

individuals with IDD receive recognition as artists, they can become valued members of 

the community, and public perception of them—and of disability in general—can change 

(Lige, 2011; Ludins-Katz & Katz, 1990). Indeed, a recurring theme in my interviews with 

CE staff was the ways in which Creativity Explored challenges traditional (and frequently 

erroneous) assumptions about disability. Francis Kohler described his own assumptions 

about disability prior to working at Creativity Explored: 

I didn’t consider myself a particularly backward or bad person, but I didn’t realize 
how many really messed up notions I had about disabilities, or little phobias even. 
But I was a little bit uncomfortable around people with disabilities. Like I 
remember that first day when I went in and a group of artists came around me, 
and it was a little, “Whoa.” . . . I remember when I was younger and I would see 
someone in a wheelchair, and maybe their head was lolling and they were 
drooling, and that was creepy. I wouldn’t want to get near that person or have that 
person touch me like they were somehow contagious. And I just wondered, where 
did I get that from? I don’t think we’re born with that, I think it gets sort of taught 
to you, either through your parents or the media.  

 The public often has misconceptions about the art of people with disabilities, too. 

According to Amy Taub, many people have a “preconceived notion that art created by 

people with developmental disabilities is no good.” Amy Auerbach told me that when 

people visit the Creativity Explored gallery for the first time, many not knowing that the 

art is made by individuals with disabilities, they are generally stunned to find out who the 

artists are: “You know, we tell them that it’s artists with disabilities, and they’re shocked. 

Or they’re really humbled, like ‘I couldn’t do that.’ . . .  I think people are just blown 

away by the freedom and creativity, and how it’s so uninhibited.” Sometimes, the art 

confronts assumptions and stereotypes about disabilities even more directly. In 2004, 
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“Don’t Call Me Retard,” a themed exhibition, gave artists the opportunity to address the 

attitudes people have about disabilities head on. Subsequent shows, all curated or co-

curated by Francis Kohler, including “Monster,” “‘Science’ Fiction” and “Superheroes, 

Supervillians,” and “Sideshow,” examined disability through different pop culture lenses, 

challenging viewers to think about the ways they perceive disability. 

People’s assumptions about disability change, too, when they have the 

opportunity to not only see the art, but also to meet the artists. As Francis Kohler told me, 

Creativity Explored—with its open studio—is set up to facilitate this type of interaction 

between studio artists and the larger community: 

The art is kind of like a conduit, or maybe the carrot, to kind of like, hey, there is 
this disability, you know, but here’s the person, here’s the human that made it, 
and you should really spend some time with them. It’s about changing attitudes. 
And not just changing attitudes in the absence of the person being there either, 
because we don’t want people to just look at the painting . . . and go, “Oh, this is 
so cool. And it’s by a person with a disability? That’s neat,” and then walk out. 
They’re still not going to know the person, and I think it’s so great that people can 
come in and hang out with the artists or talk to the artists or watch the artists 
work. 

 Creativity Explored has also found a way to reach an audience beyond the gallery. 

Through its licensing program, people who have never been to Creativity Explored can 

learn about the art and the artists who created it, as Ann Kappes, CE’s Marketing and 

Business Development Director, noted: 

When somebody opens up a CB2 catalog and sees this great artwork on a pillow, 
and then they learn, wow, this artist has  [a] developmental [disability] . . . it’s just 
putting forth a whole new way of looking at people with developmental 
disabilities in general, not just artists. 

“I think we’ve taken strides,” she went on to say, by showing that “this is quality work 

collected by other people.” 

Art as Vocation  

Adults with intellectual and developmental disabilities generally experience low 

rates of employment and limited vocational opportunities (Taylor & Hodapp, 2012; 

Taylor & Seltzer, 2011). With the help of programs like Creativity Explored, artistically 

gifted individuals with IDD can “earn income from the sale of their artwork and . . . 
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pursue a livelihood as a visual artist to the fullest extent possible” (“Overview,” n.d.). 

According to Francis Kohler, Creativity Explored was designed to fill a hole in the 

resources available to individuals with IDD who wanted to pursue a career in the arts: 

Florence and Elias Katz when they were looking at the programs that were 
available to people with disabilities, they noticed a gap. Where was the fine arts 
program? And if we’re supposedly living in this society where in theory we’re 
supposed to be offering the same opportunities to all members, where’s that art 
component? There were arts and crafts programs where they could make pencil 
holders out of popsicle sticks and macramé toilet paper cozies or whatever, but 
what about the people that want to be Van Gogh or Monet or what have you? 
To this end, art at CE is exhibited in what Ann Kappes called a “professional and 

credible installation environment”—CE has a designated art preparator who works four 

days a week to frame and ready art for exhibition—and promoted to “help artists gain 

more visibility” and “widen their reach to new patrons or collectors, or the general public 

who are interested in art” (to the point that Kappes joked, “I think some of our . . . 

teaching staff are sometimes jealous of the amount of promotion . . . that our artists 

receive”). In 2008, Creativity Explored developed a three-tier system of grouping artists 

based on vocational potential. When an artist enters the program, he or she is considered 

a Tier 1 artist. Over time, as the artist develops a body of work and an exhibition and 

sales history, he or she may transition into Tier 2. Amy Taub describes the process like 

this: 

Many people when they come in are making stick figures with clothes. It takes a 
while to get a person to really pay attention to detail and realize that those clothes 
have buttons and those hands have fingers and that person is sitting on a chair and 
that chair has rungs . . . Once an artists starts to see that and pay attention to that, 
they begin to develop who they are. When that happens and . . . a person has an 
exhibition history, and a sales history of $2000 across two years, then they’re 
eligible for Tier 2.  
Once artists make the transition to Tier 2, they have access to different materials 

in the studio (e.g., archival materials, wash rather than acrylic) and participate in yearly 

portfolio reviews. Though all CE artists have an exhibition presence—“the whole studio 

is an exhibition space . . . and the website has bio pages with lots of art,” Amy Auerbach 

told me—Tier 2 artists are generally promoted more heavily than Tier 1 artists, 
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particularly to off-site exhibition opportunities. And while all Tier 2 artists—25, 

currently—have a sales history of at least $2000 across 2 years, the types of success these 

artists have experienced varies. According to Paul Moshammer, some Tier 2 artists sell 

mostly out of the CE gallery. One artist, Andrew, sold nearly 200 pieces in 6 months, 

many for less than $20. In contrast, another Tier 2 artist, John, has been picked up by an 

outside gallery and sells pieces less frequently, but for as much as $2000. 

When Tier 2 artists earn enough income to jeopardize their public benefits, they 

are eligible to transition to Tier 3, which was designed to help participants establish 

themselves as self-employed artists. Creativity Explored has not yet transitioned an artist 

to Tier 3—there are challenges associated with promoting artists with IDD to be 

discussed later in the chapter—but, at least in theory, artists in this tier would earn 60%, 

rather than 50%, of earnings, and would “hire” CE to help them with a variety of services 

(e.g., creating a digital portfolio, framing). Through this tiered system of supporting 

artists, Creativity Explored has gone a long way in opening doors for artists with 

disabilities, though Taub readily admits they have further to go. 

