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Lisa Lewis

Hi, I'm Lisa Lewis, and you are listening to ADA live. You
Circus Music

Barry Whaley

Hi everybody. On behalf of the southeast ADA Center, the Burton Blatt Institute at
Syracuse University and the ADA National Network, | want to welcome you to ADA live.
I'm Barry Whaley. I'm the director at Southeast ADA Center. Audience, if you have
questions about the Americans with Disabilities Act, you can use our online form anytime
at Ada live.org or you can call the Southeast ADA Center at 404-541-9001, and as a
reminder, those calls are free And they're confidential. So how many of us have dreamed
of running away to join the circus when we were kids, even some of us as adults? For

many of us, the circus was bigger than life. In this episode of ADA live, we're going to the
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big top to learn how the circus can be made accessible for everybody, including people
with disabilities. Our guest for this episode is Lisa Lewis, founder and CEO of Omnium
circus, an inclusive and accessible circus created by and for the whole community,

including people with disabilities. So Lisa, I'm glad you're with us. Thanks for coming.
Lisa Lewis

Thank you so much for having me.

Barry Whaley

So | want to start out, Lisa, tell us a little bit about how the circus began.

Lisa Lewis

So I'm just like all those people that dreamed of running away to the circus. | went every
year. | loved circus as a child, and when | was in college, | did, in fact, run away to join the
circus. One of my roommates in college was trying to teach me how to juggle, and | was
failing miserably. And Ringling Brothers was coming through town at that moment, and
they were having auditions at the Boston Garden. She goes, Why don't you go and
audition? At least you'll learn how to juggle. And when | stepped into that arena for the
first time in my life, | felt completely at home. It just, it felt right. It felt home. It was just, it
was an amazing feeling. And | did go to clown college, and | did start working for Ringling
Brothers and Barnum Bailey. And one of my very first experiences there was working in
partnership with another clown in one section of the arena, and there was a line of
teenagers all sitting there with their arms folded and nasty, surly expressions on their
faces. And my partner went up to them and immediately started telling jokes in sign
language. All of a sudden, there, and | didn't know they were deaf. He knew they were
deaf. | had no deaf Dart. But immediately they started laughing, and the entire energy of
the arena changed all of a sudden, that anger turned to joy, and everyone was included in
it. And | realized at that moment how powerful inclusion can be. | started learning sign
language, and my life kind of progressed from there, left there, went, came to New York,
got my master's degree and started working for a New York circus, doing everything from

performing in hospitals, doing all sorts of things, did school shows. And one of my biggest
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jobs was doing community outreach and providing access for individuals with disabilities,
and the more | got into the community, the more | realized. A, what an incredible group of
people, but B, How amazing would it be if you didn't have to go to a show only on one day
when they had a sensory friendly performance, or if audio description was only offered on
one performance? Well, what if you want to go with your friends, and what if your kid has
this particular access need, and their kid has a different access need, and your other
friend that you've known since you were 10, their kids don't have access needs, but they
just want to go, but they have baseball practice like, how great to have popular
entertainment The Circus which reaches everyone. It's not language dependent, and how
great to have popular entertainment that everyone can enjoy together whenever you
choose to go, and then you look in there and you can feel represented. So that was our
goal, to create a popular entertainment that multi generational audiences can enjoy, multi
able audiences with different abilities, with that everyone can enjoy together as a unifying
force for joy. You know that we can look at each other and say, wow? Yeah, | didn't know
you. | could do that. Maybe | could be better. Or you look and say, Wow, maybe |
misjudged you. Maybe you could do more than | thought. Just kind of that little subtle,

joyful inclusion,

Barry Whaley

and that set the Omnium circus into into motion, huh?
Lisa Lewis

It did in 2020. We started.

Barry Whaley

Wow. So inclusion is important, obviously, and accessible. Circus is important. You've
mentioned a little bit about why it's important. But what about for you personally? What

does it bring to you personally?

