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gender and relationships and from oth-
er public and private sources – notably
the Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council and the Canadian
Institutes of Health Research (CIHR)
– to outfit a multimedia lab. 

Telling powerful stories
Opened on campus in 2013, RED-
LAB (Re-Visioning Differences
Media Arts Laboratory) occupies a
refurbished wing of Blackwood Hall.
Using video and audio equipment,
Rice and her team run workshops
lasting two or three days to help par-
ticipants tell their stories of difference
and disability to each other, and
enable them to turn those stories into
two- to three-minute video scripts. 
So far, they’ve made more than

100 short films. Some are actual
videos, while others combine photos,
illustrations and print, all braided
together by a voice-over and often a
musical soundtrack. Those voices are
often the first-person accounts of par-
ticipants themselves. 
From bullying and blindness to

dyslexia and schizophrenia, depres-
sion and eating disorders, says Rice,
“They talk from a first-person per-
spective about their experiences and
insights around disability. The purpose
is not to replace old representations
with new ones but to open audiences
to multiple and nuanced ways of
understanding difference.” 

It’s difficult to get past stereotypes,
even for some doctors and other
health-care practitioners. Just ask Eliza
Chandler in Toronto. The 31-year-old
has cerebral palsy, although that’s not
always what takes her to the doctor’s
office. “I experience this when I go
to the doctor for earaches. They
assume I’m there for my disability,”
says Chandler, who this year com-
pleted a PhD at the University of
Toronto and has begun a post-doc in
Ryerson University’s School of Dis-
ability Studies. “That’s a barrier to
health care. It would be a benefit to
have doctors with a more nuanced
understanding of disability.” 
Hoping to highlight those

nuances for health professionals and
for everyone else, she has turned to
the arts – and specifically to a novel
arts-based research initiative called
Project Re-Vision at the University
of Guelph. That project uses digital
storytelling to amplify often-unheard
voices and to afford a look through
an artistic lens at difference and dis-
ability, not just for health experts but
also for wider audiences. 
The project is led by Carla Rice,

a professor in U of G’s Department
of Family Relations and Applied
Nutrition (FRAN), and involves oth-
er investigators at Laurentian, Trent,
York and the University of Toronto.
Rice has used funding from her
Canada Research Chair in care,
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heard, helping people to see that there are
multiple voices and stories.”
Andrea LaMarre studied eating disorders

with Rice for her master’s degree and will
use a Vanier scholarship through CIHR for
her PhD on the topic beginning this fall.
She completed a BA in sociology in 2012. 
Besides helping Project Re-Vision par-

ticipants to create short films, LaMarre has
made two videos of her own. “I have a per-
sonal experience of an eating disorder, so it’s
a way for me to feel like I’m making some
difference in some small way.”  She says her
films are short and to the point. “You can
share a couple of stories in 15 minutes and
focus on a moment that was illustrative of
your struggles and experience. I think the
process of running a workshop was one of
the best experiences of my life.” 
Ingrid Mundel is REDLAB’s new

research manager but was previously co-ordi-
nator of the student-focused Research Shop
in U of G’s Institute for Community Engaged
Scholarship. She has a Guelph master’s degree
and is working on a PhD in English.
Project Re-Vision is now designing an

interactive website intended to bring the
project to more health-care providers and
to the general public. They’re working with
Toronto consulting company Working
Knowledge. Producer Katie McKenna hopes
to go beyond the “tired old tropes” of
tragedy and inspirational narratives. Refer-
ring to the honesty captured in REDLAB
project videos, she says, “It reaches out and
grabs you. You can tell you’re watching
something very special and very real.” 

Also in the works is a theatre production
involving Toronto playwright Jan Derbyshire
to be mounted in health-care facilities and
university classrooms. Says McKenna: “This
is what art has been doing since the begin-
ning of time. People want to hear stories.” 

Imagining a new perspective
In her own video, called The Elephant in the
Room, Rice tells her story of growing up as
a “fat girl.” “I have experienced bodily dif-
ference. I understand what that feels like.”
She grew up on rural Cape Breton Island
and attended a former all-girls high school
before heading to Harvard University for her
undergrad. Working as a therapist, she saw
how difference and disability played out in
clinical settings. Eventually, she decided that
she wanted to focus not on treating prob-
lems but on finding solutions. That led her
to grad studies in psychology and women’s
studies, and then to a faculty position at Trent
University where she began looking into dig-

ital storytelling before coming to Guelph. 
Rice says short-form storytelling gives

people tools to distill and interpret their
experience, and to find an audience for their
work. “Digital stories can’t be created out-
side of community.” Referring to the story
circle and workshop screening for partici-
pant videos, including her own, she says, “I
wouldn’t have told that story as a lone per-
son. I needed a community to hear me and
to receive that story. For some people,
including me, it’s the first time they have
told their story. They talk about the experi-
ence as a transformation.” 
One workshop participant made a video

about losing her sight in adulthood and
needing to figure out how to sustain her love
of reading now that many books were
unavailable to her. “Through the workshop
there was space for her to go into a tangle
of emotion. She discovered that she was not
angry at her blindness but at the lack of
books available in accessible formats.”  
This year, Rice published a new book

called Becoming Women: The Embodied Self in
Image Culture. She says it’s a passion for social
justice and a desire for inclusion that drive
her work. “Cultural justification for ‘other-
ing’ often occurs through people’s bodies,
through falsely labelling aspects of others’
embodiments as faulty and lacking, at least
in the recent history of western culture since
the rise of science. 
“I’m interested in how we can interrupt

those processes and how we can begin to
imagine a world or a society where differ-
ence is welcomed in.” n