BEST PRACTICES AND CHALLENGES  

Since its inception in 1983, sharing its model—“leading responsibly . . . to create 

new and exciting opportunities for artists with developmental disabilities”—has been a 

priority for Creativity Explored (“About,” n.d.). When I first approached Amy Taub with 

a request to come and study Creativity Explored, her response was enthusiastic. Years 

ago, she and her staff had made the decision that, despite CE’s success and longevity as a 

program, they would not open another art center. “That’s not how we want to spread our 

reach,” she told me. Instead, she said, “we want to spread our reach by sharing our 

program model so that we can create the opportunities that are here in San Francisco for 

people with disabilities throughout the country and/or the world.” To that end, Part Two 

of this chapter uses Creativity Explored as a model to explore best practices and 

challenges in community art programs that serve individuals with IDD.  
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Best Practices 

Drawing from case studies of 10 exemplary community arts programs—selected 

for their longevity and their “significant and sustained positive impact on their 

communities”—Cleveland (2005) published a report on “best practices and survival 

strategies” for community-based arts organizations (p. 7). Findings were organized into 

sections based around the questions Cleveland asked of each organization, including: 

• “What ideas, values, standards, assumptions and expectations have influenced the 

design, policies and delivery of these programs?” (p. 102) 

• “What kinds of leadership and organizational practices characterize these 

efforts?” (p. 102) 

• “What support strategies . . . have most contributed to the success of these 

programs?” (p. 102) 

Using Cleveland’s findings as a framework, I analyzed interview and 

observational data to identify the values, practices, and strategies that have contributed to 

Creativity Explored’s longevity and community impact. Each is explored in detail below. 

Core Ideas and Values 

According to Cleveland (2005), “sustainability is a core value” of exemplary 

community arts programs (p. 107). Consistent with this, Creativity Explored’s long-term 

viability is a priority for staff. At the heart of being sustainable, according to Amy Taub, 

is articulating and maintaining a core set of values, both over time and across the 

organization, and making sure that these core values are influencing program delivery. 

When asked what her advice would be for a brand new art program, Taub stressed the 

importance of dedication to core values: 

Take the time to really develop your vision, and what it is you want to accomplish 
. . . you need to be clear all along what your goals are, what your desired 
outcomes are, what you want to succeed at . . . And to clearly articulate what your 
values [are], and to keep those at the forefront all the time, and make those values 
an integral part of every single aspect of your service delivery . . . And those 
values should shape your culture.  
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This is an ongoing process, according to Taub. “We’re constantly . . . making sure that no 

matter what we do [it] remains true to our core,” she told me, “which has been really 

important as we’ve grown.” The fickle nature of funding for non-profit organizations 

makes this focus on core values especially critical. As Taub noted, “When funding gets 

tight it’s easy to get sidetracked . . . It’s very easy to get swayed by the lure of money 

coming in . . . or the lure of partnerships that may not truly relate to your core values.” 

Because of this, Taub told me, she and her staff “made a pledge many, many years ago to 

never go after money, ever, unless it was something that we already did, or we were 

actively looking for funding to do that specific thing.” Kim Malhotra echoed this, noting 

that Creativity Explored, unlike many non-profit organizations, has largely avoided 

shifting its focus based on funding opportunities: 

I’d say that certain organizations have a tendency to say yes to everything and 
bend over backwards to accommodate what opportunities there may be. [But] 
we’ve held to our core and always kind of evaluate opportunities through that lens 
of, is this really what the organization needs, or is this just an opportunity that is 
really not going to benefit us in the long term? 
Another characteristic of exemplary arts organizations is that art making is treated 

as an “integrated continuum of process and product, with “process get[ting] equal billing” 

(Cleveland, 2005, p. 106). Creativity Explored, perhaps more than most community arts 

organizations, has a strong emphasis on exhibition and sales. Sometimes this means that 

“artists get excited about selling their work and . . . forget about the process,” Amy Taub 

told me. But, according to instructor Mara Poliak, process is given due weight, and 

finding a balance between exploration and end result is key for CE instructors. “I think 

it’s not really an easy answer for the process versus product thing,” she told me. While 

she really enjoys the “random process [that happens] along the way,” she also really sees 

“the value in that they’re working artists selling their work,” and to that end, she is 

always cognizant that she is “working with [her artists] to complete something.” “It’s just 

trying to find the balance,” she concluded. 

A third characteristic of exemplary art programs is that “respect is the foundation 

upon which these programs are built” (Cleveland, 2005, p. 107). I observed this at CE in 
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the way people interacted with one another, and talking to staff reaffirmed it. When I 

asked Poliak how she views her role as an instructor, she told me that her interactions 

with artists always hinge on the question, “How can I respect [participants] as people and 

as artists?” Amy Taub also stressed how vital respect is to the CE community:  

The most important thing is that this is a community where everybody is accepted 
for exactly who they are, and that doesn’t happen often. And it’s real genuine 
acceptance. With all your quirks, with all your eccentricities, you are celebrated 
as an individual here. Whether you are an artist, whether you are a volunteer, 
whether you are someone who comes in off the street, whether you teach, or 
whether you are the ED. It’s part of our culture. That philosophy really permeates. 

“Respect is always at the forefront,” she went on to say. “That’s the number one 

important thing here.” 

Leadership and Organizational Practices  

According to Cleveland (2005), “the presence of strong and enduring leadership is 

one of the most indelible patterns to emerge” from his study of exemplary community 

arts programs (p. 108). During the late 1970s and early 1980s, new state and federal 

funding paved the way for numerous community arts organizations to open their doors. 

The “very few” organizations that survived did so in part because their leaders were able 

to navigate “a complex cross-sector environment of funding, regulation and public 

policy” and to execute a “clear and forceful articulation of mission that translated to the 

self-interest of multiple partners” (Cleveland, 2005, p. 109). Of the ten programs he 

studied, six were still run by their original founders, and the founders of three more 

remained heavily involved with their programs. Exemplary arts programs, Cleveland 

concluded, have “forceful, visionary, long-term leadership.” (p. 108). Consistent with 

this, Elias Katz and Florence Ludins-Katz started Creativity Explored with a clear and 

well-articulated vision, mission, and model, which are, as Amy Taub told me, “exactly . . 

. the same” now as they were 30 years ago. Katz and Ludins-Katz remained involved 

with the program throughout their lives, and Amy Taub, who has served as Executive 

Director for 14 years, was preceded by only one other ED.  
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Exemplary programs, moreover, “have organizational structures and leadership 

that are . . . highly collaborative” and nonhierarchical (Cleveland, 2005, pp. 109–110). 

When asked about the leadership at CE, Paul Moshammer’s language mimicked 

Cleveland’s: CE leaders, he told me, “have a very collaborative way of seeing and talking 

about things” and “are not hierarchical.” “Active, on-the-job learning” for staff is typical, 

with the workplace as the principal site for staff training (p. 114). Paul Moshammer 

described the training process for instructors as “organic” and “ongoing.” Many 

instructors started as volunteers, transitioned to substitute teachers, and then became 

teachers. “I think it’s really just time and being here,” Moshammer told me of the training 

process. 

Leaders in exemplary programs are generally “adaptive,” “improvisational,” and 

“entrepreneurial,” too (Cleveland, 2005, p. 109). According to Amy Taub, Creativity 

Explored prides itself on being inventive. “We’re always trying new things,” she told me, 

“and if it works we continue and if it doesn’t work we stop.” Perhaps the best example of 

CE trying new things is the licensing program, which got its start when a partnership was 

forged with an individual who sold t-shirts in Japan. In the first year of this relationship, 

CE made “a phenomenal amount of money,” according to Taub, and though the partner 

ended up going out of business when the Tokyo economy collapsed in 2002, the seeds of 

the licensing program were planted. While this program has seen tremendous growth—

last year, royalties reached $50,000 (“FY 2012 Creativity Explored Annual Report,” 

2012)—Creativity Explored has been selective about whom it partners with, always 

making sure that the potential partner “fit[s] [its] brand.” Like the leaders at the 

exemplary programs Cleveland (2005) studied, CE’s leadership has kept its 

entrepreneurism in check, knowing that “never saying ‘no’” can “bury a program once it 

gets rolling” (p. 110). 

