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Abstract

Introduction: Multiple public health initiatives have shown that arts
activities, such as dancing and painting, promote emotional wellbe-
ing. Recreational arts activities can be particularly beneficial for the
population of people with disabilities, as they can incorporate move-
ment, self-expression, and promote social interactions, which may
otherwise be limited. However, research about the impact of the arts
in adults with neurologic disabilities, including stroke and cerebral
palsy, is limited. This study aims to elucidate the effect of an act-
ing course on participants with neurologic disability; and to compare
subject satisfaction between in-person and virtual sessions.

Methods: This is a retrospective study of participants in the Acting
Without Boundaries (AWB) Acting Lab course, all of whom had neu-
rologic disabilities. Data were collected regarding subject satisfac-
tion with the acting course and impact of the course on the subjects,
post-acting course. Five courses were given virtually, and three
courses were given in-person. Standard summary statistics such as
frequencies and percentages were used to describe the data.

Results: 37 subjects completed the questionnaires: 15 subjects from
the in-person courses completed the survey, compared to 22 in the
virtual ones. All subjects reported high overall satisfaction with the
AWB Acting Lab course. 73% of participants reported higher self-es-
teem, and 69% reported alleviation of social isolation after taking the
course. 89% of participants reported that the course taught them
new skills. 86% of subjects reported that participating in the course
provided a safe, collaborative environment. 81% of participants re-
ported that the course improved their quality of life.
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Conclusion: Virtual acting programs are effective and have the po-
tential to benefit adults with disabilities in many ways. Participants
in both delivery models showed improvement in key skills such as
improved speaking and reduction of social isolation. Recreational
acting courses on virtual platforms increase accessibility, which is
especially important for the population of people with physical dis-
abilities, whose mobility can be limited, and may improve their emo-
tional wellbeing. Additional research should be conducted to deter-
mine the effectiveness of other recreational activities for those with
disabilities when delivered virtually.
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Introduction

Creative arts programs provide individuals with immersive and
activity-based interventions through music, dance, theater, and creat-
ing visual artwork. Each artistic medium has been broadly shown to
promote emotional wellbeing, agency, and interpersonal communica-
tion and have consequently been used in therapy programs [1]. Rec-
reational arts activities can be particularly beneficial for individuals
with neurologic and physical disabilities or other concurrent disabil-
ities, such as those with a history of cerebral palsy, strokes, and Par-
kinson’s Disease. Creative arts programs can incorporate movement
and promote social interactions and support, which may otherwise be
limited in this group [2-5].

Music therapy has been widely studied in those with neurologic
disabilities. For example, a meta-analysis of eight randomized con-
trolled trials on the effect of music therapy in the cerebral palsy pop-
ulation found that music therapy significantly increased Gross Motor
Function Measure scores [3]. Similarly, a controlled clinical trial with
13 subjects with Parkinson’s Disease who engaged in music-based
physical therapy, showed that functional mobility and balance in the
subjects improved with the intervention [6]. Functional benefits were
attributed to a combination of cognitive strategies, external cues, and
physical activity while pleasure was evoked from the music [6]. Those
with cognitive disabilities may also benefit: a randomized controlled
study of 17 children with autism spectrum disorder who participated
in biweekly music therapy sessions for five weeks, found that there
was a significant difference in the degree of social engagement be-
tween control and intervention groups, as measured by joint attention
and eye gaze towards others [7]. Finally, the benefits of music therapy
as delivered by telehealth were described by one case study of a vet-
eran with chronic pain: it “allowed him to learn new coping skills to
promote mindfulness and reduce his pain level” [8].

Dance has also shown benefits in the population of people with
disabilities. A systematic review of 11 studies that explored the im-
pact of dance in neurorchabilitation programs in the cerebral palsy
population, concluded that there was preliminary evidence of im-
provements in balance, ambulation, and cardiorespiratory fitness in
this population [9]. The benefit on physical functioning appeared to
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be sustained even in telehealth sessions: as part of a case series, a vet-
eran with Parkinson’s Disease engaged in dance therapy virtually and
stated at follow up that he had “expanded movement my repertoire
and range of motion” due to the intervention [8].

Acting, theater, and drama therapy are less studied artistic medi-
ums, but studies indicate that they can teach skills and improve mood
and quality of life. For example, in study that involved eight children
with language learning disabilities, role-play resulted in improve-
ments in the participants requesting clarification, and these skills
were maintained at six weeks post-intervention [10]. Psychological-
ly, theater can also have a positive impact. A randomized controlled
single-blind study examined the effect of active theater as an adjunct
therapy for adults with Parkinson’s Disease over three years. The
theater participants’ clinical scores for quality of life and depression
showed significant improvements, while the control group did not [5].
A literature search did not yield any results for virtual or telehealth
interventions for drama therapy.

