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Introduction

The scope of this independent project is to carry out detailed research into how people with disabilities fit into the performing arts industry. The theatre was one of the worst hit industries during the height of the 2020 global pandemic. Theatres were shut down and visiting was scarce. Nonetheless, I felt privileged enough to see live theatre last year - The Normal Heart staged in the National Theatre, an autobiographical production about the AIDS epidemic, set in New York. Two actors particularly drew my attention - Liz Carr and Daniel Monks, both disabled actors. It became apparent that Liz Carr was playing a character that was disabled, whereas Daniel Monks was not. No reference was made to their disability during the performance which made me wonder why disabled actors could not be offered or given able bodied roles, based on their potential, more frequently. It is significant to investigate, to depict whether disabled actors are discriminated against and underrepresented due to their disability.

I came back to my hometown and realised there were insufficient opportunities for disabled people throughout the performing arts industry. I believed this was a significant area, worth investigation and it interested me. I felt it necessary to explore the lack of representation for disabled actors. Even though I am not classed as a disabled actor myself, the aim and objective of my research project is to create awareness and help give actors with disabilities the recognition they deserve. I strongly believe everyone should be treated equally and fairly based purely on talent and skills alone. 


 



Literature Review

In the course of my research, I discovered how underrepresented disabled actors are within the performing arts industry. The Harvard Political Review found that in the film industry, 95% of disabled characters are played by able-bodied actors. These figures do not only apply to the film industry but also to the theatre. The character of Nessarose in ‘Wicked’ is a wheelchair user and has always been played by an able-bodied actor. Likewise, Crutchie from ‘Newsies’ who uses a crutch to aid a limp, has never been played by an actor with the said condition. The list unfortunately continues.

As stated, disabled characters are predominantly played by able bodied actors. So again, I question, are disabled actors only able to play disabled characters? Disabled actors should have the opportunity to play roles that have nothing to do with their disability but be selected based purely on their talents and strengths alone. Is this not just equality? 

The Equality Act 2010 makes it unlawful to discriminate against someone on the grounds of disability. Also, the Disability Discrimination Act 1988 makes it unlawful to discriminate against people in respect of their disabilities.

Moving forward - how can we make theatre inclusive for everyone in the future where everyone is invited to take part regardless of their ability or disability? 

Inclusive theatre groups are a new concept. For example, ChickenShed Inclusive Theatre company is based on a belief that “everyone can flourish when everyone is included” (Chickenshed, 2017). Everyone is welcome and everyone is valued.

The main goal of inclusion to ensure that all students with disabilities or special needs are clearly included. National Youth Theatre strive “to create a culture that is inclusive, creative and collaborative”. (National Youth Theatre n.d.).
 
Graeae is an early pioneering professional disabled theatre company formed in 1980 by Nabil Shaban, a wheelchair user, together with Richard Tomlinson. The company name, Graeae, was chosen from the name of the three sisters in Greek mythology who shared one eye and one tooth between them, one explanation was linked to how disabled people, if they worked together could succeed. It was established to ‘dispel images of defencelessness, together with prejudices and popular myths, around disabled people… through theatre, workshops, and training.’ (Graeae n.d.) 

As a performing arts student myself, I was disheartened to hear that Shaban himself had refusals from every drama school in Britain, with most giving a straight ‘no’ and others would offer suggestions such as amateur dramatics groups. Shaban was never taken seriously in a professional sense, until he met Tomlinson at Hereward College, where he was an English lecturer, they began finding comedy as a way of getting the messages about disability across, mocking people’s attitudes towards disability rather than the disability itself. 1981 was the United Nations International Year of Disabled People and they both felt this would be the ideal launching ground for their venture.

Here in Wales, Hijinx was founded in 1981. An inclusive drama group from Cardiff, they have grown since its conception. Based at Cardiff Millennium Centre they have been creating professional performances to allow artists, with and without disabilities, to work together on all aspects of theatre. Their purpose and belief are “The heart of our work is always our learning disabled and/or autistic artists, who constantly challenge perceptions of what theatre and film can be and how they should be made”. (Hijinx n.d.)

Hijnx recently commissioned an independent review of their impact on those involved in their academy, directly and indirectly. The results found that:
· 70% of their actors and participants are better at communicating and working as a team.
· 90% of the actors are more confident because of their work with Hijinx.
· 73% of actors and participants said they felt happier since being with Hijinx.
· 72% of their actors experience an increase in their independence because of joining.
· 73% of parents say their expectations of what their children are capable of has changed. 
Taking Flight Theatre Company, also based in Cardiff, gave the Valleys actor and disabled activist, Jenna Preece, the opportunity to volunteer with them after other doors had been closed to her. Once again this is the concurring story for disabled people in general. This innovative company, set up in 2008, has since reached so many different individuals to help improve their confidence and give them experiences and opportunities that they might not otherwise have got. Their vision “is of a world where the stories told, and the voices heard are genuinely reflective of the world we live in; where the theatre we male understands audiences of all backgrounds and invites and welcomes them in; where the field is level, and everyone has access. (Taking Flight Theatre Company n.d.). Not only do Taking Flight work with performers, but also behind the scenes by giving disabled artists an opportunity to write and produce their own pieces of work. 
Mousetrap Theatre Project is another well-established theatre group that focus on giving young people, many of whom are disadvantaged, the opportunity to learn about theatre. The company works towards overcoming accessibility barriers for their members and their families.  In 2012, they managed to organise the first ever relaxed performance of Shrek the Musical in the West End. Followed on from this then hosted a relaxed performance of Mamma Mia in 2014. They have continued with this endeavour by setting up a playwriting project for deaf young people. Rachel Black and Gemma Bell mentored the development of each member of the group and how they grew throughout the process. They both obviously understand the merits of theatre for all, especially those with a disability. 
“Theatre is a place in which the world is reflected on stage, and everyone should have an opportunity to see themselves reflected on it. Ensuring everyone, from all backgrounds, have access to it is essential for this to happen. The more workshops there are with disabled participants, the more chance we have of increasing visibility for disabled actors in mainstream theatre”. (Black and Bell, 2019). 