Exemplary programs, moreover, “depend on the quality of the relationships they 

create in the community” (Cleveland, 2005, p. 111). For Ludins-Katz and Katz, who saw 

“the active involvement of the community” as the “key to immediate and long-term 
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support of an Art Center for disabled people,” community engagement was a goal from 

the start (1990, p. 71). In line with this credo, Creativity Explored is very much 

connected to the San Francisco community, which Taub called “really open-minded” and 

“supportive of the arts.” Making the most of the vibrant arts scene surrounding it, CE has 

developed successful partnerships with local artists, local schools, and local businesses, 

and regularly utilizes volunteers from the community. “We don’t operate in isolation,” 

Taub told me. “We have really invited the community [in] . . . We really pride ourselves 

on that partnership with the community.” Despite their strong ties to the community, CE 

staff told me that they are actively seeking ways to grow that relationship, particularly 

with local artists and arts organizations. According to Amy Taub, CE is “really looking at 

. . . how we can continue to collaborate even more so in the community with other artists, 

with other arts organizations, and with people and their families who are interested in 

making art.” To this end, she told me, CE staff have talked about starting Saturday or 

evening classes, where members of the community could take art classes alongside the 

studio artists, who could take on the responsibility of being aides in the classroom. 

Developing mutually beneficial partnerships, both within its immediate 

community and beyond, has been one of Creativity Explored’s strengths. Cleveland 

(2005) found that strong partnerships are built on “long-term mutual self-interest” and 

“trust,” and “have long-term goals that are focused and specific, and shared equally by 

the various partners” (p. 113). According to Ann Kappes, this is true of the relationships 

that CE has cultivated: 

In terms of collaborations . . . the reason they’ve been successful is because it’s 
partnered with the right people. It has to have a brand fit. It has to have the same 
ethics and morals involved . . . I think it’s a matter of being a really good, 
responsible business partner, but also finding . . . it has to match in the first place 
for it to be successful. 

Creativity Explored is now regularly approached by organizations in the community for 

three reasons, Kappes told me: “Were a responsible partner”; “it’s a really feel-good 

organization and people just want to reach out”; and “we have a great product.” Amy 

Taub has found that being selective—not saying yes to every potential partnership—is 
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key: “It’s hard because we are successful and a lot of people want to partner with us. So 

we’re really needing to look at what partnerships really benefit our artists and what 

partnerships really benefit us as an organization.” When it comes to green lighting 

partnerships, Taub looks for partnerships that have the potential to impact the 

organization’s “visibility, relationships, and income.” 

Support Strategies  

Cleveland (2005) identified a variety of support strategies employed by 

exemplary arts organizations that have contributed to their success and longevity. Of the 

organizations Cleveland studied, one strategy employed by most was keeping their 

growth in check, with the majority of the organizations experiencing what Cleveland 

called “moderate but steady growth” over time (p. 116). In line with this, Creativity 

Explored looks different today than it did 30 years ago, when it started in a small room in 

San Francisco’s Mission Cultural Center, and 14 years ago, when Amy Taub became 

Executive Director. In 1999, the budget was $650,000; it is now around $2 million 

annually. Then, there were fewer than 12 teaching staff; now there are 21. While 

significant, this growth, Taub told me, has been by and large “very graceful because 

we’ve had a plan.” According to Cleveland (2005), the steady growth of the 

organizations he studied can be attributed, in part, to the support many receive from 

“nonarts sources” (p. 116). Consistent with this, Creativity Explored is, according to Amy 

Taub, “very lucky to be primarily funded by disability provider services.” 

Another characteristic of exemplary arts programs is that staff are generally “loyal 

beyond the call of duty” and “driven by their passion” (Cleveland, 2005, p. 117). This is, 

by all accounts, true of Creativity Explored. When asked about what has been really 

critical to CE’s success and longevity, Amy Auerbach named “the dedication of the 

staff.” Amy Taub echoed this: 

All the staff here are very, very committed and passionate about what they do. 
And I think every time we communicate at every single level with the public or 
anyone who walks in our doors or out of our doors, that kind of passion and 
commitment and belief in the mission is communicated, and I think that that is 
readily apparent. 
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Unlike in many nonprofit arts organizations, where “retention is hard” and employee 

turnover is common (Cleveland, 2005, p. 120), individuals at Creativity Explored tend to 

stick around. As Amy Auerbach told me, “me being here 14 years may sound like a lot, 

but it’s really, it’s not the average, but there are people that have been here 29 years, 28 

years, 25.”  

Of all the strategies that have contributed to Creativity Explored’s success, 

perhaps the most critical is the hiring of professional, working artists as instructors. 

According to Cleveland (2000),  “the use of professional artists, rather than arts teachers 

or therapists,” to work with participants is often cited as “essential to the establishment of 

a successful program” (p. 113). According to Lyle Rexer (2005), “programs run by artists 

bring a different agenda. Their goal is not occupation but redemption, the forging of 

human bonds through the fashioning of form” (as quoted in Cleveland, 2005, p. 22). 

Kathy Powell, one-time Director of the Short Center Sacramento, an art program for 

adults with disabilities, believes that this is because working artists are used to being 

viewed as outsiders: 

You have a bunch of crazy artists that are already used to being looked at as if a 
little strange, and so they can understand what its like to be that, and they just 
don’t make any exceptions; they’re not special ed teachers—they don’t give a 
damn if they’re [disabled] or not—they want to work. (as quoted in Cleveland, 
2000, p. 119) 

All the instructors at Creativity Explored are working artists, and many have advanced 

degrees in art and have exhibited work nationally and, in some cases, internationally. The 

practice of hiring professional artists has been so critical to CE’s success that, when 

asked what her first piece of advice would be to a new arts organization, Amy Taub told 

me, “Always, always . . . hire artists. There is no way that a person can teach and guide a 

person without understanding their own creative process. I have never known an art 

center that has succeeded unless they have embraced that philosophy.”  

In addition to being working artists themselves, CE instructors are also expected 

to exhibit what Cleveland referred to as “respect for all participants as fellow artists” 
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(2005, p. 24). For some instructors, like Mara Poliak, this means finding a balance 

between being hands-on and hands-off with the studio artists she works with: 

I’m always reassessing, can they make this choice, or is it really beneficial for 
them if I give them a color palette today and see what they do? Or is it really 
beneficial if I really step back today? I think it’s a matter for me of what’s the 
spirit that I’m approaching it with and how can I respect them as people and as 
artists. But I think to respect someone can be different things other than just 
completely leaving them alone. 
In line with this credo of respect, how an instructor works with a studio artist 

varies greatly depending on the abilities, nature, and inclinations of the artist. With some 

studio artists, instructors play a minimal role (with these artists, Paul Moshammer told 

me, “it’s more like giving them the paper, giving them the space to create”), but with 

other artists instructors plays a more hands-on role, and may influence the style of these 

artists more heavily. Because instructors work no more than four days a week, artists 

generally work with two or three different instructors each week, and often, according to 

Moshammer, “create slightly different work with those different teachers.” Sometimes, 

instructors will show studio artists source material or encourage them to try different 

mediums, which may move their work in a different direction. Moshammer gave the 

example of an artist, Ethel, who works with him and with another instructor, Leeza 

Doreian. When Ethel works with him, he told me, she generally draws “goofy, quirky 

figures or characters that are sort of half person, half animal.” But with Doreian, Ethel 

started working on patterns. According to Moshammer, “it wasn’t like Leeza said, ‘Work 

on patterns!’ It was much more organic.” Doreian is interested in patterns in her own 

work, and she showed Ethel a book of aboriginal artwork. Now, “Ethel is doing these 

beautiful things with Leeza on Monday that are more patterns, and it’s very different 

from these other, very colorful characters.” And, while instructors may have an imprint 

on the work, it is expected that CE instructors will not put their hands in the studio artists’ 

work, unless it is labeled as a collaborative piece. 