Regardless of the type of creative arts programs, the relationship
between virtual delivery of these programs and the impact on emo-
tional wellbeing has not been well studied thus far. The COVID-19
pandemic introduced widespread social distancing and periodic lock-
downs as strategies to slow the rate of infection. These strategies
were necessary from a public health perspective but the disruption
to normal social interactions and support systems had a profoundly
negative effect on mental health around the world and particularly in
vulnerable populations who were already experiencing social isola-
tion [11,12]. One study that collected survey data from people with
disabilities and chronic health conditions, who already intrinsically
had a higher risk of social isolation, found that increased loneliness
and decreased feeling of belonging during the pandemic were associ-
ated with increased anxiety, stress, and despair [12]. Exploring virtual
interventions to mitigate these effects has never been more simultane-
ously needed and opportune.

The literature that exists about virtual creative arts programs, pri-
marily focuses on programs for children. A 2022 literature review
that examined art therapy for children during the COVID pandemic,
concluded that all three included studies’ interventions were feasible
and successfully engaged both the pediatric subjects and facilitators
with a high acceptance level [13]. Two studies focused on remote
implementation of music interventions in children during the COVID
pandemic, with promising results [14,15]. In the first, pre-set playlists
were used by 19 parents for one week in response to the child’s mood;
81.2% of mothers reported improvement or maintenance of positive
mood in the child after listening to music [15]. In the second, 14
children with neurological disabilities participated in a 12 day home
music therapy program, which significantly improved the children’s
sleep quality and reduced parental distress [ 14]. Meanwhile, for visual
arts therapy, 22 children were remotely instructed on emotion-based
directed drawing or mandala drawing in a randomized cluster design
study. Both drawing interventions in the study were associated with
significant decreases in hyperactivity level pre-to-post scores in par-
ticipants [16]. On the other hand, in adults, the impact of virtually
delivered creative arts therapy yielded mixed results. A three-subject
case series reported how multiple mediums for creative arts therapies,
including visual arts, dance, and music, were implemented via tele-
health for veterans with disabilities in a rural community: two partici-
pants reported that they benefitted emotionally from the sessions, and
the third reported decreased quality of life after participating in the
arts therapy [8].

Neurologic disabilities are restrictions of cognitive and/or motor
processes that result from impairments to the nervous system. Re-
search about the impact of creative arts programs for adults with
neurologic disabilities, especially those delivered remotely, is limit-
ed. This study aims to elucidate the effect on wellbeing of an acting
course with adult participants with neurological disabilities and, to
our knowledge, is the first to compare subject satisfaction between
in-person and virtual sessions. This article was previously presented
as a meeting abstract at the 2023 AAP National Conference on Febru-
ary 24, 2023.

Materials and Methods

This is a retrospective study of self-reported responses from par-
ticipants aged 18 and older in the Acting Without Boundaries (AWB)
Acting Lab courses from 2020 to 2022. All courses occurred weekly
for 1.5 hours per session for six or eight weeks. Five courses were
given virtually due to social isolation precautions from 2020 to 2022
with 35 total participants. Three courses were given in-person in 2022
with 15 total participants.

Class sizes ranged from five to 14 participants, with two instruc-
tors per class. Virtual course participants were recruited from local
outpatient neurological rehabilitation therapy clinics and outpatient
medical clinics. In-person course participants were recruited from
neurological day program participants and from a local neurological
assisted living facility. Throughout the duration of the course, partic-
ipants performed vocal exercises (including articulation and sound
making), physical warm up and movement exercises, script writing,
improvisation, and other theater games, and listening games/feedback
between peers.

Data were collected regarding participant satisfaction with the
acting course via anonymous surveys, collected post acting course.
The survey asked that satisfaction be rated in terms of meeting, not
meeting or exceeding expectations. A separate question asked wheth-
er they would participate again in a yes/no format. The survey also
included a question about the impact of the course on the participant,
which allowed for selection for up to five items from the table be-
low. A question about social isolation was added for later courses and
therefore not all virtual class participants were surveyed with this
question.

Standard summary statistics such as frequencies and percentages
were used to describe the data. Participant demographics were not
collected in the surveys.

Results

37 subjects completed the questionnaires. All 15 participants
completed the surveys in the in-person courses, for a response rate of
100%, whereas 22 of the 35 participants (68%) completed the survey
in the virtual courses.

Overall satisfaction was high and equal between the two delivery
methods (Table 1). All participants felt the course met or exceeded
their expectations. 13 of the in-person cohort and 19 of the virtual
cohort (both cohorts 86%) reported they would participate in another
AWB Acting Lab course if offered.

