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1.  What is the ARP? 
 

The Ability Radio Project (ARP) is a radio training group for 

people with cognitive differences.  The pilot program was a 

14 week radio group.  We met in the training rooms of 

WWILD-SVP at 211 Hudson Rd, Woollowin. 

ARP met once a week to learn about community radio, 
discuss issues with guests, tell our own stories and practice 
using radio equipment. We also went on two field trips to the 
studios of 4ZZZ and the ABC. 
 
We produced radio series, Voiceability, for the Community 
Radio Network, available for listening online at:  
http://soundcloud.com/abilityradioproject 

2. Why did we do it? 
 
The brainchild for the ARP project is James Mulholland.  James is a HAM radio enthusiast who has also 
volunteered at a number of community radio stations.  James attended our groups as a mentor to 
share his knowledge about radio.  He is a vision-impaired man with mild cognitive differences.  Ben 
Stimpson, James support worker, was put in touch with Kim Stewart.  All three of us agreed it was a 
great idea! 
 
An important element of social inclusion is the availability of socially relevant and useful roles for 
people with ID to play in their community (Wolfensberger, 1972).  It is only through community 
working and living that people with ID will become more visible and normalized to non-disabled 
community members, and thus increase their inclusion and acceptance as worthwhile contributors to a 
democratic society.  Wolfensberger (1972) suggests that, “the creation, support and defence of valued 
social roles for people who are at risk of social devaluation” should be the goal of people attempting to 
facilitate the acceptance and normalization of cognitive difference (p.43). This goal is not unlike that of 
community radio, which exists to give a voice to minority views and groups in Australia.   
 
The evidence for community radio as a medium for social inclusion is good.  Integral to community 
radio in Australia has been the training of community members to create their own media, and 
become ‘a voice for the voiceless’.   
 

http://soundcloud.com/abilityradioproject
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Although physical inclusion helps, social inclusion also requires meaningful interactions in socially 
valued activities to create opportunities for friendships and cooperation that foster acceptance.  
Simplican et al identified factors in the community that enable social inclusion to include community 
attitudes and culture as formative of positive attitudes towards people with disability.  Community 
presence can be facilitated by media presence, and people with an ID are under-represented in the 
mainstream media.   
 
For the participants of the group, 
the goals are more prosaic and real.  
The radio group provides an 
opportunity to make friends, share 
interests and learn a new skills.  The 
narrative aspect of the group can 
have a therapeutic function.  Group 
work is a recognized method for 
peer teaching and learning, where 
group members help each other and 
develop leadership skills.   
 
A wide range of communication 
skills and conversational styles are 
necessary to be a radio announcer 
that is also applicable to many other 

 Community Radio and Social Inclusion 

The community radio sector has a remit to facilitate social inclusion via community involvement 

in its guiding principles: 

(to) Promote harmony and diversity and contribute to an inclusive, cohesive and culturally-diverse 

Australian community; Pursue the principles of democracy, access and equity, especially for 

people and issues not adequately represented in other media; Enhance the diversity of 

programming choices available to the public and present programs that expand the variety of 

viewpoints broadcast in Australia;…(and) Increase community involvement in broadcasting. 

(ACMA, 2008. p.1). 

 2.5 In all station activities and our behaviour we will oppose and break down prejudice on the 

basis of ethnicity, race, language, gender, sexuality, age, physical or mental ability, occupation, 

religious, cultural or political beliefs. (ACMA, 2008. p.5). 

Jesse playing Ukulele for the group 
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social settings.  The social rules of conversation are all tools of radio presentation: including turn 
taking, intonation, listening, following the conversation topic, formulating recursive questions, giving 
compliments and showing interest and minimal encouragers to keep a conversation flowing.  Radio 
training is a rich source of tasks associated with a variety of self-efficacy, planning and social 
communication goals – a naturalistic and many-faceted way to learn. 
 
There is only one other instance of a regular community radio production by people with an ID in 
Australia that we know of, Making Airwaves in Sydney.  One of the highlights of our radio group was a 
Skype conversation we had with Making Airwaves. 

3. How did we do it? 
 
Kim and Ben met with the interns to plan the weekly activities of the group for a few weeks prior to 
starting the group proper. 
 