[bookmark: _Hlk102113696]To date, more inclusive drama groups have been set up, all with the same fundamental aim to give a voice and representation to disabled artists.
The benefits of drama for disabled individuals are well documented by now, with the building of confidence being regarded by many as the starting point and often the most important aspect. Drama allows for this confidence to be built on slowly and at everyone’s own pace. Once that confidence is gaining momentum other transferable skills come into play like teamwork, communication, creativity, and leadership. One of the local drama groups I teach in is fully inclusive and the opportunities for disabled children are the same as those for able bodied members. Everyone is welcome, accepted and made to feel a part of the team. There is no mention of disabilities when the group is performing, and everyone is considered equal. Naively I assumed this was normality, but I have learnt from this research that this is lacking on other theatrical groups. 
All the information I have researched relies solely on amateur theatre but what if these individuals wanted to further their fields into the industry? Agencies, Universities, and companies are pioneering and paving the way forward for a wider range of artists to be represented yet why do we still not see disabled individuals on the bigger stage? 

Recent research by The Stage found how much of a disparity there is between the number of disabled students attending drama school compared to able-bodied students. Their figures ‘In 2017, of 2,274 graduates from eight schools providing data, 28 declared a physical disability (1.2%), a decrease on the figures for 2016 graduates, of which 3% declared a physical impairment. Of the five drama schools that had available data for 2018 graduates, 1% declared a physical impairment.’ (Masso, 2018). This data is startling when 2016 government data says that “11% of the general population in the UK declared a mobility impairment, 3% declaring a vision impairment and 3% a hearing impairment.” (Masso, 2018)
 
Not only does these problems exist through education and hobbies it also arises in the professional workplace. The Harvard Political Review have interviewed many disabled actors and disability activists such as Teal Sherer and Emily Dash, both tell of the lack of opportunity there is for disabled performers and the lack of authenticity there is within the industry towards disabled actors. Teal Sherer has explained how she had to audition in car parks and alleyways as there were often accessibility issues into buildings. She talks about underrepresentation when “knowing that people are open and willing to include you is huge, because as an actor with a disability it is nerve racking [when] you see a posting for an audition and think whether the theatre accessible and the audition phase are going to be accessible, and whether they are going to be open to it. (Sherer, 2020)

I find it difficult to comprehend how such an unbelievable situation can exist, but unfortunately, this is all too often the case in the industry today. Not only is the audition process aimed at able bodied performers, but it does not consider actors with other non-physical disabilities conditions such as Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD).  Most auditions and job interviews tend to have an element of making small talk, eye contact or a welcome handshake which can be a huge barrier for individuals with ASD as it is a development disorder that affects how people interact and communicate with others.  

Mickey Rowe was the first actor to be identified as having Autistic Spectrum Disorder to play the role of Christopher Boone, in The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time by Frantic Assembly. He knows too well the struggles to get an acting job in the first place in a competitive market. He spoke to Jonathan Meth and Madison Parrotta about his journey, battle, and failures he has faced. Although he talks of his successes and his own accomplishment in the show, he considers his success for other disabled performers a bigger, more lasting effect. This positive ethos has greatly impacted other disability performers, those audience members or those personally affected by it. In an interview he stated, “One of the most exciting parts of my Curious Incident journey was hearing from other directors at other theatres who said that because of my performance in the show and the press that it got, they felt confident enough to cast actors with disabilities in their production”. (Rowe, 2018).

Robert Bowman, who also starred in The Normal Heart is an actor, director, acting tutor and the founder of Living Pictures Productions. He has experiences with disabilities in the industry, along with the fact that his son Dylan has ASD. It was this that gave him the inspiration to set up Coed Dylan with his wife and business partner Elen. He found there was a lack of services and opportunities available for Dylan to feel he belonged or to feel comfortable in particularly challenging, and as a result Coed Dylan, in essence was born. They work with local groups and schools to provide a place for individuals who, as he says, may learn differently to grow and to develop and become more a part of society through practical projects. 
Up until now, recognition for disability in the arts has been minimal. Evidence shows that only two disabled actors received an Oscar for portraying a character with the same disability as themselves as opposed to numerous able-bodied actors who have played disabled characters and have been recognised for this by the Academy.  In 2019 Ali Stoker became the first disabled person to win a Tony Award for her portrayal of Ado Annie in Oklahoma! Prompting her to highlight this in her acceptance speech; “This award is for every kid watching tonight who has a disability, who has a limitation or a challenge, who has been waiting to see themselves represented in this arena...you are.” (Stoker, 2019). It saddened me that these words were necessary, but does it bring some hope that their talents are beginning to be recognised. Prior to this, there has only ever been 3 nominations for Tony Awards who were given to a revival by Deaf West Productions of Spring Awakening on Broadway involved sign language and script being performed together on the stage, this was done with actors with and without hearing impairments. 

