Episode 21 | Graeme Wyman Pt. 2

Sean Burdette 0:11

Um, you mentioned VAMS, so maybe we can transition into that a little bit.
Graeme Wyman 0:15

Sure.

Sean Burdette 0:15

Tell us about it. What do you guys do? What is VAMS?

Graeme Wyman 0:20

Yeah, so the Vancouver Adapted Music Society started up by Sam Sullivan and Dave
Symington back in 1988 so 33 years ago, wild to think it started back then, and they were
really, you know, pioneers in this space. And over the last 33 years, we've kind of really
focused on a three-tiered program, which would be lessons, recordings and live
performance. Luckily, like I've seen the society grow in immense ways where we've, you
know, | wanted to give an example. When I first started, we would have around 300 hours of
lessons. Thatwas backin 2015, let's say and then beforein 2019 we reached our highest
marker, which was 1100 hours of lessons. That doesn'tinclude the live performance as
well. So | think the beautiful thing about VAMS is it's still growing. There's no shortage of
people wanting to come in and play or learn and craft, and the other beautiful thing about
VAMS is you can have someone who's able to, say, hold a guitar or play an instrument, as
as someone normally would. But then you can even have someone, you know, in who's
non-verbal and in a chairand wouldn't play an instrument, but can still direct, the engineer
orthe person producing the music to create something. Like, some of my favorite sessions
is working with this one particular client who is in a situation like that, but he gets to
personify his art with help, whether it's myself or the program coordinator, Bryden Veinot,
essentially help make this art become a reality.

Sean Burdette 2:25
Right. How did you get started with VAMS?
Graeme Wyman 2:31

| had come back from doing my Masters, back to Vancouver, and | was just looking at
different job opportunities. | was working part time with an entertainment agency, and then



| was also working or | was just looking at different job opportunities and being someone
who's disabled, and having such support thatl did as a child, | really didn't take up on so
many different programs so that are offered to certain disabled people. So my dad had
actually mentioned, "Why don't you see what programs might be out there to help
someone with a disability to find work?" And | came across the Neil Squire Foundation, and
they actually put me in touch with the Disability Foundation that had a program the
Vancouver Adapted Music Society. And from there, | started part time, and eventually, just,
yeah, came on as fulltime and basically helped see the program grow.

Sean Burdette 3:37
Nice. So as a program manager, what does your job look like at VAMS?
Graeme Wyman 3:43

Now it's a lot more hands off than what | had been doing, because | now manage also the
disabled Independent Gardeners Association, DIGA, and ConnecTra. So it's definitely, it's
a different transition since September, because I'm used to being so hands on, before
Bryden came on. You know, we have some volunteers, but it was essentially myself
running the program, so | had a hand in everything. And now | definitely, I'm letting go of
working so hands on, whether it's the clients, butit's more of a bigger picture kind of idea,
and just making sure the program runs as smoothly as possible. And you know, Bryden's a
rock star with that, he's doing a great job. So, yeah, it's just more overseeing things and
helping direct where things should go, or how | see the program going as well.

Sean Burdette 4:42

Have you enjoyed that transition, or do you still miss the days when you were in the
trenches? Really hands on?

Graeme Wyman 4:48

| have enjoyed the transition. It's been challenging in the best ways possible, and it's been
a new kind of avenue, like working with ConnecTra and DIGA is definitely, it's great
experience, and I'm enjoying that side of it. It definitely took me, | think, like, a couple
weeks to be like, "Right, | don't need to focus on this. | don't need to be doing on that. |
don't need to be at every meeting that Bryden's hosting," things like that. But | stillget to
work in, whether it's recordings or helping set up live shows, because I'm very much
involved in the performance side as well with VAMS still. And no, it's just helping support
Bryden with what he needs. So no, it's been a good transition. I've really enjoyed it.

Sean Burdette 5:37



Yeah, for sure, what would you say has been the most challenging aspect of your career?
Graeme Wyman 5:46

The pandemic, | know this is probably like everyone says this, but considering music is
such anin person, dynamic job to having to go online and pivot, which | think VAMS did a
really great job in doing that transition the | mean, the main issueis, you're notin recording
sessions with people. There's a technology barrier where people don't have the equipment
thatthey may need to record or especially live shows like we've transitioned to doingvirtual
concerts, which has been a great experience as well, but not being able to be in person, to
perform, to record, to give lessons, that has definitely been a challenge. I'd say the most
significant change or trying to adapt.