As this was a pilot project, and the capacities and interests of the group members was unknown, we 
understood we would need to be flexible about what was achieved in group.  We decided to keep the 
first three weeks very flexible and fun, as this was a crucial rapport-building period. 
 
Table 1 shows our tentative plan of activities and topics for the 14 weeks. 
 

Weeks 1-3 Weeks 4-12 Weeks 13-14 

 Getting to know each other 

 Group consensus on 
behaviour 

 What is disclosure and 
confidentiality? 

 What is community radio? 

 What do we want to do on 
the radio? 

 What do people want to 
hear about? 

 WK3 field trip to 4ZZZ 

 Role playing and real 
interviews:  talking to each 
other on various topics we are 
interested in 

 Parts of a radio show 

 Making an intro/outro 

 What does it mean to be a 
radio announcer? 

  Discussion about identity 

 Writing interview questions 

 Guest interviewees 

 WK6 ABC guest 

 WK10 trip to the ABC 
 

 More role 
playing 

 Editing 

 Screen printing t-
shirts 

 Prep for 
celebration day 
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Every week we maintained a routine of pre-
session team meetings.  10-11am would be 
our morning YouTube DJ session, check-ins 
with group members while we had morning 
tea.  During this time we would also 
brainstorm interview questions as a group if 
we had a guest coming.  11am-12:30 we 
focused on hands on things:  using the 
recording devices, practicing interviews or if 
we had a guest, doing the interview with 
different team members taking the lead as 
the “host” in a TV chat show style setting. 
 
One of the highlights of our radio group was 
talking to another radio group, Making 

Airwaves, by Skype.  Making Airwaves, a Sydney group funded by the Windgap Foundation, has been 
running a radio group with people with ID and producing a one hour program for the last four years.  
Our group were thrilled to get to talk to them and full of questions about their radio-making 
experienced. 
 
As with every guest we interviewed, we 
brainstormed questions on the 
whiteboard to use as prompts during 
the session (Pictured above). 

  

Skype interview with Making Airwaves 
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4. Who was there? 
 
The group facilitators were Kim Stewart, social worker and radio producer at 4ZZZ, and Ben Stimpson, 
disability support worker and muso.  We also had two social work student interns from CLA, Kirsty and 
Georgia. 
 
Participants came from CLA (3) and Endeavour Foundation (3).  We had one young man who came to 
our first group only.  The majority of group members 
were male, with one female only.  Ages ranged from 17 
to 50s or older. 
 
Most group members attended with support workers.  
One did not, while a second started coming to group on 
his own towards the end of the 14 weeks.  
 

We also had a range of guest come to speak with our 
group and be interviewed.  They were drawn from our 
community radio and disability advocacy networks.  
This provided a great opportunity for members to 
practice interview skills and frame questions. 

  

YouTube-DJ 

One of our most popular activities started almost by chance.  

One of our group members (the youngest at 17) was so keen he often arrived half an hour or more 

before the start of group.  We had a computer, projector and speakers set up for a short film. I 

suggested Michael play a few of his favourite songs while we waited for others to arrive. Michael is 

a big fan of metal. Over the weeks, we encouraged Michael to share this joy by taking requests for 

other kinds of music outside of his preferred genre. Michael was otherwise a quiet member of the 

group at the beginning; I think DJ-ing helped him open up more to the group and feel valued  

- Kim 

Michael choosing some tunes 
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5. What did we expect? 
 
During the first three weeks we recorded notes on the expectations of group members.  We asked 
them why they were interested in radio. 
 

Why are you here? 
“I got some experience I’d like to help everybody to 

have a voice. “ 
“Beach boys, beach boys, beach boys” 
“Excited to hear what people want to share” (SW) 
“Want to see how radio is made” (SW) 
“Interested in seeing how it is going to work out” 

(SW) 
“It’s the first time I’ve had the chance to work in 

radio” 
“I love music” 
“I’m hoping to make friends, have fun and play 

music” 
“Do something new” 
“It’s about including marginalised people” (SW) 
“I’d like (participant) to use his radio voice” (SW) 
 

What’s different about community radio? 
“Commercial radio is scripted –they tell you what to play and when…It’s different at 4ZZZ…you 

can ring up and say ‘play this’” 
“I believe in being different, not being put in a box”  (to which someone responded: “You’re on 

fire!”) 
“Democracy is when you have a voice to express your opinion” 
 

What do you want to talk about? 
“I want to interview someone with a mental illness, who’s had a bad time, to hear about their 

experiences” 
“I want to hear about different music types” (SW) 
“Beach boys!” 
“I want to support people to share” (SW) 
“I want to advertise or mention the organisations I know about, like CLP and WWILD” 
“Music and interviews” 
“Owls!” 