However, this changed, in the 2022 Olivier Awards. Actor Liz Carr won an Olivier for best supporting actress for her portrayal of Emma Brookner in The Normal Heart. In the 2017 film version her character is played by Julia Roberts. During her moving and powerful speech, she said: “The Normal Heart has Doctor Emma Brookner in it, a wheelchair-using doctor inspired by Linda Laubenstein, a real-life disabled doctor from New York who pioneered a lot of treatments for gay men with aids. This is the first time in more than 35 years that an actual disabled person has played this role.” (Carr, 2022). She continued her inspirational speech adding that employing disabled actors shouldn’t be something to fear and that they can fill the stage. (Carr,2022)

Also, this year at the Oscars, Troy Kotsur, the first deaf male actor won an Oscar for the film CODA (Child of Deaf Adult). The story of Ruby, a child growing up in a deaf family. CODA was also nominated for two other Oscars. This was a milestone in history for disabilities and the world of arts, where it is now being seen as an achievement and celebration rather than a barrier into the industry. Could this be a step in the right direction for inclusive, accessible theatre?

A term that keeps appearing within my research and interviews is ‘cripping up’. This is where a non-disabled actor plays the role of a disabled character, which will often result in mimicking the physical characteristics of a specific impairment or condition. Jenna Preece reflects on how you lose some of the truth behind a character if they haven’t lived with that disability or discrimination and now has made a very conscious effort to avoid playing disabled characters because she wants to breakdown the myths that a disabled character cannot play an able-bodied character. For example, when actors play obese characters, they will increase their weight to appear as the role, with disabilities this is impossible. Cripping up is seen by many, including Jenna, as cultural appropriation. You would not see an actor ‘blacked up’ so why is it acceptable to crip up?

Adam Pearson, an actor who suffers with a condition like that of Joseph Merrick whose story became known through the media as The Elephant Man, “a creature…who has several physical deformities” (IMDB n.d.) documented his feelings regarding the connection between cripping up and blacking up. When the production team cast for the role of Joseph Merrick, Adam Pearson did not even get an audition. 

Daniel Monks, also a Normal Heart actor, starred in the production of Teenage Dick, a modern-day retelling of Shakespeare’s Richard III. Linking to the Elephant Man being described as a ‘creature’. Richard III Richard III has a physical deformity, this was to represent him as a monster, was there another way to do it? He was given the appearance of the hunchback and fought with only his right arm. Likewise, In the Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde by Robert Louis Stevenson we see a contrast between what is good and evil, with it being depicted in the 2017 film as tall and handsome versus short and vulgar with a deformity. 

.

Methodology

I have chosen to interview a range of individuals from different backgrounds to try and gather their opinions and thoughts on the subject matter. My selection will include first and second-hand experiences through professional; semi-professional; amateur and early entry into the performing arts industry from both disabled and non-disabled individuals. 

I plan to present my research in the form of a documentary to allow the participant to directly project their feelings. I believe it is the most appropriate way to provide the audience with truthful and honest answers, projecting genuine emotions along with words, it will reflect the   sensitivity of this subject. Together with this report and literature review it will provide a fuller picture of all the relevant research. 

It is important to me that I thoroughly research the topic with pre-existing information on the subject to help gain more detailed information before I begin the interview process. Due to Covid restrictions, I am going to conduct my interviews via Zoom and/or Facebook, depending on which best suits the interviewee. I will collate my questions based on the advanced research I have undertaken, predicting that each interview may follow a different path depending on the answers given. I will gain full permission from the individuals to use all or part of our conversation for my documentary and all will ask each person to do so on a volunteer basis. I will also create a basic open-ended questionnaire for my audience to allow them to express their feeling and opinions honestly into the reasoning of underrepresentation for disabled actors. 




Thesis, Findings and Discussions

Documentary Link: https://youtu.be/e5O5ZMpd_Tw


Performing research through interviews has been interesting to take notice of actor’s real-life experiences. The documentary I have created included 10 participants from all different backgrounds, both disabled and non-disabled. I asked questions based on experience, opinions, and thoughts. It gave me a detailed insight into what the gains and downfalls were within the industry and helped me base some of my interview questions off. 

Robert Bowman, at present a university lecturer, has been in the industry for almost 40 years with a vast array of experience. During the interview, I was interested to learn how inclusivity has changed during that period. He made me aware of how little representation for disabilities was prominent early on in his career, especially during his time spent at drama school but noticed change happening by the late 1990s or early 2000s. He believes that now the application process for drama schools is becoming more inclusive. Robbie talked about his experience with disabled performers in drama schools and conservatoires but unfortunately had never come across a disabled performer while attending any open and audition days. Robbie conceded that he is still yet to have a disabled student participate in one of his classes. He recently appeared in ‘The Normal Heart’, alongside Liz Carr and Daniel Monks, which incidentally is where he first experience of working with disabled performers. We discussed if the experience was any different to working with able bodied actors, and he stated that it’s not about changing your preparations or treating anybody any different but being understanding, or making the adaptions, if it was necessary. For example, with Daniel Monks, he is in constant pain from his disability and therefore fellow actors had to be sensitive to that fact and be accommodating to make the performing experience for everyone. 

Following on from this, I interviewed two of Robbie’s students, Leigh Alexandra Woolford and Daniel Davies both studying BA and MA Musical Theatre at Wales Academy of Voice and Dramatic Arts (WAVDA). Leigh explained to me how she had completed her latest audition process online due to Covid. This is not a usual audition procedure but in changing times, she feels that online auditions are better at being more inclusive for everyone. Daniel felt strongly that the field for disabled performers is even more limited as the audition process would normally include a large section on dance, following and learning a set piece of choreography and it made me question how this deters disabled performers from having the confidence to apply initially.