Lisa Lewis
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Well, I've always been that kid that was a little off beat. Today, they would give me an
alphabet soup of diagnoses, but when | was growing up, they just said she's the stupid
one, and to find a place where | can be me, that | can belong, that | can feel like I'm being
my best self, living my life to the best of my own abilities, and to offer that to others. It's so
important. People are so siloed. You people are siloed by forces outside of themselves,
by a community that doesn't understand the gifts and the values, and the more we stay
siloed, the less we know each other, and the less acceptance there can be, the more we
get to know each other, the more we get to know the potential inside of each of us, the
more we can break down those barriers. | mean, you guys know as well as | do, there's
10 billions of people on this world. No two are exactly alike, not even twins. So to create a
world where you have to be a certain way makes no sense, our diversity is our strength,
and that includes people with disabilities. That's not a new thing. People come out all kind
of ways. You don't control the body you inhabit or the skin you are in. You control what

you do with it.
Barry Whaley

That is well said. Thank you. Lisa, so I'm curious the performers of the circus. Who are

they? Where do they come from? How do they find you?
Lisa Lewis

Um, we do a lot of research, and we find we find them. They find us. The more we're out
there. Our artistic director is Noe Espana. He is a sixth generation circus performer. His
wife comes from eight generations of circus they have two amazing, award winning kids,
one of whom is now pregnant, so yay, we're gonna have more circus babies. So a lot of
our artists come from multi generational families where they've learned this art and it's in
their blood and it's intrinsic to them. We also have artists who are new to the art form. We
have one of our artists is a seven time NCAA gymnast who also happens to be a
wheelchair user, and he came to circus through gymnastics, another artist who traveled
with us for a while, until they decided to become more family oriented, is also came to us
through the world of gymnastics. And we are really part of our mission. Our mission is tri

fold entertainment, education and employment, and part of our outreach through our
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education is to find people who are already inclined to do gymnastics or to be physical
performers and to help train them and provide them the opportunities to work in circus,

because it is really a wonderfully viable art form today.
Barry Whaley

So Lisa, how large is Omnium circus?

Lisa Lewis

Omnium Circus is a very tiny little company doing huge, huge things our performers are
the largest part of us. We have 12 to 14 performers on stage and a four person crew that
tours our back office is about seven people. We have a board of eight people. We are

tiny, tiny, tiny, and we are 40% persons with disabilities, perfect.
Barry Whaley

Thank you. As you mentioned you, you were mentioning the the kids who were deaf
earlier. You know, people with disabilities often are left out of entertainment events,
including the circus. How does Omnium circus include and accommodate those, those

audience members with disabilities?
Lisa Lewis

We do everything we possibly can. Number one, we have two wing masters. One is deaf
and one is hearing. So the show is presented simultaneously in English and sign
language. It's not interpreted over to the side, where a deaf audience member would have
to watch the interpreter and miss. The action. It's very much included as a part of the
performance. All of our shows are sensory friendly. We adjust lights, we adjust sound, we
make sure that there's no huge contrasts. We set up a calming area, Chill Zone out in the
lobby for people who do get dysregulated and need to take a break for a second. For
people who need sound being louder, there's assisted listening devices for those who do
need more sound, because we do keep the volume in 85 decibels or lower, so that it's
comfortable for the majority of people, but some people need increased sound. Okay, for

those who are blind or low vision, we have live audio description at every single
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performance. We travel with an audio describer who, at the moment, happens to be me.
But actually, in DC, we had a fabulous, fabulous audio describer who's worked with us for
years. So in addition to all of that wonderful stuff. Every single show is captioned. We
have we do it through a PowerPoint presentation, which was presented on screens on
either side of the stage. And as you know, the circus is non verbal for the most part. So
anything that is said or spoken is spoken in English, signed and captions. And the
captions appear on huge screens on either side of the stage. And we're actually working
on the technological ability to have those captions done in both English and Spanish.
We're not there yet, but we're working on it. We also have a touch table out in the lobby
which has miniature props of the things in the show, so those who are going to hear it
described can also can feel the props and can get a more tactile impression of what's
about to happen. And we found that also works for all audiences. We set it up for the
blind, but then we realize that everybody really likes it and it's super fun. So we have a
touch table for every show, and we really make sure that our shows and our audiences
are relaxed, so that you can feel comfortable feeling the way you want, expressing
yourself, the way you need to express yourself. If there's a stemming behavior, if there's
anything you need to do to show your joy, that's okay. We always defer to the person who
is expressing themselves joyfully. And if there's a different audience member for whom
that's distracting, that's okay too. We can move your seat. We can put you in a place

that's more comfortable for you. We want everyone to feel comfortable here.
Barry Whaley