Sean Burdette 6:40
Um, contrasting that, what's been the mostrewarding aspect of your work?
Graeme Wyman 6:47

Helping start, well, the clients, and seeing what we get out of the clients, notgetout in that
sense, but more like just seeing their full potential on when you get someone who's really,
really takes the program to heart and what we're offering. I'll give an example. | had one
client who came to us, an he tried other instruments before, but they're really, you know,
and not taking away from someone who is able bodied and teaches an instrument, but
having them come on and try to teach someone who needs a little bit more attention is
somewhat difficult. So this one client had tried guitar, and he's visually impaired and also
has some mobility issues, but we tried. | spoke to him at one point and said, "Well, why
don't, you know, if you're still really passionate about trying music, why don't you come
into the studio? We'll try getting you on bass." And sure enough, thatwas a more
accessible instrument, much like myself, with not having to play full chords, where you can
focus on being the root of what's going on, and it worked out. So within one year, this client
started lessons, we started doing recordings, and then he was performing at our 30th
anniversary strong sessions concert. So to see that, that evolution of his musical journey
over a year, and to see him perform on stage. | just remember sitting there and just being
like, you know, really proud of what this person was able to accomplish.

Sean Burdette 8:28

Yeah, no, | canimagine. | know it's kind of hard to say with everything going on right now,
but what do you envision VAMS looking like 10 years from now?

Graeme Wyman 8:40



In a perfect world, | could see VAMS expanding across, like we're so lucky that we do have
the program in Vancouver, and | guess the pandemic has helped show thatyou don't
necessarily need to be in Vancouver to learn an instrument or things like that. But | think
having satellite areas of what VAMS doing, or at least helping support other organizations
that might be trying to do something similar, or different partnerships. But| see VAMS
growing becausethere's a need forit. I've seen it since | was part time to running the
program, there's obviously a need forit, and | think the other side of thattoo is just creating
more awareness around what people, you know, around that stigma that| mentioned
earlier about being disabled and being a musician and what that means, and hopefully
through the work that VAMS does, creating more awareness around accessibility in
venues, because one, one thing you know, there's certain venues that are fairly accessible.
But to quote Dave Symington, | don't think he's ever been in a venue that's been fully
accessible. To like a standard that someone in a, say, a wheelchair, would need. But then
there's places thatdo a greatjob as well.

Sean Burdette 10:07
Okay, what can we expect to see from VAMS in the near future?
Graeme Wyman 10:13

In the near future, we have some more virtual concerts coming up. We are going to be, |
guess this is the first time, hopefully Taylor won't, our communications director, won't be
mad atbutI'll tell about we're going to be launching our first 24/7 or 24/5 radio station. So
we'll have five days a week, 24 hours of content. And then later in the year, we're going to
be releasing our YouTube channel, our first YouTube channel, and yeah, and then I'll save
onething for later, justto make surel don't get too much in trouble. [Laughs]

Sean Burdette 11:07

Justtransitioning a bit back to you. Is there anything that you've learned about yourself or
maybe about society from your experience with a disability?

Graeme Wyman 11:17

I think the one thing is that there's at least more open conversations around whatyou know
about, around people, around accessibility and what that means. And | think one beautiful
thing from working at VAMS is it's really helped me to understand that | do have limitations
because my disability. When | grew up, there really wasn'ttoo many, like, there was really
no other disabled people in the school, at least, like, with a physical disability. So there
really wasn'tanyone to kind of talk around that when | was younger. But it's definitely
helped to like or just being having some grace with yourself, or some understanding that



you know, just understanding that everyone has limitations, I've just got to better recognize
mine.

Sean Burdette 12:13
What's one thing you wish the public knew about the disabled community?
Graeme Wyman 12:19

Um, I think essentially, there's no need to feel awkward around disabled people. Because |
think atthe end of the day, asking questions is a better way than either just not engaging or
feeling awkward around how to engage, and that's easy to say, as someone with a
disability, but | think there was one of Eric Mollendyk, the other program manager with the
Disability Foundation, really just pointed out, "I'd rather have someone come up to me and
ask me and seem like they're engaged about what what disability | do have versus no
engagementatall.”

Sean Burdette 13:06

Right on. One last question here for you, let's say that there's, you know, listening with us
today, there's an individual with a disability that's looking to get into music, looking to
become a musician, orjust explore the field in general. What would you say to them?