Morgan Thomas is an actor, director, theatre maker and lecturer in higher education.  During his interview, Morgan expects that in time, everything will become inclusive for all, but debates whether the university setting is right for this. He explained that the lecturers and mentors would need to have the necessary experience of working with disabled performers to get the best from them, at a degree level. He justified this by stating that students with disabilities need to have extra support in these settings and under current restraints there is not enough staff or funding in place for this. Morgan has worked with Hijinx, Taking Flight Academy of Performing Arts and Frantic Assembly and we discussed his own experiences of working with disabled individuals together with the barriers and challenges he has come across during this process. He feels that over time progress has been made however there is still a long way to go and unfortunately this progress is slow. He believes there are good intentions when it comes to inclusivity, nevertheless worries, like many others in the industry do, about it becoming tokenistic, to tick a box or add-on just to have a good reputation. For him, and the teams he works with, the aim is to about produce the best shows possible, making them great and not all about an individual’s disability. 

Jenna Preece, actor and activist reiterated this when I interviewed her, she spoke of her time completing her Masters degree based at The Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama, she confirmed that the intentions and funding for accessibility for her personal needs and adaptations were available, yet due to red tape and the lack of local equipment available everything took months to proceed and in fact ended up being too late due to the completion of her course. This is yet another barrier for disabled artists to be allowed to conquer the path they chose. 

Jenna strongly affirmed that she makes a conscious effort of staying away from characters that are disabled as she feels it is more important to bring personality to the role not the disability. She is a firm believer in trying to change public perceptions of what disabled people are and what they can achieve. For example, her role in Keeping Faith showed her capabilities of being a disabled actor in a hit show. 
Like many other disabled performers, Jenna has faced a level of discrimination that is all too familiar for disabled people. From having to fight to get into Welsh education as a child; being denied her culture because of her disability; to being patronised when she turns up to venues to teach; or on set when she is mistaken for being a member of public and not an actor. This discrimination, often resulting in a mixture of emotions, pushed Jenna to be the strong advocate she is today. She spoke of the negative view of disabilities; whilst being constantly ‘you cannot do that’ or being expected that she was ‘too stupid to complete her GSCEs,’. This is often re-iterated in the media with many disabled characters seen as being unable to carry out a ‘typical’ life. 

To further my research, I decided to investigate a more detailed reasoning for the underrepresentation of disabled people through a public questionnaire attached below. I sent it to a handful of people with different connections to the arts to try and gather some evidence. 

[bookmark: _Hlk102114752]From the questionnaire, I found that there was a general lack of understanding, experience, and education on the topic of disabilities. This could be a contributing factor to the fear of working with disabled actors. Participants mentioned that discrimination included race, sexuality, and social class, but only one person out of the ten stated disability. However, after being reminded, 90% stated that disabilities are discriminated against. Similarly, all participants mentioned accessible theatre through watching, not a single person mentioned how it could be accessible through backstage for disabled actors. Taking Flight are working hard to reverse the discrimination with their courses and advice for production companies, settings, and universities being accessible to all. 

Jenna strongly believes there is an intrinsic problem that often begins with disabled characters being written by non-disabled individuals. She furthered that there must be a level of understanding and respect to write about these characters appropriately, the lack of authenticity must stem from somewhere otherwise it is often seen as false. This is echoed by Lennard J Davies, a fellow disability activist, when he quotes “the plot problem is tied up with a casting problem. Most disabled characters on TV and film are played by non-disabled actors. Most screenplays about them are written by non-disabled writers, and most films are directed by non-disabled directors. Because of that, most viewers are getting a very skewed and biased view of what disabled people are like.” (Lennard, 2019)

Something very interesting that came out of my public questionnaire was that 60% stated that the reason they believe there is discrimination to disabled people is because of media coverage. 
“Disabilities are being represented in the media, but people with disabilities are not.” (Gudgel, 2019) When a disabled actor plays a character with a similar disability, are they represented in a fairer way? Too often disabled characters are portrayed in a negative light, maybe as that other person or all too often, pitied. “Perhaps that’s part of the problem. Perhaps as a society we see disability as a painful external extra rather than a proud, integral part of a person, and so it doesn’t seem quite as insulting to have non-disabled actors don prosthetics or get up from a wheelchair when the director yells “cut”. But for many disabled people in the audience, this is watching another person fake their identity. When it comes to race, we believe it is wrong for the story of someone from a minority to be depicted by a member of the dominant group for mass entertainment. But we don’t grant disabled people the same right to self-representation. (Ryan, 2015) A study conducted in 1993, show that the sample of trainee teachers they questioned believed ‘media depictions reinforced their personally held belief that disabled people were generally misunderstood and that disability is largely created by attitude of others. That fictional representations conveyed the image that disabled people were reliant on others, wished they were ‘normal’, were lonely, bullied and easily manipulated, but had unique talents and were somewhat mysterious and sometimes menacing.’ (Cole, 1993)

I found that stereotyping disabled characters is used as an object of ridicule and to be laughed at. We have seen comedy on TV and in film where the centre of the jokes is a disabled person who is often portrayed as the ‘idiot’. These implications have most definitely contributed to the negativity disabled people face within the industry and in the perceptions of their ability to work-life in general. Why are disabilities considered villainy, even dating back to Shakespeare’s writing?