 
 

  

Jayden interviews Felice 
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6. What did we learn? 
 

 
During the pilot we had many conversations with support 
workers and interns about how coming to radio group was 
affecting our group members.  As this was a pilot program, 
we really were learning what does and doesn’t work on the 
ground.  We also canvassed the views of support workers 
through pre and post course questionnaire. 
 
The group members were really helpful in this respect, as 
each one brought their own interests and skills to the task.  
We found that some group members were good 
interviewers, outgoing and already had a good idea what 
kinds of things a radio announcer should say.  Others were 
more focused on the music and less willing to participate in 
the announcer training aspects of the group.  We took a 
flexible approach to this, understanding that for some, just 

coming to the group was good in itself.   
 

Nonetheless, changes in the conversational content and depth of all group members was observed. 
Everyone had become more confident 
and open to discussing ideas and 
experiences by the end of the pilot.  
The presence of more verbally diverse 
members with strong views (James and 
Felice) was a benefit to the others, and 
a lot of peer learning was observed.  
 
Some group members had obvious 
conversational strategies that they 
came up with time and again, such as 
Glenn’s topic of owls, Jesse’s obsession 
with the Beach Boys and Michael’s 
fandom of metal music.  For a few 
weeks it was hard to get beyond this, 
especially in whole group activities.  
This is where Ben did some excellent 
work chatting one on one with group 
members about the topics we had 
discussed as a group. 
 
 

In the 4ZZZ on-air studio 

…[the participant] was initially very quiet in the group 

setting, but was more confident and willing to participate 

towards the end   

…[the participant]  said that he enjoyed performing for the 

group the most, and that there were people his age that 

he could ‘hang’ with 

…he liked sharing his music taste with everyone and asking 

for requests   

…Over the course of the radio group he had opportunity to 

listen to, and socialise with a range of different people.  

– Support Worker reflections 
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We went on two radio station tours during the pilot, which were fun and 
exciting for all of us. At 4ZZZ three group members had the opportunity to 
go on air, with Felice asking her own questions of the on-air announcer.  
James brought up the 
important issue of lack of 
wheelchair or ramp access 
to the 4ZZZ building, 
which is now being 
pursued.  Aleho Valencia, 
producer at 4ZZZ, 

recorded some comments from group members and 
created Community Service Announcements about 
our project for airplay. 
 
At the ABC we were able to try out a studio and 
record something, as well as having a tour of where 
the public broadcast TV and radio are produced in a 
high-end environment.  Bernadette Young and Community Correspondent at the ABC Alicia visited our 
group and we interviewed them both.  Other guests included radio technician and announcer Alex 
Oliver, and community organisers Leona Berrie and Maurice O’Connor.  

Not long after we started the group we were selected for the 2015 Community Broadcasting 

Association and Community Radio Network’s Segments series (with a $500 prize on delivery).  This 

tended to dictate the structure of our groups to some extent, although in the end Ben and Kim 

edited the words of the group members as true to the topics they talked about (hopefully) in a way 

that expressed what they meant.   

Working on the editing was a difficult task, given that we needed to limit each episode to eight 

minutes, attempt to be representative and appeal to a national radio audience.  While this fulfilled 

an important goal of the organisers (to give people a voice), it was less important to the group 

members. Nonetheless, was a rare opportunity for the voices of people with an ID to reach a 

national radio audience.  All the Community Radio representatives I talked to were enthusiastic 

about the project and accommodating of the quality issues in the audio, to the extent of giving 

advice and editing assistance. 