And what better place to express joy than at the circus, right? Yeah, yeah, that's cool. So

walk us through a typical performance. What does it look like? What can | expect?
Lisa Lewis

So when you come to an Omnium show, the experience begins before you ever get there.
You can email. You can write with questions. We're going to make sure your seats are
appropriate. We don't always control the venues because we tour, but we have wonderful
relationships with all the venues where we do play, and we're happy to accommodate

anyone when you get to the show, arrive early, because in the lobby, you will see our
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touch table set out and you can feel some of the props you can get to know what's going
to start with, the anticipation of the excitement that you're about to see. We have a
merchandise table set up, and everything we sell is made in factories that employ people
with disabilities. Our T shirts come from spectrum designs, which 100% employs people
on the autism spectrum. A lot of the little merchandise patches, all the little things that we
sell, also support organizations that support our same audiences. So then you come in,
you get ready, then sit down, the music starts, the house lights will always stay on slightly,
just in case you need to come and go, whatever you need to do. And then the music
begins, and you are greeted by our tubing masters. And then you can proceed to have a
fantastic time artists doing incredible things in this particular first show, we have an artist
who climbs six layers high on a chair, stacking and balances on top of the chairs. We
have an artist who, as | mentioned before, is a seven time NCAA gymnast who does a
handstand on his wheelchair while it's spinning around. That's cool. There's just
incredible, incredible artistry and joy and fun. And it's just a great, great it's a fabulous
circus experience for everyone, regardless of access. Don't forget your headsets if you
are if you are blind or low vision, man. Sure you pick up your audio describing headsets

and just have a wonderful, wonderful time at the circus.
Barry Whaley

Fantastic. Thank you. Lisa, Ada live listening audience. If you have questions about this
topic or any other ADA live topic, you can submit your questions online at Ada live.org Or
feel free to call us at 404-541-9001, and now word from our episode sponsor, the

Omnium circus, with
Voice over

25% of the world living with a disability, and 90% of US likely to face one at some point in
our lives, everyone deserves access to wonder and joy, yet those with disabilities are
often overlooked. Welcome to Omnium circus, where the magic of circus meets the power
of inclusion. Here, everyone is a part of the action in a spirited limit, defying life affirming

spectacle featuring award winning artistry, memorable music and a heartwarming story,
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we proudly provide access for audiences of all ages and abilities. Join us in building a

more welcoming world where we can all belong.
Barry Whaley

Welcome back, everybody. I'm Barry Whaley with the Southeast ADA Center, and we're
talking with Lisa Lewis, the founder and CEO of Omnium circus. Omnium Circus is a fully
accessible and inclusive circus for people with disabilities as well as the entire
community. Lisa, we've been talking about why you started the circus and how you've
made that circus accessible and inclusive for everybody. How many performances do you

generally do in a year?
Lisa Lewis

That number actually varies. We're only a four year old company. We started in 2020 and
our first live performance was at Gallaudet University in December of 2021 our first
national tour started in 2022 so each year we're building and building. We're increasing
our audiences. This year we are embarking. We just did our first show of our tour, and
we're seven more cities, so we're hoping to build and be able to really reach all audiences

across the world.
Barry Whaley

| know you're based in New York City, but you travel and perform across the country.
From an ADA and accessibility perspective, could you tell us what's involved in in the

logistics and planning process as you travel from place to place?
Lisa Lewis

It's actually kind of interesting in every venue we play, we collaborate with them on all of
their policies and all of their ADA outreaches, and part of our promise to venues is that we
will increase their audiences, because most theatrical venues across the country know
how to pitch to their audience, but they've rarely included they'll have wheelchair seating,
as is required, but they don't necessarily provide comprehensive access for the majority

of their shows. So part of what we do is to teach them, is to educate them on how to do
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that. Hey, did you know that your assisted listening system probably has two channels,
and you could do audio description a lot more easily than you thought, without a huge
investment? We find a lot of people are afraid of accessibility because of the cost factor,
and so a lot of what we do is to support them in their efforts. I've had venues say to me,
Well, we put up an interpreter, but the deaf community doesn't come well, of course not,
because you've got to you have to really, truly create a welcoming environment. It's more
than just putting an interpreter. It's really creating an environment that is warm and
welcoming for people. 90% of us, as you all know, 90% of us will have a disability in our
lives. Should we live long enough so accessibility truly, truly benefits everyone. So in our
process, in our advance with the theaters, we do a lot of teaching and sharing of
information, because accessibility does benefit everyone. And the more these theaters
can welcome people outside of us, we'll get it started. We'll show you how it's done, and
the more they can welcome people to the rest of their season as well, so that the arts can
be a more inclusive and welcoming place for all people all the time, is really what we're

shooting for. We're really out there to change the world.