I recently came across a comedian Ray Bradshaw who grew up with two deaf parents and uses sign language in his live shows, for deaf audience members. During his stand up shows he talks about his upbringing with deaf parents and will tell tales of his experiences in a way that hearing and non-hearing audience members can experience and enjoy together, similarly to this of the award-winning CODA. Bradshaw told news “One thing that annoyed me was I did an interview and they said four times in the course of a 20-minute conversation: ‘Your childhood must have been worse because your mum and dad were deaf.’ That really annoyed me because deaf people aren’t that different. Most of all, what I really want from the show is for deaf people and hearing people to enjoy the show together.” (Bradshaw, 2018)

During my research I came across the term Psychological Projection in connection with discrimination towards individuals, especially those in vulnerable groups. This theory links to the fear factor that many have in relation to working with or dealing with disabled people and the preconceived ideas individuals have based possibly on lack of education, knowledge, and prejudice. This prejudice as we will discuss later may come from several sources, family preconceptions, educational misconceptions, myths and of course the media. In psychological perspective, prejudice or discrimination can be explained by a person projecting one’s intolerable or unacceptable qualities onto the one being discriminated or prejudiced. (Chan, 2020.

Throughout my discussions with both disabled and nondisabled people there is one factor that all agree on with regards removing the discrimination towards disabled individuals and that is lack of understanding, this lack of understanding may in part come from fear of the unknown.

“One way to help a person with tendency to project one’s intolerable or unacceptable qualities to another individual is to let this person experience relationships that can provide them with secure attachment.” (Chan, 2020)

Therefore, the more interaction, knowledge and experience an individual will have with disabled people the better the relationship will be, this ties in with Jenna’s experience that she is often feared until people get to know her.






Conclusion

My chosen title for this research project is “Walking in their Shoes”. To walk in someone’s shoes means to see a situation from another person’s point of view. I was intrigued to gain a better understanding of the experiences and challenges that disabled actors face within a competitive industry. From watching my first performance with disabilities at the National Theatre, this subject greatly interested me, and I needed to learn more.

The purpose of my research was to gather evidence; discover different ideas and viewpoints from both disabled and able-bodied actors and focus on bringing to light how disability sat in the world of performing arts. I was fascinated to gain a better understanding on how disabled actors felt within the industry and wanted to uncover why the theatre would not be inclusive to everyone. I was intrigued to discover if disabled actors felt discriminated against and underrepresented due to their disability. So many questions needed answers.

Based on the findings of my research and studies, it is apparent that disability discrimination occurs within the performing arts sector at all levels from early education through to full time positions in the industry. Both the results of my questionnaire and the conversations during my interviews, gained me empathy on how hard a disabled person must work to achieve and survive compared to someone considered able bodied. Seeing how a disabled person navigated the world was upsetting whilst most people never need to consider access needs to the theatre world.

Having read arguments for and against ‘cripping up’, it is safe to say that its progress lies in writers, directors and actors gaining a better, fairer, and truer representation of disabled people. 
Cripping up is often justified as another way of an actor using their skills to act in a life different to their own. I believe that opportunities should be available for every individual and allow disabled actors to play disabled characters. Similarly allowing them to have the same opportunity to play characters as non-disabled performers. All things being considered, this learning curve will lead to better understanding and less misjudged representation of them.

What this study has revealed is that there needs to be a better understanding of inclusion in the performing arts industry. Education is needed to make theatre inclusive for everyone in the future where everyone is invited to take part regardless of their ability or disability. Less stereotyping from old myths and believing people who, of their time, had an influence over society led others into believing these things. We should not define a person just by one element but need to include all different perspectives and needs of everyone. Auditions should be made more accessible by being undertaken on the ground floor and individuals being selected based on talent only. Nowadays there are a growing number of instances where accessibility consultants are used thus allowing the actors to concentrate on their performances rather than overcoming accessibility issues. 

To date, more inclusive drama groups have been set up, all with the same fundamental aim to give a voice and representation to disabled artists. The theatre needs to become a place where all artists are welcome, and these artists should reflect the diversity within the organisation
Summarising, it is apparent that disabled characters are predominantly played by able bodied actors. Disabled actors should have the opportunity to play roles that have nothing to do with their disability but be selected based purely on their talents and strengths alone.  All things considered, limiting the casting to only disabled people, or able-bodied people, might exclude the best actor for the role. 

I found that there was a general lack of understanding, experience, and education on the topic of disabilities. In the future, with the right education and support, companied and individuals will be encouraged to not shy away from working with disabled people as this is a contributing factor to the fear of working with disabled actors. This learning curve will deviate from the deep-rooted stigma around the awkwardness and naivety of disabilities.
Based on the discussions in the interviews, in the future, Robbie hopes that open and audition days will become more accessible to all and feels that this is something that we should start to address before we attempt to progress. Morgan believes massive change is needed but the support for those involved is also needed. Jenna expressed that she hopes for the future there will not be singular performances suited for disabilities and instead every performance will be suitable. Some feedback I have received for my documentary included how eye opening the information within was, they expressed how they never realised how oppressed the industry was against disabilities. 

This year’s awards ceremony has started a celebration of disabilities and inclusiveness in the industry and is a step into the right direction for the inclusion of everyone. CODA broke new grounds for disability, especially on screen, and set a precedent for the future. It generated ground-breaking progress in the movement towards inclusion for disabilities in the performing arts industry. Despite its Oscar win, CODA still depicts deafness as a burden. This can be portrayed as a positive as, even though it is representing disabilities negatively, it is still showing the everyday struggles in the life of a disabled actor.  This historic win recognised the hard work that a disabled person faces in the entertainment industry

Finally, I would like to end with a quote from Oscar Wilde:
“Be yourself; everyone else is already taken”
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Appendix

1. Questionnaire Questions

How often do you visit the theatre?
Once a week
Every two weeks 
Once a month
Once every 6 months 
Once a year

What is your connection to the arts industry?
Please State.

Would you say there is discrimination in the theatre industry?
Yes
No
Maybe
Could you name an example?
Please State.