Another characteristic of exemplary arts programs is that they have cultivated “a 

supportive, nonjudgmental environment” (Cleveland, 2005, p. 24). During my visit to 
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Creativity Explored, I observed instructors offering encouragement (“Stay with it!”), 

support (“Congratulations!”), and praise (“It’s looking good!”)—what one instructor 

referred to as “kick-starting.” Physical affection (e.g., hugs, touching on the shoulder) 

also seemed common between instructors and studio artists. As Francis Kohler told me, 

developing a supportive environment is particularly important at Creativity Explored 

given the population they serve: 

A lot of the artists will come here having been pretty heavily damaged by the 
world, whether it’s the family they grew up in, the institution they were in, just 
the community in general. And so sometimes we’re having to work with that, 
understanding that, that that’s where they’re coming from. 

“Interesting things happen,” he told me, when artists “suddenly have support and 

encouragement and freedom.” 

Challenges  

“What persistent issues, conditions or problems confronted by these programs 

have constrained their ability to fulfill their missions?” (Cleveland, 2005, p. 102). 

Cleveland asked this of the 10 programs he studied, and I posed the same question to the 

individuals I interviewed at Creativity Explored. Categorized into organizational 

challenges, challenges relating to marketing, promotion, and sales, and challenges 

relating to development, the varied responses I received are explored in detail below. 

Organizational Challenges 

When asked to name a challenge that their organization faces, most CE staff cited 

space limitations, first and foremost. Space—or the lack thereof—was called a “huge 

issue” by both Kim Malhotra and Paul Moshammer, and Francis Kohler told me that 

Creativity Explored is “bursting at the seams” in its current location. According to 

Malhotra, Creativity Explored does not have enough storage space to accommodate the 

“tons and tons of art” that is produced, and the problem has gotten worse in recent years, 

as more staff have been hired and the artist population has grown. The space constraints 

were apparent at the time of my visit: art covered every available surface in the studio 

and on the mezzanine level, three employees were sharing one very small office, and I 
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had difficulty finding an empty chair to sit in to observe the studio and a quiet space to 

conduct my interviews. 

According to Malhotra, this lack of space “impact[s] a lot of elements of the 

program.” Space limitations affect the type of work that artists can do, making large, 

sculptural pieces infeasible. Space limitations also affect the viability of inviting guest 

artists into the studio to teach workshops. Although, according to the CE website, 

workshops are a regular part of the program, Paul Moshammer told me that, due to space 

constraints, there were no guest artists in 2013. Moshammer also noted that space 

limitations have affected pricing. Because there is so much artwork being produced every 

day, there is a tendency, he said, to price art to get it out the door, as there is limited space 

to store it.  

When asked how they would like to see the program evolve over the next few 

years, several staff mentioned that they would like to move into a bigger building 

(owned, rather than rented, like buildings they currently occupy) with Creativity 

Explored and CE2 under the same roof. According to Francis Kohler, having the centers 

in separate locations has created a number of issues over the years—CE2 artists are 

sometimes underrepresented in exhibitions, CE2 gets fewer visitors than Creativity 

Explored, and if visitors want to buy art from CE2, they have to bring it down the road to 

CE to purchase it. Paul Moshammer echoed that being separated has created problems: 

“CE2 [and CE1 are both] fantastic but . . . being geographically so far apart for so many 

years has kind of created autonomy . . . Sometimes [staff aren’t] on the same page and I 

don’t think that’s ideal in the long run.” Sharing a building, they told me, would solve 

some of these issues. Moshammer laid out his vision for a shared space to me: 

I think it has to be one big building . . . I think we could be looked at 
internationally too as an organization that’s kind of like a museum and resource 
center . . . The teachers . . . have so much to offer, [but] it’s almost like they’re 
locked in the small tables, they could have more space. There could be a lot more 
happening . . . I mean, I’m literally talking about a complex, maybe three different 
centers within . . . So I think having this all, but in one room, or one house, within 
one block maybe, where we’re really more one organization. Because I think 
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that’s one of the things we’re not, in my opinion, not great [at] . . . That’s my 
dream and vision. 
Another issue cited by staff members was the changing population of studio 

artists. In the early days of the program, the majority of studio artists had Down 

syndrome or mild intellectual disabilities, but in recent years, autism spectrum disorders 

have become more prevalent. According to Paul Moshammer, this influx of studio artists 

with autism has presented challenges for staff: 

We are learning as we go along. We’re by no means perfect. We have a lot to 
learn about, especially autism. And now we have all different people in here with 
all different disabilities, and the range seems vaster than before . . . I feel like it’s 
becoming more challenging on some level. 

The space limitations of the studio have made this shift toward autism in the artist 

population even more challenging. According to Kim Malhotra, “We have more people 

that, a huge studio situation like this where there is distraction, and lots of people and 

noise, even members of the public wandering in and out, can be kind of disturbing to 

them.” Several staff mentioned that they would like to have a bigger space with quieter 

rooms to better accommodate clients with noise and other sensitivities. 

The artist population has also gotten younger, with 30% of studio artists now 

under 30. Most of these individuals grew up in the community, rather than coming out of 

institutions, like many of the older studio artists. As Amy Taub told me, this has created a 

variety of issues for the program:  

These folks have grown up in the community. They’re on Facebook, they want to 
promote their own work . . . They’re connected to the world in a very, very 
different way, and their needs are different, and that’s been a challenge. Not only 
to meet those needs but to integrate that population with folks who came out of an 
institution and whose needs are very different. 

Having younger artists in the studio has also led to an increased need for monitoring and 

boundary setting, as some artists have explored romantic relationships with one another. 

Although several instructors told me that behavioral issues with participants are 

minimal—and I didn’t observe any during my visit—one instructor, Esther Hernandez, 

told me that she keeps an eye on inappropriate relationships, periodically patrolling the 

bathrooms, where artists have been found together on occasion. 
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Finding ways to involve participants in the process of being an artist beyond the 

point of creation has also been a challenge for Creativity Explored. The program—which 

plays a “protective role” for artists—maintains ownership of the artwork and control over 

how art is promoted, essentially precluding artist involvement in the marketing and sale 

of their work. CE has encouraged involvement in other areas, however. According to 

Paul Moshammer, staff have tried involving artists—particularly Tier 2 artists—in self-

critiques and reflection about their artistic process, with mixed results: 

We try to involve them more . . . and that’s a challenge but sometimes with 
helping us write an artist’s statement . . . where they tell us how they feel about art 
making or what they like doing or how they work . . . And . . . we haven’t been 
that successful . . . but we’ve been trying to have not just us looking at their work 
but looking together with the studio artist at their own work. Which with a few 
artists is really successful because they have a lot of feedback even if it’s not 
totally about this or that piece, but there’s generally a feeling like they know what 
they want to do. I mean, I think all of them know what they want to do but 
sometimes can’t verbalize it well. So that’s where this becomes a challenge. 

CE2 has taken advantage of its smaller size to take this even further, implementing a 

series of “Art Talks” that have introduced artists to topics such as critiques, titling, and 

pricing. Still, working with artists to edit their work has been challenging for CE and 

CE2. Right now, Amy Taub told me, art is generally only thrown away “under the cover 

of darkness.” Involvement in the gallery is limited, but growing, for Creativity Explored 

artists. Every two years, the CE gallery hosts an artist-curated show, and artists have a 

hand in choosing a theme, selecting artwork, and deciding how it’s exhibited. “I think 

more and more, they’re helping,” Amy Auerbach told me.  

