Misgendered Project Portfolio

Starting this portfolio, my peers and I were tasked with self-reflection. Entering our third year, and for some of us, our University/education paths coming to an end; we were asked to consider and write 4 different stories of ‘ending’…

Without planning, I concluded my ‘Happy ending story’:
‘I was happy to call my own end to a series of events in my life. I can’t quite pin down when exactly and I use the word “was”, in the past tense. I chose to end a period of my life in my brain. I made it past a point where my life felt so empty and alone that I let a part of myself go. My demon, as I called it. And now I’m just me; from a nihilistic perspective, it doesn’t really matter because every day is just a free day. I work, I play, I get by. But with a humanistic point of view, I can use my experiences to shape how I can help others. I don’t know if this should maybe be more of a sad ending story. But I felt happy about the idea of a new beginning, despite the ending being unknown, sad, happy, and ironically funny.’

Through the first semester, I have undertaken more independent work, including self-awareness tasks. Through this reflection, I recognise that I am on my own journey outside of education and that comes with its own bias. Being 23 and having a little bit more life experience than I believe I needed, I feel I’m a natural facilitator, on a more spiritual level: it’s what I’m born to do. Whether it be actively listening to old drunk’s sorrows, hosting the drinking/social games with friends, mediating my family, or running a ‘fun’ workshop for the community, the type of advanced practitioner I aspire to be is a “Joker.” Maybe that’s what draws me to Boal… The best card in the deck (in my opinion), my personal favourite character and the mediator “bridging the interactions between the scene and the participants” – (Boal, 1992), according to Augusto Boal himself.

Although that is my main approach to facilitation, I consider whether I need to branch out and whether it is important to me being completely remote to the topics I discuss and facilitate or whether my own experiences and identity can help me run a more relatable/important workshop. I resonate with the term “wounded healer”. As this young facilitator, I actively choose to avoid my own roots at times, working quite generically, with open plans and never aiming to tackle a specific issue/stigma. I believe it is time to work closer to home, with a group from my own demographic, utilising the skills and knowledge I have curated through my academic, and extra-curricular life.

I am going to work with my own community, young trans adults, 18–25-year-olds whose gender identity doesn’t correspond with their assigned sex at birth. I’m going to do this with drama. I am no expert on the trans identity beyond my own experiences, but I am an expert drama practitioner, or at least and advanced one. Can I bring my community into this room and use drama to reflect on the things that bond us, recognise dilemmas we all share, potentially resolve them, or simply form a new community?

This shouldn’t just be about entering a room and having fun for an hour. What am I aiming to do? I plan to have the group investigate a specific scenario in our everyday life that affects us and then work on a resolution. When we then investigated activated scenes in class, I found it interesting to be “Not about right or wrong, but opening up perspectives of characters and why they are unable to get what they want” - Rohd, M (1998) Hope is Vital: 

I don’t have answers for how a trans person should deal with these issues, but as a group, we could make/develop a character than reflects us all, whether I am included or not shall be discussed in my ethical section. With this character, my participants can create a fictional personal story, as mentioned in C. Baims ‘Drama Spiral’ – (C. Blaim)

I will use an activated scene to introduce the character and then allow participants to build on that, recognise what they saw and then zoom into the situation. That part cannot be planned ahead yet.

Referring to the Checklist for devising activating scenes from Rohd, I considered “a believable and realistic situation” with “an antagonist that isn’t evil or cartoony” showing “a clear sense that the protagonist has inner voices or desires that reinforce the inability to succeed” and could rather easily, using my own experiences, develop a “structured but not scripted” scene of a trans persons “clear conflict” when addressing/correcting people on their pronouns.

In Liverpool, my local GP refers you to local Transexual Support Service, whilst you await a referral to the GC. Without getting into the politics of it… the support service is optional but can help you get a referral more quickly. After trying to find a label where my project would fit in. I decided I would offer this project and this workshop as facilitator to local clinics and GPs as an option al service provided to patients who may want to build a social network, or are seeking support through their social transition.

The Welsh gender services are different to England, whereas there are multiple clinic throughout England, Wales only have the one Welsh Gender Service through Cardiff and Vale University Health Board. This project is something new, and through developing this idea, I understand the potential this has to open conversation and find common ground with trans people.

This would be a 1 hour session that would be taken into different groups or to be developed into a potentially longer project. Misgendered, the title of this workshop can stand alone as one session that looks into misgendering through drama, that I could repeat with a variety of groups in the UK each week. It could also develop from this initial session to a series of sessions that delve into the topic, or a series of workshops that highlight other issues trans people may face in their life.

What are my aims:
· Engage in relatable drama activities with transgender participants.
· Open conversation and develop a community for participants to support each other.
· Identify situations and resolves for when young trans people can experience misgendering.

How will I do this (Objectives):
· Identify situations and resolves for when young trans people can experience misgendering.
· Develop a community within the group to grow into a support network through these situations.
· Allow participants to input their thoughts on the scene and add their own experiences.

What am I hoping to achieve (Intended Outcomes):

· Participants to feel safe and have had a positive experience discussing these themes with fellow people.
· All Participants to have participated in the character building and reflections.
· Participants to have had fun at their session.