Graeme Wyman 13:25

I would just say, | know there can be a little bit of maybe anxiety or around thinking that you
like, "Can |, you know, can | perform? Can | play an instrument even?" And | think the main
thing would be just take that first step and justreach out. And the one thing thatwe do
know how to do at VAMS is problem solve, so whatever, even if it's just around creating
music versus even playing, just take that first step and reach out to VAMS. And so you
know, you can reach us at our website, which isvams.org, V A, M, S, dot org, and yeah. And
justas | said, take that first step.

Sean Burdette 14:16

So to close out on our discussion today, we want to introduce a new little segment to our
podcast a bit of a word association activity. The way that this works is, I'm just going to give
you a word, and | just want you to give me the first thing that comes to mind to you, and
how maybe it relates to the disabled community as a whole.

Graeme Wyman 14:36
Sure.

Sean Burdette 14:36



And then we can have a small discussion about that. That sound good?
Graeme Wyman 14:39

Sounds good.

Sean Burdette 14:40

All right, perfect. Let's start off with understanding.

Graeme Wyman 14:46

Patience. | think for people to understand, especially when it comes to let's say the
disabled community, there needs to be conversation. Needs to be open. And | think, you
know, there's no, there's no handbook to anyone's disability, no matter you know, there's
no, like, straight and forward path, you know? So | think being patient and that will help
someone's understanding.

Sean Burdette 15:22

Okay, nextword | have for you here is parking.
Graeme Wyman 15:28

Scarceness.

Sean Burdette 15:29

Scarceness, okay.

Graeme Wyman 15:31

And to elaborate on that, we the, Disability Foundation did an overview, or not an overview,
butin partnership with SPARC BC around handcap parking. And the one kind of thing that
we noticed in our surveys that we received was thatthere mightjust, well, it seems like
there's not as many accessible spaces as the need for the population. So | think, you know,
| know the government's trying as bestthey can, butthatwas just one thing that we heard
from our clients and the community as a whole.

Sean Burdette 16:10

Okay. Our next word is visibility.
Graeme Wyman 16:17
Acceptance.

Sean Burdette 16:19



Okay.
Graeme Wyman 16:19

And my word, the reasoning forthat one would be, | think we're, you know, we're definitely
evolving as a society where we can have conversations around disability, and so through
those conversations, there is more of an acceptance through disability.

Sean Burdette 16:37

All right, yeah. Next word here is ignorance.

Graeme Wyman 16:44

Was gonna use patience again, but[Laughs]. Um, education.
Sean Burdette 16:54

Okay.

Graeme Wyman 16:56

So | think again with ignorance, | think to a certain degree that may stem from someone not
obviously fully understanding someone's situation, orit's more of just a knee jerk reaction
because they don't know how to ask a proper question, maybe. So | think that's why
education through work that the Disability Foundation does and other societies like SCI
BC, Neil Squire, justto name a couple, is just educating general population around the
ignorance.

Sean Burdette 17:27
Okay, and our last word for you here is resilience.
Graeme Wyman 17:37

| would just even use a simple word is disability, because everyone who has a disability is
resilient. Every day they show up, | would say. And at least with the programs that I've
looked at and it's, everyone has their own challenges. Yeah, allI'll sayis that| think most
of, like all of the disabled people | know, in one way or another, are really resilient, and they
go outthere and live their best lives. Yeah.

Sean Burdette 18:12

I mean, obviously | haven't, I've only seen a small sector of this. | haven't been as exposed
to the community as you have, per se, but it's something that, it's a real theme that I've
picked up on theindividuals, is everyone | meet seems to be very resilient. They've made



the best of their situation, and they've used it to empower themselves and to really make a
change.

Graeme Wyman 18:35
Okay, yeah.
Sean Burdette 18:37

Having said that, | think we're running a little down to, we're running out of time here. So |
justwantto say thank you so much forcoming on and speaking with us today.

Graeme Wyman 18:47

Yeah, no. And Sean, you know, | think you know, the, just to give you props as well for
coming on and running the podcast. Like, | think all the interviews you've done a fantastic
job, and especially being understanding and calm and collecting when you're doing these
interview. Because, as you said, with your experience, there's no handbook. It's been great
to chat with you, and thanks for having me on.

Sean Burdette 19:10

Of course. Thank you so much, Graeme.