The final organizational challenge cited by staff was program evaluation. 

According to Cleveland (2005), though “community feedback is immediate and relevant” 

for most community arts programs, the quality of program evaluation “is generally quite 

low,” even for exemplary arts programs  (p. 118). By all accounts, Creativity Explored is 

no different. Though Amy Taub sees the value of program evaluation—as a means of 

improving services and of demonstrating impact “to further develop relationships 

between funders and organizations”—she called program evaluation “a real problem.” 
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While Creativity Explored currently does “an adequate job” measuring studio artists’ 

satisfaction, Taub said that they haven’t found a good way to measure the impact of what 

is being taught on the artists. According to Kim Malhotra, program evaluation is also 

lacking when it comes to knowing whether the program is “truly changing [the public’s] 

attitudes about people with disabilities.” Like Cleveland, Taub and Malhotra both noted 

that program evaluation is a problem within the field in general.  In 2011, Creativity 

Explored hosted a conference with 26 art centers for adults with disabilities to talk about 

best practices, and found that none of the programs believed they were doing a good job 

assessing their successes and failures. Program evaluation is a priority for CE in the 

future, Taub told me. Within the next few years, she hopes to work with Executive 

Directors at other arts organizations to put together a program evaluation tool that can be 

shared with other programs.  

Challenges Relating to Marketing, Promotion, and Sales 

Creativity Explored staff cited a variety of challenges relating to the marketing, 

promotion, and sales of artists’ work. In terms of marketing, Amy Taub told me that as a 

non-profit organization, Creativity Explored doesn’t “always have the resources . . . to 

compete with for-profit organizations and for-profit galleries.” Finding off-site 

exhibitions for their artists has been especially challenging, because CE does not have the 

staff or financial resources to target venues for specific artists, and must rely largely on 

venues approaching them with exhibition opportunities. According to Ann Kappes, 

financial and personnel limitations are compounded by the size of the program. While 

galleries generally have a stable of fewer than 20 artists, Creativity Explored has 130 

“constantly changing” artists to promote. 

And, despite its longevity as an organization, Creativity Explored is still grappling 

with how to market and promote its artists within the contemporary art world. As Amy 

Taub told me, “It’s an interesting world to navigate because we want the art to stand on 

its own merits, as it should . . . There are some incredibly creative people working [here] 

and their work deserves to be promoted for itself.” How to do that well, she told me, is 
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what she’s still learning. One challenge CE staff have encountered is how to promote 

their artists’ work without exploiting their disabilities. According to Taub, while they 

“don’t want to market disability” or  “market to people’s voyeurism and their interest in 

people’s quirks and eccentricities,” they are also aware that “any person purchasing any 

piece of art is interested in the story behind it.” Ann Kappes also stressed the importance 

of striking a balance between talking about the art and talking about the artist who 

created it: 

I mean, the thing about any art museum, you have a solo show . . .and it’s a 
natural inclination, people always want to know about, how did they get where 
they are, are they an orphan, how did they grow up, are they a womanizer . . . 
whatever the story may be. However, over here it tends to, because of the 
environment we’re in, the first question tends to be about a person’s disability . . . 
I would say the human side is something we try to promote, but I try to also find 
the balance of talking about the artwork . . . So it’s a fine balance there. I don’t 
think we’ll ever find the right, the correct way to do that. It’s constantly exploring 
that. 

The idea that CE artists shouldn’t be treated differently than other artists was echoed by 

Francis Kohler, who told me, “I think it needs to be balanced . . . It shouldn’t be dealt 

with any differently than it is with any artist.”  

In marketing and promoting their artists’ work, Creativity Explored staff has also 

had to overcome the assumptions that the public sometimes has about the art of people 

with disabilities. According to Amy Taub, “many, many people have a preconceived 

notion that art created by people with developmental disabilities is no good” or that “it 

looks like children’s art.”  But this is changing, according to Ann Kappes. There are 

fewer barriers to overcome now than there were years ago, in large part due to the work 

of organizations like Creativity Explored. “People who are artists themselves or patrons 

or fans of . . . Outsider Art,” she told me, “see . . . the value in this and there’s not as 

much of a barrier in terms of legitimacy.” While outside collectors may label CE artists 

as Outsider Artists, some staff I spoke with were more reluctant to do so. Amy Taub told 

me she “really [has] a problem with the term” because “it can be very, very exploitative” 
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and “it further . . . marginalizes and isolates people.” When asked whether she shies away 

from the label, Ann Kappes was less unequivocal: 

The word itself is changing so much it’s hard to get a grasp on it anymore. I don’t 
shy away . . . I don’t think it’s a bad word, because there are people who are 
interested in this specific type of art and if you don’t use that label ever, from a 
promotions aspect you’re neglecting an entire audience who have a specific and 
really hardcore interest in this kind of work . . . But . . . the more and more that 
we’re also being included in more museum and gallery shows, sometimes the 
artists will be included in a gallery group show and the storyline is not related to 
disability . . . So we’re really kind of playing both sides of the field a little bit. It’s 
really challenging in that way. 
With regard to challenges related to art sales, pricing is an issue that several staff 

members addressed. According to Amy Taub, Creativity Explored has always tried to 

keep prices low so that the community could afford to buy original art (they also found 

that, by doing so, they were increasing the revenue generated for each artist). This 

practice is the source of a kind of identity crisis, according to Paul Moshammer: “we still 

are the community place that sells artwork for way cheap, and we are not anymore, we 

want to sell it for a lot more.” Moshammer also noted that—because there is not a central 

person in charge of pricing—coming to an agreement on pricing is an ongoing challenge: 

I think we struggle with this a lot, pricing . . . It’s not studio against gallery, but in 
a way we are in the studio, and it’s kind of like a factory  . . . There’s a lot of art 
produced . . . and sometimes we as teachers will price it lower than somebody in 
the gallery who has a little more distance. They’re like, “Oh, this is a really great 
piece.” . . . I’m not saying we underprice, but we feel like, “He’s doing three or 
four pieces a day, let’s just get them out of here.” 

Amy Auerbach echoed that pricing is tricky: “It’s hard because there are so many artists 

and so much art and so many different ways to sell the art.” To help “streamline the 

process,” she is currently working on pricing guidelines for each artist. 

Pressure to sell and competition between artists is another challenge, as Rinder 

(2011) observed:  

While the Katzes always envisioned that selling the artists’ work would be an 
important dimension of the centers’ practice and that there would be a close 
connection to the art world, they may not have anticipated just how visible—and 
valuable—the works made at their centers would become, phenomena that have at 
times conflicted with their aim of a noncompetitive environment. (p. 12) 
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And while artists are not pressured to sell by instructors or gallery staff—according to 

Mara Poliak, “it’s not like, ‘This sold well, so make more of it.’”—some artists feel 

internal pressure to sell or exhibit. I saw this firsthand when I was approached by a studio 

artist (whose work, interestingly enough, I had purchased on my first visit to CE, in part 

because of her charming but rather aggressive sales pitch) who asked the staff member I 

was talking to when she would have a solo show and told me that she wished she had 

more control over whether her art was purchased. This is not uncommon, staff told me.  

While seeing their work exhibited can be very motivating for artists, Taub is 

careful about exhibiting artists’ work before they are ready: 

It’s really hard when you want to be giving the artists who are working in your 
studio the right kind of attention and the right kind of encouragement and the right 
kind of kudos. And the way they become motivated on one hand is to see their art 
exhibited, and it’s really motivating when their work starts to sell. But we’ve been 
very careful all along how we’ve chosen to do that.  