 - Kim 
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7. What we will do differently next time 

 

One participant held back and allowed the others to do most of the participation, as he had already had 

some prior experience at different radio stations. This person has reflected to me that they prefer to see 

themselves as a mentor who wants to build and support opportunities for other people, and would prefer 

to be more in the background. This is fantastic, as it meets one of the goals of the project to build capacity 

for participants to pass on their skills to future groups. At the same time it offers a particular challenge: this 

person has really valuable stories, strongly developed political and ideological perspectives and an innate 

gift to describe and articulate his experience as a person living with disability and the associated social 

barriers. It is important to encourage his direct participation and individual voice as well as their 

‘mentoring’ role, as he has unique skills as a self-advocate that can contribute to building awareness of the 

wider public. In conversations with this person, they have expressed their hope that other participants 

develop their skills and voice to talk openly about their experiences and ‘get down to the real issues’ and 

‘be controversial’. Upon reflection, this suggests an expectation for other people to view and articulate 

their experiences in a very particular way, and one that might not sit comfortably (or even accessibly) with 

them. As the group has progressed, it becomes clear that having this expectation is perhaps neither 

realistic nor supportive of many people, cognitively impaired or not. I say this in acknowledgement that I 

too had harbored similar hopes in the early stages that the project would ‘train’ and enable all the 

participants to adopt some innate self-advocate role that I had perhaps assumed was inside everybody, 

just waiting to be let out. I see now, yet again, that this is not a straightforward, nor does it need to be. 

Now when I speak to this man, I suggest that not all participants have his unique kind of voice, and the 

tools to put words to their experiences in the way that he does. People see and feel things differently, and 

relate to their experiences differently and with a diversity of expression. This is why it is so important that 

he lend his unique voice to conversations, because it is a rare gift that not everybody will have, whether 

you want them to or not.  

– Ben  

perhaps support workers (like me) or the CLA students could be encouraged or versed in running smaller group 

activities/experiential learning e.g practicing interviewing techniques, intros and outros, helping to put together 

content for radio programs etc.  That way participants will feel more engaged, and then can return to share 

their experiences in the larger group setting  

- Support Worker reflection 



Ability Radio Project Pilot, March-June 2015 

   

11 

We learnt a lot about group work from this first pilot group.  In particular, we both agreed that sticking 
to a rigid timetable was not possible and that it was a good idea not to be too attached to outcomes. 
Instead measuring outcomes based on the needs and goals of each group member is more desirable, 
as each person who attended had a different idea of what they expected to get from the group, some 
had no expectations!   
 
While we had intentions to make the pilot a course with learning outcomes, this may have prevented 
some people from attending, thinking that starting late would cause them to miss out. 
 
Next time we hope to: 

 Have a more open-ended structure so that people can attend whenever it suits them without 
fear or favour; 

 Attempt to achieve some gender balance; 

 Achieve more in-station volunteering and on-air time for group members if they so desire 

 Where possible, encourage participants to interview and record discussions with one another 
on a commonly experienced subject. Although some participants felt more comfortable talking 
to SWs or facilitators in a 1 on 1 setting on particular subjects, towards the end of the group we 
saw more people willing to interview each other with less mediation from Kim and Ben; 

 Include more energising drama games. One of the successes from the Making Airwaves group 
that was shared with us was the inclusion of a specific day of drama games, where people were 
supported to find a way of expressing themselves colourfully, or developing a persona they 
were comfortable and confident with; 

 Diversify our activities to rely less on personal story telling. We acknowledge that personal 
stories and sharing of experiences plays a huge role in raising community awareness and 
visibility of particular social groups, particularly on community radio. However, we are cautious 
of a process in which participants' value is determined by their willingness to share personal 
stories and experiences, as this could be disempowering for some. Some activities we hope to 
include are: 

o Participants preparing and researching their own radio stories about things happening in 
their local communities, encouraging their agency as journalists and investigators. 

o Writing, producing and presenting a radio play together, cultivating the creative 
expression and combining the mixed interests of the group together. 

o Utilising students to support participants to conduct interviews with people outside the 
group space, so our activities and community connections can expand beyond the limits 
of our weekly group meetings. This includes supporting participants to meet up with 
and interview other people interested in contributing to the radio project but who may 
not be able to access the weekly group space. 

 Widen the scope of guest interviewees we invite to the group, capitalising on the interests and 
passions of the participants who can again reinforce their active role as interviewers and 
journalists. 

 Have even more fun! 
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More Info 
 

You can listen to interviews and our radio 

shows on the internet at 

soundcloud.com/abilityradioproject/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You can read about 

what happened in 

our pilot course and 

see pictures on our 

internet blog at 

abilityradioproject.w

ordpress.com 
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