Improving Fitness Center Accessibility
After spending close to 20 years in a wheelchair following an automobile accident that resulted in a spinal cord injury, Paula Talarowski joined a fitness center. “I started going to 1614 to build my upper body strength to help me get in and out of my chair,” said the Newark resident, a member of 1614 Fitness & Aerobics since 2002. “Exercising a few times a week is now an important part of my life that helps improve my overall health,” she added.
With her desire to exercise regularly, Paula serves as a role model for all who want to incorporate fitness into their lifestyle. She is fortunate to have found a fitness center that is committed to accessibility for all of its members. This is not the case for everyone. While fitness plays an important role in living a healthy lifestyle, it is often difficult for persons with disabilities, particularly those using wheelchairs, to find accessible exercise facilities.
Healthy Delawareans with Disabilities: Bridging the Gap, a project of the Center for Disabilities Studies, promotes inclusion of people with disabilities in recreation and exercise facilities. In October 2007, HDWD:BtG received a one-year grant from the Delaware Developmental Disabilities Council to address this issue. Its partners in the Inclusive Exercise and Fitness Project are the University of Delaware’s Department of Health, Nutrition, and Exercise Sciences and the Delaware Assistive Technology Initiative. 
Creating Disability Friendly Environments
Using 1614’s two locations in Bear and Newark as the pilot sites, Inclusive Exercise and Fitness Project staff conducted an accessibility assessment that addressed physical and attitudinal accessibility within the health club. Mike Womer, owner of 1614, agreed to have an assessment of each facility to help him better achieve 1614’s mission of creating an inclusive environment for all people. Mike estimates that at least 50 of his 2,000 fitness center members have a disability.
While the 1614 Fitness & Aerobics locations were found to be compliant with parking, access to walkways, and providing closed captioning on TVs, changes were recommended to provide better accessibility for people with disabilities. HDWD:BtG staff developed a plan of action with 1614 that provides guidance in making some changes immediately and others mid-range, long-range, and ongoing. HDWD:BtG research assistant Dannielle Miccinello put together resource lists for 1614. Some of the improvements she suggested were simple to achieve, such as providing large print or pictogram instructions for using exercise machines, while others require more extensive and long-term planning, including the installation of more accessible sinks in bathrooms and locker rooms.
Mike Womer believes the assessment of 1614 has led to positive changes, explaining, “The Healthy Delawareans team has provided us with tremendous support in assisting people who have additional challenges. Learning about such details as soap placement in the locker room and the size of the print in our literature has helped us make our fitness centers easier for all to enjoy. This guidance is valuable as we try to help others.”
Following the accessibility assessment, HDWD:BtG conducted a “facilitating inclusion” workshop for staff at 1614. The full-day training session explored issues related to people first language, interacting with people with physical and cognitive disabilities, interacting with people with vision and hearing loss, and the adaptation of exercise equipment for individuals with disabilities.
Mike Womer’s desire to create a more accessible and friendly environment at 1614 for people with disabilities seems to be paying off. Paula Talarowski finds her experiences at the fitness center to be positive and rewarding. She notes, “Mike has helped me train since I became a member. He arranges my workout program, shows me how to do the training, and always challenges and encourages me. When I come in to work out on my own, the staff is great, too  they all help me out if I need it. They are kind of like a family to me because they make me feel real comfortable while exercising.”