Exhibiting artists’ work before they have developed as artists can have weighty 

consequences, Taub told me: 

But what I do see is that some other art programs that are just starting, they’re 
starting to promote artists too soon, before they’ve developed their own unique 
voice, before they’ve really developed their own style, before they’ve had the 
chance to really explore their own artistic stuff. And that perpetuates the myth, the 
bias, the preconceived notion that it’s not good art. 

 Policies outside of Creativity Explored’s control also present problems for artists 

with IDD. Many studio artists receive financial assistance from the government, and 

earning significant income may mean losing disability benefits. Several years ago, when 

CE tried to transition an artist into Tier 3, “his family didn’t really want to get into this 

[the possibility of] losing his SSI, so it got really complicated,” Paul Moshammer told 

me. “It’s difficult to work with . . . the families and payees, who are so concerned about 

the paperwork because people bounce on and off public benefits and how that would 

effect the accompanying health insurance,” echoed Amy Taub. Right now, CE is only 

utilizing 2 tiers and hasn’t successfully transitioned an artist into Tier 3. This is due, in 

part, to the fact that the income that many CE artists make, while substantial, is also 

sporadic. According to Amy Taub, CE is “still trying to navigate the world of SSI and 
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what is allowable and what is not.” In the future, Taub hopes to help artists get to the 

point where they are making enough money to purchase their own health insurance and 

don’t need Medicaid or SSI benefits. 

Development Challenges 

With regard to development, one of the biggest challenges that Creativity 

Explored has tackled is income diversification. When Amy Taub became Executive 

Director in 1999, CE was 97% state funded—“not a healthy situation for any 

organization to be [in].” To avoid overdependence on one income stream, and an unstable 

one at that, CE staff have made a “concerted effort” to diversify revenue streams over the 

past 14 years by increasing earned and contributed income. In the early days of Creativity 

Explored, CE’s only earned income was from a yearly holiday sale. When the gallery 

opened in 2001, art sales were approximately $22,000 a year. By 2012, art sales had 

reached $250,000 and licensing royalties grossed $50,000; last year alone, the number of 

donors increased by 66%. State funding now makes up 70% of CE’s income, contributed 

income accounts for 16%, and earned income for 14%. Malhotra cautioned that there are 

limits to income diversification, however: 

If we lost our public funding, we probably wouldn’t exist, or we’d be back in a 
different form. So although we are big proponents of trying to diversity, unless we 
had almost a 180 degree flip, I don’t know if it makes a huge difference. The area 
where contributed and earned income help in particular is with special projects 
and being able to grow and expand the program. 
Like other exemplary arts organizations, Creativity Explored has also faced 

challenges “translating [its] work to funders” (Cleveland, 2005, p. 119). Creativity 

Explored has appealed to both arts funders and disability funders, and encountered 

resistance from both. According to Kim Malhotra, the work CE does does not quite fit 

into the areas that disability funders traditionally fund, including employment: 

I think we’re just outside of the typical definition of employment, so people have 
a hard time kind of grasping that. So one of the things we’re hoping to do is to put 
together more data that strengthens our argument for this being employment, 
because I’m sure that some of our artists make more than some of the people that 
work in the community bagging groceries. 



 

87 
 

Creativity’s Explored’s services do not fit what most arts funders—who tend to fund 

performing arts, or exhibition schedules, in the cases that they do fund visual arts—are 

looking for, either. “We’re a funny niche,” Amy Taub told me. “Everyone understands 

that our services are really important and that they are a valuable part of the community, 

but we don’t quite fit into their priorities.” Another issue with seeking funding from 

foundations, Malhotra told me, is that they tend to fund specific projects rather than 

provide general operating support. 

In part for these reasons, Creativity Explored has shifted its focus to individual 

donors who are, according to Kim Malhotra, “more reliable than foundations.” In 

appealing to donors—as in marketing the art—Malhotra has had to find a balance 

between telling the story of the artist and letting the art speak for itself. But unlike 

Kappes, who told me she shied away from bringing too much attention to the artist, 

Malhotra has found success “telling the human side of the story a little bit.” By putting 

videos on Youtube featuring CE artists at work and telling artists’ stories in donation 

appeals—“really kind of maintaining the focus on the artist”—Malhotra found that 

people are more likely to make a gift to the organization. 

CONCLUSION 

According to Cleveland (2005), exemplary community arts organizations have the 

power to “challeng[e] traditional ideas about the arts in America” and “creat[e] successful 

models from which those concerned with the health and vitality of American 

communities can learn a great deal” (p. 6). Creativity Explored has done both. Over the 

course of 30 years, Creativity Explored has broken down barriers for artists with 

disabilities, and, in the process, confronted long-held notions about what it means to be 

an artist and what it means to be disabled. This chapter explored the various ways in 

which CE has opened doors for artists with disabilities. As members of a community of 

artists who inspire, learn from, and support one another on their creative paths, CE 

participants grow as artists and as people. Creativity Explored has maximized this growth 

and amplified its impact as an organization through a variety of strategies—including a 
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dedication to core values, long-term and effective leadership, strong ties to the 

community, and the hiring of loyal and passionate personnel—which can inform best 

practices in the field, and ultimately aid in both the evaluation of existing programs and 

the creation of new ones.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusions  
 

To explore how the Creativity Explored art center in San Francisco, California, 

facilitates personal and professional growth in adults with intellectual and developmental 

disabilities—and what this means for best practices in art programs that serve this 

population—I used qualitative case study research. As extant research on Creativity 

Explored and similar programs is limited, the study was designed to be exploratory in 

nature. I used multiple methods for data collection, including examination of relevant 

literature and documents; visual documentation through photographs; observations; and 

semi-structured interviews with key administrators and staff. On-site data collection took 

place over a four-day period in March of 2013, and, following data collection, I used an 

inductive process of data analysis to interpret the information I had gathered.  

PRINCIPLE FINDINGS 

 Principle findings of the study can be grouped into four major categories. The first 

category relates to the program model, which I likened to an art community. The second 

category deals with the benefits of the program for participating artists. The third 

category covers the values, practices, and strategies that have contributed to Creativity 

Explored’s longevity and community impact—i.e., the program’s best practices—and the 

fourth covers the challenges that the program has confronted as an organization.  

Program Model 

Creativity Explored occupies what Ann Kappes called a “strange niche.” With its 

retail component, CE is not purely a not-for-profit, service organization, but it is not a 

for-profit art gallery, either. “We kind of play both sides of the coin,” she told me, which 

is true in other ways as well. At Creativity Explored, art is learned, but there is no formal 

instruction. The art making that goes on can be therapeutic for participants, but the 

artwork is appreciated for its aesthetic, not interpretive value, and differences are 

celebrated, not pathologized. Participating artists have fun at CE, but they are serious 

about their work, which they know can earn them a substantial income. The Creativity 
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Explored model is an amalgam, borrowing aspects from other modes of service delivery, 

but offering unique benefits to its participants, not least of which is the membership it 

provides within a supportive community of other artists. At the heart of the CE model is 

this community, and the communal nature of the art making that happens within it.  