What is the scene?

After discussing this workshop with other trans people, I opted for a bar scenario. A situation I am all familiar with and a time that many 18-25 years olds may have experienced. It is also a generic social event with no huge distractions, (coffee shop would work). I also note that from experience, the more a group becomes intoxicated, the easier it is for them to make mistake. So I considered social gathering, which although with friends, can result in misgendering and even more challenging to address than with the waiter/bartender you’re paying.

After battling around with this idea of improvising my scenes and allowing for input from the participants, I found through constructing a real activated scene, step by step following Rohds checklist, that I had created a simple, short piece that could be the stimulus for lots of reflections and lots of drama activities. Here is where my adaptable spontaneous side comes in handy. Rather than fully dictating the session, or having no plan. I listed a variety of ways we could take the session following the scene. I kept coming back to character building. Using a mimed scene, I found it important for participants to input their own feelings on to the character. So we do a character building exercise as a group and then I give them the option of 4 different drama activities we can follow to look into ‘misgendering’ and the character we create.

· We walk into a bar and are greeted as “Gents.”
· We sit down and are served our first round. I am called “Sir.” 
· At table in a bar with a drink drink in hand, we are discussing anecdotes.
· A ‘friend’ begins referring to ”He”, I become confused.
· Eventually I realise they mean me and I become sad.
· I stop before, attracting a waiters attention; they call me “Sir”
· I just awkwardly ask for a refill and await their return.
· They again call me ”Sir” whilst pouring my drink and I just nod back.
· I continue with the group and look around at my ‘friends’.
· I attempt to go the toilet, but don’t choose either ‘male’ or ‘female’ and return.
· Another story prevails where I am called “He.” The more we drink, it worsens.
· *Do I say something?*
And then we will reflect before the continuing the workshop.

After discussing the scene, developing the character, and engaging in another activity to unpack the situation. What problems do I see arising? As discussed in my presentation and viva, my concern here would be participants becoming unsafe and/or uncomfortable at any point in this workshop. I am hoping I have the skills as a practitioner, the knowledge as a student and the experience as a trans person to keep the space brave.

It has been a personal challenge for me to step into this role and develop a project so personal. Whilst also considering my own safeguarding, I am going to keep the entire scene fictional, we will not use real names or identifiers when referring to our character.

Ethical considerations:
Allowing participants to choose the flow of the workshop could hold the risk of unplanned challenges arising; participants may project more of themselves on to the character than they intended, potentially having a bad effect of their experience. My other concern would be for attendees to not feel safe enough to partake, share or reflect with myself or other members of the group.

I am relying on my own experiences as a trans person and informal research with fellow trans people to be able to safely navigate the room, discussions, and workshop with trans participants. Holding the space in a way that is safe and brave enough for all to partake. To ensure this, the activated scene I use will only be at level 2 (Fictional/Distant stories) on the Drama spiral. But may tread into level 3  once participants begin to project their own opinions on the character. I shall ensure the stories stay fictional whilst also being personalized.

Before setting the scene and performing, I will be checking in with participants, learning names and their mood/frame of mind when I introduce myself, the project and it’s aims. We will then create a contract as a group to be signed and followed in the sessions, and I shall accommodate any request before stepping into character.

I initially chose to improvise an enacted scene by Clarke Baim, to seamlessly fit in to the rest of the workshop, which would have been mostly improv/drama games to  allow the participants an opportunity to input structure into the scene and develop their own drama activities. Through discussing this, I considered whether an actovatyed scene, by Rohd, would have worked better. Mimimg a scene and then allowing participants the chance to articulate what they believe happened in the scenario of misgendering. Asking: “what did you see?” abd then projecting their own opinions on the character, their life, and actions.

Initially, this was to be a one-off workshop that could be taken into multiple TSS, and potentially other settings… However, after receiving feedback and questions on my plan, going forward I would like this to develop into a longer project that would allow me to work closer with my participants and develop a more solidified group/community.

I was asked what would bring this group together despite simply being trans (referred to GC) and I had only considered drama/improv games to be the driver in building this group. I limited my plans to my own understanding of a TSS which would normally offer individual support instead of group work. Moving forward with this project, I would like my activated scene to be the starting point of a building a supportive group as well as recognising the idea of ‘misgendering.’

Instead of going in with my usual improvised approach, would it be worth me opening a session/workshop with a more structured activated scene than previously planned and then allow more time and freedom to unpack the scene instead of playing it off as another simple game?

Overall, I have realised the potential that activating scenes can have when recognising real life themes. It could be used to allow a specific group to talk about their experiences, and to also allow the wider population to identify and potentially rectify their own views/actions. “An Activating scene grabs everyone in the room. It is a scene that you create with your group’ - - Rohd, M (1998) Hope is Vital

This leaves me torn as to whether I should have my own scene in mind or develop the scene with my group. Despite the contrasting thoughts, if I were to run this project, I believe I would still with my current plan, potentially running it with a group of trans people from my own community before taking it out into a support service.
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