Project Re-Vision aims to help partici-
pants share their experiences with health-care
providers and policy-makers in hopes of elim-
inating stereotypes, increasing understanding
and improving health care and policy. Says
Rice: “There’s a lot of evidence that people
with disabilities are invalidated, and their health
care is poorer than those without disabilities.
People often stop going to their health-care
provider because of negative interactions. 
“If we can bring a disability studies lens

to health care and begin to get health-care
providers from doctors onward to see dis-
ability as another identity category – as
opposed to a biomedical or individual prob-
lem – that’s going to go a long way to
improve health-care interactions.” 
Interviewed after viewing the videos,

doctors and other practitioners report a
change in how they view and work with
people with differences and disabilities, she
says. “It’s been profound. Even health-care
providers who thought they were equity-
minded start to confront misconceptions;
they start to see disability for what it is. It’s
part of the human condition.” 
So is aging, arguably a gradually disabling

process that will affect everyone who lives
long enough. “We think of disability as
something we can eliminate from the pop-
ulation,” adds Rice, “but it’s actually some-
thing that’s central to the human condition.
It behooves us to understand disability and
embody difference better.”
Used for training in institutions and

schools, the videos can help those fledgling
practitioners understand patients better.
More broadly, they can also help students
get a different view. Pamela Cushing teaches
in the disability studies program begun three
years ago at King’s University College of
Western University. After hearing Chandler
talk last year, Cushing asked her to discuss
Project Re-Vision with her class on media
and representations of disability. 
“There’s a dearth of diverse stories out

there about disabilities,” Cushing says, and
often those narratives are only one-dimen-
sional tales of tragedy or inspiration. She
describes the Re-Vision videos as “tight lit-
tle insights into someone’s life, how they live
with that difference.” Some are direct; others
are more oblique, even what she calls “thought
experiments.” Rather than try to control the
viewer’s response, the videos leave “a lot of

room for the audience’s own imagination.”
That resonance between storyteller and

audience is a powerful part of the project,
says Rice. Understanding and imagining,
seeing things anew, being asked to think and
question issues: that’s what makes Project
Re-Vision an arts initiative. For participants
and audience members alike, that can involve
catharsis – what she calls art as therapy. But
the project aims to go deeper than that. 
“I feel the arts and disabled artists who

self-identify in their work are challenging
people to reimagine disability and bodily
difference. That’s why it’s so integral to bring
in artists. I would love to see disability arts
on the map as a legitimate genre, like fem-
inist art or aboriginal art.” 
The videos have been shown at film and

arts festivals; last year’s official opening of RED-
LAB took place alongside the Abilities Arts
Festival in Toronto to coincide with the Inter-
national Day of Persons with Disabilities. 
Rice stresses that she’s a social scientist

rather than an artist but says she’s intrigued

by the possibilities afforded by art for help-
ing people tell their stories and reflect their
experiences. “I’m interested in what the artist
does and how it affects people on a differ-
ent register than other knowledge systems
such as science or philosophy.” 
Other groups carry out similar work. Tan-

gled Art + Disability is a not-for-profit orga-
nization in Toronto that helps artists with dis-
abilities share and promote their work with
the wider public. But Rice says Project Re-
Vision is unique. “There are no other projects
trying to use video and arts-based methods to
change health-care providers’ perceptions of
disability and difference.” 
Project Re-Vision is widening its scope to

include new voices and to explore other ways
of telling stories. Rice has helped aboriginal
students, parents and teachers in Toronto to
create digital stories about urban aboriginal
identity and education. Her effort was part of
a larger aboriginal arts project in 2013 called
“inVISIBILITY: Indigenous in the City.”
Now she’s looking northward for a dig-

ital storytelling project with Inuit youth to
begin next year in REDLAB North. “At
REDLAB, we are interested in working
with groups that have been alienated from
any positive notion of communal life
through historical forces such as residential
schooling of aboriginal children or the insti-
tutional warehousing of people with dis-
abilities,” she says.  

Expanding disability research
Developing digital storytelling among
seniors with mental illness and dementia is
the next project for Kim Wilson, a former
research project manager with REDLAB
and a PhD candidate in FRAN. She com-
pleted a Guelph undergraduate degree in
2004 and has served as executive director of
the Canadian Coalition for Seniors’ Mental
Health and as a member of the seniors advi-
sory committee of the Mental Health Com-
mission of Canada. Using new fellowship
funding through the Technology Evaluation
in the Elderly Network – part of the
National Centres of Excellence program –
she plans to engage older adults in story-
telling and hopes to highlight the growing
need for trained geriatric specialists. Wilson
says Project Re-Vision is about “disrupting
narrative and opening meaning for people
whose voices and stories are not always

Prof. Carla Rice says it’s important
for us to connect with difference and
disability: “It’s through the encounter
and relationship that we come to
understand difference. That means
moving away from norms and 
normalization, and seeing how pres-
sures to aspire to normal and failure
to embody normative standards 
can function to harm people.”

Artist and academic Eliza Chandler
identifies with Project Re-Vision’s
goal to use disability arts to inform
wider audiences. “It goes beyond
merely swapping a single positive
image for a negative one,” she
says. “When we create disability
art, we’re not only creating new
representations of disability, 
we’re also creating many new 
representations of disability.”
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