Benefits of Creativity Explored for Participating Artists 

Drawing from my interviews with CE administrators and staff and my 

observations of the program, I found that Creativity Explored promotes growth in its 

participants in five major ways. First, through their art making, CE participants engage in 

creative self-expression, which can function as a vehicle for communication and shared 

understanding between the artist and the audience, as well as a powerful means of 

catharsis. Second, Creativity Explored is set up to maximize freedom and choice (e.g., 

choice of what materials to use, what project to work on) for studio artists, thereby 

affording participants the (often rare) opportunity to exercise independence and self-

determination. Third, when CE participants see their work exhibited and sold, their self-

confidence grows, and many begin to see themselves—just as others begin to see them—

as artists. Fourth, when participants at CE receive recognition as artists, they become 

valued members of the community. Relatedly, when people encounter the work of a 

Creativity Explored artist for the first time, or have the opportunity to interact with the 

artist in the studio or at an exhibition, their perceptions of the artist, and of disability in 

general, can shift. Finally, Creativity Explored affords its participants the chance to earn 

an income from the sale of their work and to pursue a career as a visual artist, both 

significant opportunities in light of the low employment rates and limited vocational 

prospects experienced by this population.  

Best Practices 

Using Cleveland’s (2005) findings on best practices in community arts 

organizations as a framework for analysis, I identified a number of values, practices, and 

strategies that have contributed to Creativity Explored’s community impact and longevity 
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as an organization. The results of this analysis—CE’s best practices—are broken into 

three categories and summarized below.  

Core Ideas and Values 

Creativity Explored staff articulated three major core values: respect, balance 

between process and product, and sustainability. The first, respect, is not only a core 

value at Creativity Explored, it is, according to Amy Taub, “the number one important 

thing.” Practicing respect and acceptance for all members of Creativity Explored—artists, 

staff, volunteers, visitors—has been vital to building and maintaining the CE community, 

where individual differences are not only accepted, but celebrated. Second, as an 

organization with a dual emphasis on creative self-expression and exhibiting and selling 

artwork, finding a way to maintain a strong emphasis on the exhibition and sales, while 

still giving process due weight, has also been central to CE’s success. Finally, keeping an 

eye toward sustainability has been key to the organization’s longevity. To that end, CE 

staff are careful to articulate their values as an organization, and to make certain that 

these values influence all aspects of the program. 

Leadership and Organizational Practices  

In terms of leadership and organizational practices, Creativity Explored shared 

many practices with the exemplary programs Cleveland described. With only two 

Executive Directors since its founding in 1983, CE has benefitted from long-term and 

effective leadership that can be described as collaborative, nonhierarchical, flexible, and 

entrepreneurial. As in other exemplary community arts programs, training for staff is on-

the-job, organic, and ongoing. Creativity Explored, moreover, has strong community 

engagement, and has developed mutually beneficial partnerships, both within its 

immediate community and beyond, with a focus on partnerships that have the potential to 

impact the organization’s “visibility, relationships, and income” (A. Taub, personal 

communication, March 28, 2013). 
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Support Strategies  

Creativity Explored staff identified a number of support strategies that have 

contributed to its success and impact as an organization. CE staff is, by and large, loyal, 

passionate, and—unlike in the majority of organizations that Cleveland studied—long-

term. Key to the program’s success, all instructors at Creativity Explored are working 

artists themselves, with respect for participants as fellow artists, and, in line with this, CE 

has fostered an environment that is supportive and nurturing of its participants. Finally, 

since its inception 30 years ago, Creativity Explored has grown steadily as an 

organization, in part due to support from nonarts funders, but its leadership has kept this 

growth in check to ensure that the growth is sustainable and the organization stays true to 

its values.  

Challenges  

Creativity Explored staff cited a number of issues that have challenged them, 

threatened their growth as an organization, or generally made their jobs more difficult. 

Organizational challenges include space limitations (which have, in turn, affected the 

type of work that artists can do, the feasibility of inviting guest artists into the studio to 

teach workshops, and how artwork is priced); changes in the population of studio artists 

that CE serves; involving participants in the process of being an artist beyond the point of 

creation; and program evaluation. With regard to marketing, promotion, and sales, 

challenges identified by CE staff include competing with for-profit arts organizations and 

for-profit galleries with the resources of a nonprofit organization; marketing and 

promoting artists within the contemporary art world; overcoming preconceived notions 

about artwork by people with disabilities; pricing artwork; combating pressure to sell and 

competition between artists; and contending with problematic governmental policies that 

limit disabled artists’ ability to earn. Identified development challenges include 

diversifying income streams and finding funders who understand the work that CE does 

and are willing to offer general operating support. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR THE FIELD OF ART EDUCATION 

While community arts organizations that serve adults with disabilities have 

perhaps the most to learn from Creativity Explored’s model, the model has broader 

implications, with literature to suggest that the field of art education—both for special 

populations and for a more general population—could learn a great deal from it, too. 

According to Wexler (2012), school-based art education for students with special needs is 

generally rooted in a medical model of disability, and common practices, such as the use 

of external rewards, “do not honor the disabled individual’s ways of knowing,” but rather 

attempt to “[bring] children closer to physicality, behavior, thinking, and reasoning of 

‘normals’” (p. 70). Due in part to prospective art standards at the state and national levels, 

students with disabilities may be considered talentless because they do not make realistic, 

representational art or understand complex art theories; though art is often seen as less 

rigorous than other subject matters, students with disabilities are not given the freedom, 

even within the art classroom, to discover “their own symbols and metaphors” (Wexler, 

2012, p. 77). 

According to Wexler (2012), to address the failings of school-based art education 

for students with disabilities, programs like Creative Growth (which Wexler cited 

specifically) and Creativity Explored could act as “exemplary instructional models” (p. 

69). In contrast to most art classrooms, CG and CE reject the medical model of disability 

and instead see disability “from the point of view of the disabled artists’ visual 

representations” (p. 69). Staff at these programs find ways to teach that let artists 

“develop their own iconography without restriction” or judgment, thus opening the door 

for artists to tell their own stories and to become “active agents” in their own lives (p. 

69). And, unlike in many school classrooms, where “barriers to a shared education and 

socialization” still exist between students with disabilities and students without 

disabilities (p. 76), the “egalitarian” culture of Creative Growth and Creativity 

Explored—within which staff are facilitators, not teachers—provides many opportunities 

for close relationships to develop between disabled and non-disabled individuals. 
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The implications of the Creativity Explored model may extend to a more general 

population of students, as well. According to Tapley (2004), school-based art classes are 

often hampered by time limitations and large class sizes, and students’ creativity suffers 

as a result. To remedy this, Tapley (2004) has suggested that school-based art educators 

adopt aspects of a model—based on the concept of artist colonies or residencies and 

termed the “colony model”—with a close resemblance to Creativity Explored’s art 

community model. This colony model shares many aspects with Creativity Explored: 

teachers who are working artists themselves; collaborations between students and other 

artists; and experimentation with new mediums and techniques. According to Tapley 

(2004), engaging in these practices can ignite a creative spark in ways that traditional art 

classrooms cannot, thus suggesting that the communal nature of Creativity Explored, 

with artists working alongside other artists, has implications for teaching art to all 

students, not just those with special needs. 

LIMITATIONS 

While this study represents a first step toward establishing best practices for 

community art programs that serve adults with IDD, there are several limitations to 

consider. First, the scope of the research was circumscribed by the decision—based on 

time constraints and the exploratory nature of the research—to limit the study to a sole 

case, the Creativity Explored program. Without comparative analysis between multiple 

sites, any extrapolations on best practices should be considered provisional. Furthermore, 

the study was designed to explore many aspects of the CE program (e.g., studio and 

teaching practices; art sales and exhibition practices; marketing practices; development 

practices; program history), thereby limiting the depth with which each topic could be 

explored. The scope of the study was narrowed, too, by my decision to interview only 

staff and administrators, whose perspective I believed most relevant to my initial research 

questions. For these reasons, the study’s findings regarding the program’s benefits and 

best practices should not be considered exhaustive.  
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For art programs—particularly new ones—looking toward Creativity Explored as 

a model, the utility of emulating CE’s practices is also limited. Creativity Explored’s staff 

are often approached by organizations hoping to learn from CE’s example, but it is not as 

easy as handing them its strategic plan, as Amy Taub stressed in our interview:  

What’s really hard is that people come here and they want a copy of our strategic 

plan, and it’s kind of like, “No, I can’t do that.” It’s not going to work. We’re 30 

years old. Our strategic plan, we just developed this at age 27. People want us to 

hand them . . . and it won’t work. They’re just starting. 