Barry Whaley

That's great. Remind me again, how many people does the circus employee in total,
Lisa Lewis

including our cast. Our touring company is about 17 people. Our behind the scenes,
social media, Director, finance people, we have five part time, including. Myself, and then
we have an additional four freelancers. That's perfect. A very active board of directors,

yeah.
Barry Whaley

And how many of those people, both the board and employees, are people with
disabilities, 40% 40% right?

Lisa Lewis

40% overall,
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Barry Whaley

What things during a performance do you need to do to accommodate those performers
with a disability?

Lisa Lewis

It's an interesting question. We just do what we ask everyone, what are your needs as we
are creating the show, and it's built in. It's not like we have to retrofit we build it with the
understanding of that each individual has a certain set of needs in order to be their best
self. We have some performers who need to warm up an hour and a half before the show.
We have some performers who may use a wheelchair so their dressing room needs to be
accessible. We have some performers who may have just different needs in order to be
their best self. So it's less of an accommodation and more of yeah, this is what we do.

What do you need to be your best
Barry Whaley

that is well said. Thank you. So you're more than a circus. | mean, you have a disability
awareness program too. Can you tell us a little more about your education and outreach

programs?
Lisa Lewis

Yes. So our education and outreach, we do it a bunch of different ways. When one
through our social media, every piece of our social media is is as accessible as the
platforms allow, and we find workarounds for where we can't. We did a piece last year on
what is audio description, because a lot of people just don't know. Because why would
you know? If you've never encountered that in your life, you wouldn't necessarily know,
right? And that's nobody's fault. It's just a fact. You know, you don't know what hasn't
been part of your life experience. So it's important to us to make sure that people do
understand, hey, someone might be looking at their phone in a show and they might be
reading the captions. Maybe they have a voice to text system. They're not on their phone

texting, they're on their phone reading what the audible is happening, right? So we do a

10
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lot of education in that way. We do a lot of outreach to schools. Last summer, summer
before, we did a program at the at an institute here in New York, where we taught a two
week circus program for 56 students, all of whom were blind and low vision, and they
created their own circus. It was fabulous. It was so much fun. We work at a camp with
students every this is going to be our second year at sunrise camps, working with
students who have had cancer and have various and sundry disabilities, and we just
teach them circus so that they can enjoy to whatever is their ability, right? We work with
variety children's charities. If you have two fingers at work, | can teach you to juggle with
those two fingers, whatever your ability, that's where we're going to make help you, to
support you, to be your best self. And circus is great because it levels the playing field. It's
hard for everyone, period, it doesn't matter, right? So it really levels the playing field and

allows people to truly participate together. | would imagine
Barry Whaley

the experience of being in the audience and not having a disability would somehow raise

awareness and change attitudes and beliefs. Do you find that to be true? 100%
Lisa Lewis

it is to be in the audience is a magical, magical experience, and | didn't make that up. |
was told that we had a lovely letter from an audience member without a disability from
one of our shows last year, who said my daughter who was hearing was sitting next to a
young girl, same age who happened to be deaf, and the two of them figured out a way to
communicate with gesture and made friends. That friendship continues now those two
would have never met in the real world. They have different paths of life. They go to
different schools. They would have but they live in the same community. They would have
never had the opportunity to meet and to develop that friendship had it not been for that

audience.
Barry Whaley

That is a great illustration.

