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Module I: Inclusive playwriting — representation
and storytelling

M Objective: Develop playwriting skills that reflect authentic narratives, include diverse perspectives
and dismantle stereotypes about disability.

Key topics:

Disability representation in theatre:

o The evolution of disability narratives in theatre.

o Harmful tropes and stereotypes to avoid.

o The impact of authentic representation.

Accessible scriptwriting techniques:

o Writing for visually impaired and hearing-impaired performers.

o Creating scripts that accommodate physical and neurodiverse disabilities.

o The role of language and alternative communication forms (e.g., Sign Language, AAC devices).
Co-creation with artist with disabilities:

o Collaborative playwriting processes with people with disabilities.

o Ethical considerations when writing about lived experiences.

Disability representation in theatre
Disability representation in theatre has evolved significantly over time, moving from harmful
stereotypes to more authentic, inclusive portrayals. While some progress has been made, there are
still challenges in ensuring that disabled voices are truly heard and represented. Below is a detailed
exploration of:
The evolution of disability narratives in theatre.
Harmful tropes and stereotypes to avoid.
The impact of authentic representation.
The evolution of disability narratives in theatre
Ancient and classical theatre: disability as divine punishment or comedy
 In ancient Greek theatre, disability was often depicted as a sign of divine punishment, impurity or
weakness. Characters with disabilities were often villains, outcasts or comedic figures (e.g., the
blind prophet Tiresias in Sophocles' plays).
 In Shakespearean theatre, physical deformities were linked to moral corruption. For example,
Richard III is portrayed as both physically deformed and villainous, reinforcing the idea that
outward "imperfection" reflects inner evil.
19th and early 20th century: sentimental and pity-based narratives
+ Melodrama and Victorian theatre introduced sentimentalized portrayals, where disabled
characters were either tragic figures deserving pity (Tiny Tim in A Christmas Carol) or objects of
inspiration for non-disabled characters.
« The trope of the "tragic cripple" was dominant, reinforcing the idea that life with a disability is
inherently miserable or that overcoming disability requires extraordinary effort.
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B. The Inspirational supercrip
« This trope portrays disabled people as heroic for merely existing or for performing "ordinary"
tasks. It often focuses on how inspiring they are to non-disabled characters rather than their own
agency.
« Example: the portrayal of Christy Brown in "My Left Foot" (1989) often emphasizes his

extraordinary achievements rather than his personal struggles and relationships.

Figure 2: My Left Foot

Better alternative: show disabled people with diverse personalities, ambitions and struggles, rather
than reducing them to sources of inspiration.
C. The villain with a disability

+ This stereotype associates disability with evil or malevolence.

« Example: Shakespeare’s Richard III or Captain Hook in Peter Pan, where physical disability is used

as a metaphor for their twisted morality.

Better alternative: if a disabled character is a villain, their motivations should be independent of

their disability, rather than it being the reason for their evil nature.

D. The magical cure
- Many plays feature disabled characters who are either miraculously cured or who “overcome” their
disability in a way that suggests they were incomplete before.

- Example: "The Miracle Worker" (1957), while groundbreaking in many ways, still centres Helen
Keller’s “triumph” over disability rather than embracing it as part of her identity.

Better alternative: stories should reflect that disabled people can have meaningful lives without
needing to be "fixed."

Figure 3: The Miracle Worker
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E. The comic relief disabled character
« Some plays use disabled characters purely for humour, often reducing them to exaggerated
physical quirks.
« Example: The Fool in many Shakespearean plays often has physical or cognitive differences that
are played for laughs.

Better alternative: include humour naturally, but without making disability the joke.

The Impact of authentic representation
A. Positive effects on disabled communities
» Increases visibility: when disabled characters are written and played by artist with disabilities,
audiences see authentic experiences on stage.
« Encourages self-expression: young disabled people see themselves represented and are more likely
to engage in the arts.
« Challenges stereotypes: moving beyond tropes helps break down societal biases.
¢ Example: "Cost of Living" (2016) by Martyna Majok features disabled characters played by disabled

actors, showing nuanced relationships rather than inspirational clichés.

B. Broadening audience understanding

Empathy and awareness: Authentic stories allow audiences
to engage with disability as a social identity rather than a
tragedy.

Shifts industry norms: when theatres cast disabled actors, it
normalizes inclusive casting.

Accessible theatre innovations: incorporating sign language,
audio descriptions and relaxed performances makes theatre
more inclusive for all audiences.

¢ Example: Graeae Theatre Company incorporates sign
Figure 4: Cost of Living language, captions and disabled actors into all productions,
ensuring accessibility.

C. Economic and industry impact

Expands the talent pool: when disabled actors are hired, theatres benefit from diverse perspectives.
Ethical responsibility: theatres have a duty to reflect the real world.

Policy changes: initiatives like the #WeShallNotBeRemoved campaign advocate for more inclusive
theatre policies.