Nevertheless, while Creativity Explored’s strategies look different now than they did 10, 

20, or 30 years ago, their core values and foundational strategies have remained 

remarkably constant, and can undoubtedly be of benefit to other programs, both fledgling 

and established. 

RESEARCH POSSIBILITIES 

Given that extant research in the field is limited, there are many possibilities for 

future research, some of which would address the limitations of this study. Future studies 

of the Creativity Explored program could involve multiple stakeholders, including studio 

artists, visitors, board members, community partners, and volunteers. Seeking studio 

artists’ perspectives specifically would be particularly useful in informing further 

explorations of the benefits of the program for participants. Future research on the 

benefits of the Creativity Explored program for participants would also be strengthened 

by quantitative assessment and analysis, which could measure the impact of the program 

on variables such as quality of life, self-esteem, identity, art skills, and vocational skills. 

While this study was designed to explore many aspects of the CE program—e.g., 

studio practices, exhibition and sales practices, marketing and development practices—it 

would also be worthwhile to undertake research that focused on each facet of the program 

individually, thereby increasing the depth of knowledge of the program and helping to 

flesh out Creativity Explored’s best practices as an organization. To begin to draw more 

definitive conclusions about best practices in community-based art programs that serve 
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adults with IDD more generally, comparative analysis between multiple sites is needed. 

Drawing comparisons between Creativity Explored’s practices and the practices of other 

exemplary programs would be an important next step toward building a body of 

knowledge that would aid in program development and program evaluation for arts 

organizations that serve adults with disabilities. Future research—either comparative 

analysis or further inquiry into the Creativity Explored program—could also inform a 

more in-depth exploration of the art community model. Particular areas of interest 

include how an art community forms, how membership in an art community impacts an 

artist’s process and product, and the implications of the model for mainstream art 

education. 

CONCLUSION 

As my interview with Ann Kappes, Creativity Explored’s Marketing and Business 

Development Director, wound down, I asked her—as I asked each person I 

interviewed—where she saw the program, now in its 30th year, 30 years from now. 

Kappes said this: 

In 30 years, I can almost see, in some way it’s almost like there’s not a reason for 

us to exist in some way, because it’s so . . . accepted. Or that we do, but it’s not 

this anomaly. 

Creativity Explored has gone a long way toward advancing the position of artists with 

disabilities both within their community and within the larger contemporary art world, 

but there is farther to go. For Kappes’ vision to become real, new programs are needed 

and best practices must be established. It is my hope that this study is a step in that 

direction. 
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Appendices 

 
APPENDIX A: NON HUMAN SUBJECT RESEARCH 

DETERMINATION
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APPENDIX B: INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 

 

Sample Questions 

 Background Questions 
1) How long have you been with the Creativity Explored program? What 

interested you about working at CE? 
2) Tell me a little bit about your background. 
3) What is your current role in the program? Describe your responsibilities 

and duties. 
 History of Creativity Explored Program 

1) How did CE begin? 
2) What motivations inspired the development of the program? 
3) What was the original mission of the program? 
4) Was CE influenced by or modeled after any other programs? 
5) How has the program evolved from its inception to its current state? 
6) It is unusual for a community-based art program to have the kind of 

staying power of CE. What do you attribute the longevity of the program 
to?  

7) How was the site of CE chosen? What role do you think location plays in 
the success of a program? 

 Mission/Objectives/Philosophy 
1) What do you see as the central mission of the program? 
2) What do you see as secondary objectives? 
3) How well do you think the program is fulfilling these objectives? How do 

you make this determination?  
4) What are the major ways in which the program accomplishes these 

objectives?  
5) Are there particular practices at CE that you see as critical to your 

program’s success? 
6) How do these missions and values influence the design and delivery of 

your programs? 
 Program Structure 

1) How would you describe the current structure of the program? 
2) How was the structure of the program originally determined? 
3) Tell me a little bit about the governance and leadership of the 

organization. How has it evolved over time? 
4) What do you see as the benefits of CE being an independent organization? 
5) How was the funding structure originally determined? Has it evolved over 

time?  
 Program Participants 

1) What is the process of admitting artists to the program? 
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2) Do most participants who come to the program have a background in the 
visual arts? 

3) On what grounds are potential participants excluded from the program? 
4) What do you see as the major benefits of the program to participants? 

 Studio Arts Program 
1) How was the structure of the studio arts program originally determined? 
2) How was it decided that the program would be modeled after an artists’ 

collective?  
3) What do you see as the role of the instructors? How would you describe 

the relationship between the instructors and the artists? 
4) According to Katz and Ludins-Katz, “Never should the teacher become 

the dominant force. The learning of specific techniques should be 
considered secondary to the joy and desire of creating and to the 
excitement of discovery and fulfillment of the creative act.” How do you 
balance this with the goal of creating gallery-quality work? 

 Strategies for Developing Artists’ Practices 
1) What are the major ways in which CE helps participants to develop their 

art practices? 
2) Is there a process in place for helping participants develop as artists? 
3) How is it determined if an artist is ready to develop a viable practice? 
4) What factors do you believe contribute to whether or not a particular artist 

is successful in developing a profitable art practice? 
5) Once an artist has developed a successful practice, in what ways does CE 

support them? How would you describe the role that CE plays for these 
artists? 

6) Are artists given opportunities to learn about marketing their own work? 
7) How many artists at CE would you say have developed viable practices? 

 Exhibition Program/Sales 
1) What do you see as the importance of publically exhibiting your artists’ 

work? 
2) Has the importance of exhibiting and selling participants’ work shifted 

since the program’s inception? 
3) Tell me a little bit about the licensing program. How did it develop? 

 Promoting Artists’ Works in the Contemporary Art World 
1) In what ways have you confronted issues of legitimacy with regard to your 

artists’ work? What have been the biggest obstacles that the program has 
faced in this regard? 

2) What other challenges have you faced in terms of promoting your artists’ 
work in the contemporary art world? 

3) How would you position the work of CE’s artists in relation to the label of 
Outsider Art? 
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4) What assumptions do you believe the public holds about the art of people 
with disabilities? In what ways do you think that CE confronts these 
assumptions? 

 Collaborations & Partnerships 
1) If you look through the blog, you’ll see that CE has developed 

collaborations with all sorts of organizations (e.g., CB2, Recchiuti 
Confections, CISCO Home). Tell me a little bit about the kinds of 
organizations that CE partners with.  

2) What do you see as the role of these partnerships/collaborations? How do 
these organizations contribute to program? How have they contributed to 
the success of CE artists? 

3) How did these collaborations develop? 
4) Who is responsible for cultivating and maintaining these relationships? 

 Program Evaluation 
1) In what ways is program evaluation carried out? 
2) How is evaluation used to evolve the program? 

 Wrap-up 
1) What have been the biggest challenges along the way? Are there persistent 

issues that have limited your ability to fulfill your mission? 
2) If you were advising a brand new organization, what would your first 

piece of advice for that organization be? 
3) How would you describe the impact that CE has had over the course of its 

30-year history? 
4) In what ways do you hope to grow as an organization over the next 30 

years? 
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