11
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Lisa Lewis

Yeah, it really allows people to comprehend a bigger picture for the world. We sit at home
in our silos. We read the news feed that we've catered to ourselves. We block out that
which is unfamiliar, but to come to. Experience where you see a broader world, not in a
threatening way at all, but in an environment of love, you see, wait, maybe it's not so

scary. Maybe people are people, and maybe we can human together.
Barry Whaley

Thank you, Lisa, that's great. So what happens next for the Omnium circus? Do you plan

expansion and growth?
Lisa Lewis

I've got plans for the world. I'm in the brain. It's world domination here. We're going to
take over the world. My hope is that we will continue to grow. We are looking, we're
always open for opportunities, for partnerships, for sponsorships. We are a four year old,
not for profit. That's baby baby in this world. And we are completely open and looking for
partnerships, looking for sponsorships, looking for collaborations with everyone in our
same in the same boat, right? A rising tide lifts all ships together, we're going to be even
stronger. It's not about us. It's about what we can do together. We want to keep touring.
We would love to find a base where we can bring our show together every year for a
couple of weeks and then share it with the world. We would like to expand our education
programs. | had dreams, and those dreams take a village. So please join our village. All

are welcome.
Barry Whaley

We wish you well, and we love to see the circus grow and where you go next, because

your enthusiasm is just infectious.

Lisa Lewis

12
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Thank you. And everybody. Check out the website. Everything's on our website. What's
that web address? Lisa, www.Omniumcircus.org, and Omnium is a Latin word. It means

of all and belonging to all.
Barry Whaley

I'm going to give you the last word, thank you for all the information. What are what are

your final thoughts?
Lisa Lewis

My final thoughts are, we all So truly, truly need joy and to dig deep into the core of that
which unites us, which is our heart and our love, to find that which unites us all as human
beings, and to share that through popular entertainment, there's room for us all. Let's join.

Thank you.
Barry Whaley

That's great. Well, thank you again for being with us today to tell us about Omnium circus.
After this, | think many of us want to join you and become a kid again. Join the circus, and
you may not be aware, | do have an alternate identity as Fizbo the clown. Should you

ever need somebody?
Lisa Lewis

There you go. Come on in.
Barry Whaley

All right, listeners,thank you for joining us. This episode. You can access all ADA Live
episodes with archived audio, accessible transcript and resources at our website, Ada
live.org you can listen to the SoundCloud ADA live channel@soundcloud.com forward
slash ADA live. You can download ADA live to your mobile device, go to your podcast
app and search for ADA live. You have questions about the Americans with Disabilities

Act. You can use our online form at Ada live.org, or you can contact your Regional ADA
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Center at 1-800-949-4232 those calls are always free and they're confidential. ADA live is
a program of the southeast ADA Center, the Burton Blatt Institute at Syracuse University,
and a collaboration with the disability inclusive employment policy rehabilitation research
and training center. We're produced by Celestia Ohrazda With Cheri Hoffman, Mary
Morder, Marsha Schwanke, Chase Coleman and me. I'm Barry Whaley. We also invite
you to tune into our companion podcast, Disability Rights today for in depth discussion on
important court cases that shape disability rights and the Americans with Disabilities Act.
You can learn more at Disability Rights today.org. Look forward to seeing you at the

circus.
Circus Music
[End of Transcript]

Disclaimer: The contents of this publication are developed under a grant from the
National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research
(NIDILRR grant #90DP0090-01-00). NIDILRR is a Center within the Administration for
Community Living (ACL), Department of Health and Human Services (HHS). The
contents of this publication do not necessarily represent the policy of NIDILRR, ACL,

HHS, and you should not assume endorsement by the Federal Government.

The information, materials, and/or technical assistance provided by the Southeast ADA
Center are intended solely as informal guidance and are neither a determination of your
legal rights or responsibilities under the Act, nor binding on any agency with enforcement
responsibility under the ADA. The Southeast ADA Center does not warrant the accuracy

of any information contained herein.

Any links to non-Southeast ADA Center information are provided as a courtesy, and are
neither intended to, nor do they constitute, an endorsement of the linked materials. The
Southeast ADA Center provides these links as a courtesy and does not endorse, take
responsibility, or exercise control of the organization nor vouch for the accuracy or

accessibility of the contents of the link destination. The information is intended solely as
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informal guidance and is neither a determination of legal rights or responsibilities under

the ADA, nor binding on any agency with enforcement responsibility under the ADA.

Contact for More Information or Assistance:
Southeast ADA Center

Email: ADAsoutheast@syr.edu

Phone: 404-541-9001
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