If you did not mention disabilities in theatre, would you say they are discriminated against too?
Yes
No
Other

Is this something you have thought about before?
Yes
No
Other

Why do you believe there is discrimination towards disability in the arts?
Please State.

What supportive aids have you noticed being taken for disabilities in the theatre?
Please State.

How do you think we can make disabilities more inclusive for everyone?
Please State.



2. Questionnaire Results
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3. Interview Script 

Students
Hello, Welcome. Please introduce yourself, where you are currently studying and what subject. 

Today we will be talking about disabilities within the industry, just to make you aware. 
Do you feel comfortable talking about the nature of this subject? 
Disabilities in the industry are quite a hidden thing and you don’t usually witness much of it. Would you say you are aware of disabilities within the industry both on stage and off stage through visits to the theatre etc? 
Have you encountered it personally while working in the industry?  
Have you seen any work that had disabled actors? 
If you were required to work with someone with a visible disability or who needed extra support, do you feel this would affect you in any way, or make you work differently? 

As you study in drama school, I’d like to talk a bit about your experience. 
Have you ever applied for any major named drama schools?
Would you say within the audition process and applications that you noticed these are accessible towards disability students with regards to forms or accessibility taken? 
Have you ever seen individuals considered disabled in drama school? 
What do you believe the reason for this is? Or do you think they are closed off due to reputation?
If you think we need to move forward to be more accessible for people with disabilities, if so, how do you think we can do it? Do you have anything else you’d like to discuss based on the subject? 

Thank you for talking with me today. 






Robert Bowman

Hi Robbie. Thank you for making time for me today. I know you are busy as an actor, director, acting tutor and founder of Living Pictures Productions So, Robbie, tell us a bit about yourself.
You trained at the Guildhall School of Music and Drama, during your time there did you ever work with disabled actors?
As an acting tutor do you feel drama school is more accessible for disabled individuals now? 
You recently played Ben Weeks in The Normal Heart, alongside Daniel Monks and Liz Carr, both of which are disabled, but both played able bodied characters, was that your first experience of working with disabled actors and were there any challenges as a result?
Can you tell us about some of the experiences or stories you have from working with actors with disabilities?
Thank you for talking with me today.


Morgan Thomas
Hello Morgan, thank you so much for giving me some of your time today to help me get as wide a range of views and experiences of the opportunities and challenges disabled actors and performers face. Please tell us a bit about yourself and your general working experiences. 

So, I am aware that you work with Hijinx theatre company.
could you please tell us a bit about the company and how you began working with them?
Was this your first experience with working with an inclusive theatre group, how does it differ from working with other groups?
Did something draw you to working in this area? 
Can you tell us about some of the experiences or stories you have from working with actors with disabilities?
Do you think there is discrimination against these actors? Why should they have their own theatre company and not be what is considered normal in some people’s eyes? 
What would you suggest or hope to happen to make change? 

Thank you for talking with me today. 

Jenna Preece
Hello. Welcome. You are an actor, presenter and advocate for disabled rights, very busy so thank you so much for taking time out to talk to me today.

Can you give me a little background into why you decided to go into this industry?
What worries did you have entering the profession
You studied at Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama, how was that experience for a disabled performer? What adaptations were made for you or were they already in place?
Unlike some disabled actors you tend to shy away from roles that are stereotypical ‘disabled’ roles and play roles that aren't written necessarily for a disabled actor. Is this a conscious thing?
Has having a physical disability affected how people view you?
You run your own inclusive youth theatre, Theatr Teulu, what was your motivation behind it and how do you see theatre groups like this developing in the future?

Thank you for talking with me today. 


4. Documentary Script 


(Entrance video, and different musical theatre videos) (Over video)
The performing arts industry is a fun, exciting environment, with our London West End receiving roughly 2 million visitors every year. The West End has seen productions created by some of the biggest names in the industry such as Cameron Mackintosh and Andrew Lloyd Webber to name a few. With Mousetrap now running in its 37th year. Musicals have hosted festivals to conventions; from plays, musicals to tourism and royals, we follow our favourite actors around the globe in awe. 

(Videos change to pictures of darkness, closure, during the pandemic)
The theatre was one of the worst hit industries during the height of the 2020 global pandemic. Theatres shut down instantly and thousands of people lost their jobs, many thought live theatre would never make a return. But when the industry became shaded during the pandemic, is this the only shade we know? 

(Title Page)
(3 Intros about Personal Experience)
(Videos change to pictures of a normal heart)

I went to see a play last year, The Normal Heart in the National Theatre, an autobiographical production about the AIDS epidemic set in New York. Two actors particularly caught my attention - Liz Carr and Daniel Monks, both disabled actors. It became apparent that Liz Carr was playing a character that was disabled, whereas Daniel Monks was not. No reference was made to their disability during the performance which made me wonder why disabled actors could not be offered or given able bodied roles, based on their potential, more frequently. The more I looked the more I realised. Disability representation in performing arts is minimal. This leads to my question. Are disabled actors discriminated against and underrepresented due to their disability?



(To video of me)
Hello, I’m Alika Rees. I am a 20-year-old musical theatre student. I’m here to find out the real reason why theatre isn’t inclusive to everyone, and question are disabled actors discriminated against and underrepresented due to their disability?

I am firstly going to talk with some musical theatre students, to discover their opinion on the subject matter. I want to see if other people who have immersed themselves within the world of theatre have a similar opinion and recognition as me. 