A comparable proportion of students in the virtual and in-person
courses reported that participating in the acting course alleviated their
social isolation and enabled them to be part of a safe, nurturing, and
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In-person (n=15) Virtual (n=22)
Met expectations 6 (40%) 11 (50%)
Exceeded expectations 9 (60%) 11 (50%)
Would participate again 13 (86%) 19 (86%)

Table 1: Overall satisfaction of AWB participants from in-person and vir-
tual courses.

collaborative environment (Table 2). Additionally, most participants
agreed that the acting course taught them new skills and resulted in
higher self-esteem. All in-person participants (100%) reported that
the course improved their quality of life, compared to 15 (68%) of
virtual participants (difference=32%).

e

In Person .
Participating in the Acting Total (n=37) (n=15) Virtual (n=22)
Lab...
N (%) N (%) N (%)
Taught me new skills such
bli king, listeni
a5 public speaking, ISTeNINg | - 33 | 990y | 15 | (100.0) | 18 | (81.8)
skills, self-presentation,
empathy
Enabled me to be a part of a
safe, nurturing, and collabo- 32 (86.5) 14 93.3) 18 (81.8)
rative environment
Improved my quality of life 30 (81.1) 15 (100.0) 15 (68.2)
Helped build my self-confi-
27 (73.0) 12 (80.0) 15 (68.2)
dence/self esteem
Helped alleviate social
. . 20 (69.0) 11 (73.3) 9 (64.3)
isolation*

Table 2: A comparison of survey responses about the impact of the acting
course on participants, based on a multi-select question panel included in
the survey.

*Only 14 of virtual participants responded to this question. Percentages for
total and virtual are based on 29 and 14 responses, respectively.

Discussion

There was a 32 percent difference in self-reported improvement in
quality of life between virtual and in-person participants, suggestive
that in-person courses have some degree of benefit over virtual ones.
However, the limited study size makes it difficult to draw substantial
conclusions based on this difference. On the other hand, there was a
high overall satisfaction of the acting courses in both in-person and
virtual cohorts. The participants experienced relief of social isolation
and felt the courses were conducted in a safe environment. Not sur-
prisingly, in-person courses provided a greater relief of self-isolation
than the virtual platform. Yet both modalities provided a majority
of participants with improvements in self-esteem and learning new
skills in the realm of public speaking, suggesting that virtual acting
programs for the adult population with neurological disabilities are a
valuable experience. Importantly, despite the virtual classes being of-
fered during the isolation of the COVID-19 pandemic, all participants
still reported a high level of improvement in social isolation.

The ability to deliver recreational acting programs on virtual plat-
forms, with many of the same benefits gleaned as the in-person par-
ticipants, is a crucial finding. Once they reach adulthood, individuals
with disabilities lose the readily accessible social opportunities that
school programs provide. This is amplified when adults with disabil-
ities live in a community with few to no opportunities for individuals

with disabilities. Virtual performing arts programs, such as those of-
fered by AWB, expand opportunities in these underserved areas. Not
only do virtual platforms eliminate distance barriers but they also in-
crease accessibility by allowing individuals to participate in programs
from the comfort of their own homes. This is especially important for
the population of people with neurological disabilities, whose mo-
bility can be limited. Transportation can also serve as a huge barrier
to services for this population. The need for a driver and a handi-
cap-accessible vehicle in many cases can be circumvented by virtual
program delivery. Another benefit of virtual interventions hinges on a
common goal across multiple arts therapy mediums: creating a “safe
space” [1]. This can be achieved psychologically in the home, as it
is a familiar environment. In a case series for veterans receiving cre-
ative arts therapy via telehealth, one veteran remarked that “having
sessions from home was ‘comforting’ because he knew his surround-
ings and felt more relaxed and secure” [8]. These programs provide
the opportunity to maintain vital social connections despite multiple
barriers.

Limitations of this study included a reduced response rate from
virtual participants, creating a possible response bias. The survey de-
sign also posed questions in multiple formats, including yes/no and
allowing for multiple responses to a single question stem. The items
listed lower on the multi-select list had less participants select those
choices. An improved survey design would either include a random-
ized order of response options or would ask multiple questions with a
yes/no or Likert scale responses for each. Another limitation was the
lack of randomization in determining the in-person and virtual co-
horts. Each cohort had different underlying disabilities, which could
account for the differences in experience, rather than the modality of
presentation.

Although virtual platforms open the possibility of effective inter-
ventions for many, it is not without limitations: potential users require
internet access and an internet-capable device with a camera, such as
a tablet or computer, to effectively engage in programs. Poor internet
connectivity, poor technologic literacy, and financial constraints that
prevent purchasing such devices remain barriers for widespread im-
plementation.

Conclusion

Virtual delivery of creative arts programs is not only possible, but
readily accepted. Future directions for research include determining
whether acting programs have an impact on anxiety and depression in
adults with disabilities. Further research is also needed to determine
the impact of other creative arts programs on wellbeing for those with
disabilities, when delivered virtually.
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