(Intro to Leigh and Dan) 
Answering Questions: Today we will be talking about disabilities within the industry, just to make you aware. Do you feel comfortable talking about the nature of this subject? Disabilities in the industry are quite a hidden thing and you don’t usually witness much of it. Would you say you are aware of disabilities within the industry both on stage and off stage through visits to the theatre etc? Have you encountered it personally while working in the industry?  Have you seen any work that had disabled actors? If you were required to work with someone with a visible disability or who needed extra support, do you feel this would affect you in any way, or make you work differently? 

Even though Leigh talks about her belief of every individual being treated equally.  Jenna Preece, actor, presenter, and advocate for disabled rights has had a very different experience growing up.  

(Jenna talks about her experience growing up and her parents having to go to court.)

After many struggles, things finally changed for Jenna when she met Taking Flight Inclusive Theatre Company.  Being fully inclusive is giving everyone, both disabled and able bodied the same opportunities. Everyone is welcome, accepted and made to feel a part of the team. 

(Taking Flight meeting)

Inclusive theatre groups have clearly played a key role in Jenna’s journey, Morgan Thomas, an actor, director, theatre maker and lecturer in higher education has worked alongside many different inclusive groups, including Taking Flight, but especially Hijinx in Cardiff.

(How he met Hijnx)
(Accessibility of Drama School)
 
There is a large disparity between the number of disabled students attending drama school compared to able-bodied students. I spoke to Jenna about her experience being only the 3rd disabled performer to attend Royal Welsh College of Music and Drama in the 73 years it has been open. I later talk to current students to reveal what their experience of drama school is like and how accessible they feel the audition process and study is for disabled students. 
 
(Jenna talks about RWCMD)
(Leigh and Dan Questions)
Answering Questions:
As you study in drama school, I’d like to talk a bit about your experience. Would you say within the audition process that you noticed these are accessible towards disability students with regards to forms or accessibility taken? Have you ever seen individuals considered disabled in drama school? What do you believe the reason for this is? Or do you think they are closed off due to reputation? If you think we need to move forward to be more accessible for people w ith disabilities, if so, how do you think we can do it? Do you have anything else you’d like to discuss based on the subject?
 

Robert Bowman is an actor, director, acting tutor and founder of Living Pictures Productions. He starred recently in the play The Normal Heart alongside, mentioned, Liz Carr and Daniel Monks.

(Robbie talks about drama school and experience)

It is not only drama school that is becoming inaccessible to disabilities but also agents.

(Jenna talks about agencies)

But if drama schools, agents and jobs are all inaccessible to disabled performers what happens? The industry uses actors classed as ‘able bodied individuals to crip up. Cripping up is a term I learnt over the research of this project, and it means it means non-disabled actor plays the role of a disabled character, which will often result in mimicking the physical characteristics of a specific impairment or Condition. Let’s hear Jenna’s thoughts. 

(Jenna cripping up and stereotype
(Leave film run through roles and experiences)

Why is there a need for inclusive theatre companies, is it because these individuals need extra support and care? Or is it because if there were not these companies there would be nowhere for them to go. 

(Jenna and Robbie talk about their companies)
(Page with Question)
(Jenna talks about her positive feedback)
Disabled people may often feel feared of judgment or lack of accessibility. Shouldn’t we strive towards complete inclusivity? All the research I have carried out points me in the direction that there is a need for these groups, but the collaboration needs to be much more in order to have more opportunities to dispel any of the myths and fears of working with disabled people. 

(Jenna’s worries)
(Daniel’s story)
(Inclusive- Jenna and Morgan)
(Title Page)
  
I believe that opportunities should be available for every individual and allow disabled actors to play disabled characters. Similarly allowing them to have the same opportunity to play characters as non-disabled performers. Having read arguments for and against cripping up, it is safe to say that its progress lies in writers, directors and actors gaining a better, fairer, and truer representation of disabled people. In the future, I think with the right education and support it will encourage companies and individuals to not shy away from working with disabled people. This year’s awards ceremony has surely began a celebration of disabilities and inclusiveness in the industry and is a step into the right direction for the inclusion of everyone. Despite it’s Oscar win, CODA still depicts deafness as a burden which is a positive as even though it’s representing disabilities negatively, it is still showing the every day struggles. It generated a ground breaking progress in the movement towards inclusion for disabilities in the performing arts industry. 

(Jenna)
END


5. Notes

Q. What is your intent? 

Understanding the inclusion of disabilities within the industry and training. 

My own observations 
Ryan + Mum

Don’t want the answers
Exploring ideas and seeing what you find 
Start self - seeing normal heart 
Powerful - Daniel Monks
Understanding - what benefits
Not disabled too -included

Hijnx 
Seren
10,000 - Documentary

Tori - Hijnx
Training - Uni 

Ryan 
Own 
Normal Heart - Daniel - Me
Hijnx – Tori 
Training 

PLAN!
· What you want to do 
· -Send to Robbie

DEADLINES!
-Edit 

Interviews Done
· Bit of something to show 
· Look at what’s been done before

SHEDHELSINKI                    

PLAN
Intro 
My Own Point of View / Research / Opinion
Training
Interview - Current Student Training X2?
Interview - Amateur Theatre - Ryan
Interview - Professional - Hijnx 
Research - Discussion
Interview - Robbie Bowman
Interview - Jenna (Professional working)
Final overview. 

Intro - 
What is it about?
Who’s affected?
Why am I doing it?

My Opinion-
The Normal Heart

Training - 
Forms? Views? Involvement? 

Student Training-
Do you see accessible?
Would you work with?
How would you feel?
Have you noticed? 


Disabilities in the industry is an unspoken thing, but why?
Should it be?

Last year, I went to see a play in the National Theatre ‘A Normal Heart’, our acting teacher was a part of it. And it got me thinking. Two cast members had visible disabilities but nothing was said about it and so it shouldn't be, these actors weren’t employed because of their disabilities and instead for their talent, looking around I saw there wasn’t much of it. What do you mean by this because it sounds like you are saying no talent Disabled actors were hired for their disabilities, you didn’t see the people in drama schools, were drama schools accepting/accommodating to these people. I’m here to talk to people and find out their views on how things are changing and how we can build on growing this and making it what is considered normal. 

Speaking to Ryan, Ryan is an 11 year old boy who suffers with autism, he goes to my local drama company and I am trying to investigate how the use of theatre can build on confidence.

Q. For Students
1. Would you say you are aware of disabilities within the industry
2. Have you encountered it personally
3. Do you think it should be more accessible for people with disabilities, if so, how
4. Would you say drama schools are accessible to people with…. Or do you think they are closed off due to reputation?

Q. For Daniel
Would you ever say you’ve felt discriminated against towards within the industry
Have you ever seen anybody else in this industry being singled out due to something that makes them different?
Have you ever had any direct comments made towards you?
How was your experience in the Normal Heart

Research
Accessibility is taken for theatre goers but what is taken for performers? DDA -DISABILITY DISCRIMINATION ACT

Inclusion: Don’t Forget About Us; Disabilities in Performing Arts
OCT 24, 2020
https://harvardpolitics.com/disabilities-in-performing-arts/


“Disabled Actors Exist, Stop Ignoring Them’

The Normal Heart - revealing the damaging effects the normative heterosexuality 

A Not-Review of the Normal Heart

https://honisoit.com/2017/06/a-not-review-of-the-normal-heart/

Disabilities in the industry is an unspoken thing, but why?
Should it be?

Last year, I went to see a play in the National Theatre ‘A Normal Heart’, our acting teacher was a part of it. And it got me thinking. Two cast members had visible disabilities but nothing was said about it and so it shouldn't be, these actors weren’t employed because of their disabilities and instead for their talent, looking around I saw there wasn’t much of it. What do you mean by this because it sounds like you are saying no talent Disabled actors were hired for their disabilities, you didn’t see the people in drama schools, were drama schools accepting/accommodating to these people. I’m here to talk to people and find out their views on how things are changing and how we can build on growing this and making it what is considered normal. 

Speaking to Ryan, Ryan is an 11 year old boy who suffers with autism, he goes to my local drama company and I am trying to investigate how the use of theatre can build confidence.

Students - I would say ask about 8 students, not all from your course, so we can edit the best bits from each person. (Maybe give them the questions beforehand so that they can prepare their answers ready)

Hi, Welcome, so just to make you aware, today we will be talking about disabilities within the industry, do you feel comfortable talking about the nature of this subject? Please introduce yourself, where you are currently studying and what subject? Feel free to go into as little or a lot of detail as you feel appropriate. 

Q1. Have you ever applied for any major named drama schools?
Q2. Would you say within the audition process and applications that you noticed these are accessible towards disability students? 
Q3. Have you ever seen individuals considered disabled in drama school?
Q4. What do you believe the reason for this is? Or do you think they are closed off due to reputation?
Q5. Do you think it should be more accessible for people with disabilities, if so, how?
Q6. Would you say you are aware of disabilities within the industry?
Q7. Have you encountered it personally within the industry? 
Q8. If you were required to work with someone with a visible disability or who needed extra support, do you feel this would affect you in any way? 

Thank you for talking with me today. 
Q. For Daniel
Would you ever say you’ve felt discriminated against towards within the industry
Have you ever seen anybody else in this industry being singled out due to something that makes them different?
Have you ever had any direct comments made towards you?How was your experience in the Normal Heart

What is the Project? 
I am creating a documentary about additional learning needs within the arts industry.

What does this really mean?
It’s the developing and growing opportunities for individuals with additional learning needs within our industry through performance, workshops and case studies. We are all aware of the positive impact theatre has on mental health but I want to explore the impact on those with disabilities and ALN.
This is the road I want to go down for my individual project but I am more than aware that it may need to be tweaked as I research and collect my evidence depending on what I discover and who you work with. I have already spoken to a drama group that includes children with ALN and disabilities to see if I would be able to do some case studies and the response has been very positive from both the group’s director and parents. 

Who is it for?
The documentary will not be designed for a specific audience but it is to raise awareness of ALN within theatre, to embrace acceptance and inclusivity for disabilities and ALN inclusive of all. . 

I will be looking at how it can help and develop the industry’s understanding and help families of individuals with ALN to have a wider understanding of how it can help the individual and also how it can bring in new types of theatre. 

Why are you making it? 
I would like to show families of individuals with ALN what opportunities are available and what the possible impact could be. I have had experience in different drama groups of individuals with disabilities and /or ALN and have seen first-hand the positive impact it has had on their lives and development and would like to research this further to see if this is true with others who have had access to theatre work. I’d like to share this information to help improve the lives of other individuals.
 
Central Thread?
Raising awareness and inclusivity of ALN and disability.

What do you hope to gain?
Better understanding of the impact on individuals 
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What s your connection to the arts industry?
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Would you say there is discrimination in the theatre industry?
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Could you name an example of discrimination in the arts?
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If you did not mention disabilities in theatre, would you say they are discriminated
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10 responses

® Yes
® No





image7.png
Is this something you have thought about before?
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Why do you believe there is discrimination towards disability in the arts?
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What supportive aids have you noticed being taken for disabilties in the theatre?
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How do you think we can make disabilities more inclusive for everyone?
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