¢ Example: The National Theatre’s adaptation of The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time
involved neurodivergent consultants to ensure an accurate representation of autism.

Theatre has the power to shape public perceptions and disability representation must move beyond
harmful stereotypes to genuine, diverse and authentic narratives. This requires:

1. hiring disabled actors and playwrights to tell their own stories.

2. avoiding stereotypes that perpetuate negative narratives.

3. creating accessible theatre spaces so that both performers and audiences with disabilities can fully
engage. By embracing authentic representation, theatre becomes a truly inclusive and transformative
space, reflecting the richness and complexity of human experience.
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2.Accessible scriptwriting techniques

Writing accessible scripts ensures that theatre is inclusive for disabled performers and audiences. This
requires intentional writing, considering diverse abilities and integrating alternative communication
methods into the storytelling process. Below, we explore techniques for:

1. Writing for visually impaired and hearing-impaired performers.

2. Creating scripts that accommodate physical and neurodiverse disabilities.

3. The role of language and alternative communication forms.

Each section includes concrete examples and case studies from theatre productions that have
successfully implemented these techniques.

1. Writing for visually impaired and hearing-impaired performers

A. Visually impaired performers

Techniques for accessible scriptwriting;:

1. Descriptive stage directions

o Instead of relying on visual cues (e.g., “She looks at the letter in shock”), use descriptive actions that
can be conveyed through sound or dialogue.

o Example: “She gasps as her fingers run across the embossed letters of the letter. Her voice wavers.”
2. Soundscapes and audio cues

o Incorporate rich soundscapes (footsteps, doors creaking, background chatter) to establish setting.

o Example: The play "Extant’s Flight Paths" (UK, 2019) uses binaural sound technology to create

immersive experiences for visually impaired performers and audiences.

3. Touch and movement-based acting

o Scripts can include tactile blocking, where performers
use touch-based cues rather than relying on visual
markers.

o Example: Extant Theatre Company (UK) trains visually
impaired actors in physical theatre techniques like "echo
location" to navigate the stage.

Figure 5: Extant's Flight Paths

Case study: "The Braille Legacy" (2017)
A musical about Louis Braille, performed at Charing Cross Theatre (UK), incorporated blind actors
and audio-description woven into the script to ensure accessibility.

B. Hearing-impaired performers

Techniques for accessible scriptwriting;:

1. Integrated Sign Language (BSL/ASL/ISL, etc.)

o Write roles specifically for Deaf actors, incorporating sign language naturally rather than as an
add-on.

o Example: "Tribes" (2010) by Nina Raine follows a deaf character growing up in a hearing family,
integrating both spoken and signed dialogue.
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2. Captioning and visual cues

o Instead of relying on audio cues, use visual elements like projected text, flashing lights, or physical
reactions.

o Example: National Theatre of the Deaf (USA) produces plays where ASL is the primary language,

using surtitles for hearing audiences.

Figure 6: National Theatre of the Deaf

3. Deaf-centred storytelling
o Avoid scripts that portray deafness as a barrier; instead, highlight deaf culture and communication
styles.
o Example: used shadow signing, where hearing actors voiced lines while deaf actors signed.
Case study: "The Solid Life of Sugar Water" (Graeae Theatre, 2015)
« A play that integrates sign language seamlessly into the script rather than treating it as a separate

translation.

2. Creating scripts that accommodate physical and neurodiverse disabilities
A. Writing for performers with physical disabilities

Techniques for accessible scriptwriting;:
1. Flexible blocking and adaptive movements
o Avoid rigid stage directions (e.g., “She sprints across the stage”). Instead, write open-ended cues.
o Figure 7: Cost of Living
Example: "Cost of Living" (2016) by Martyna Majok features two disabled characters without limiting

them to stereotypical narratives of struggle.
2. Writing without assumptions of mobility
o Instead of specifying actions like "stands up in anger," use emotionally-driven actions that allow

flexibility.

Figure 7: Cost of Living
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¢ Case study: "All in a Row" (2019)
+ A controversial UK play that used a puppet to portray an autistic character instead of casting an
autistic actor, sparking debates on authentic representation.
3. The role of language and alternative communication forms
A. Sign Language and visual communication
Techniques for accessible scriptwriting:
« Write scripts with sign language as the primary mode of communication, rather than as a
secondary tool.
« Example: "Children of a Lesser God" (1979) features ASL as a central part of the narrative.
@ Case study: Deaf West Theatre
 Their bilingual productions (ASL + English) ensure equal access for deaf and hearing audiences.
B. Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) devices
Techniques for accessible scriptwriting;
« Some performers use speech-generating devices or text-based communication (e.g., iPads,
communication boards).

» Example: Blue Apple Theatre in the UK incorporates actors who use AAC devices into their

performances.
¢ Case study: "Catching the Light" (Oily Cart, UK)
« A multi-sensory play designed for non-verbal performers and audiences, integrating AAC into the
storytelling,.
Final thoughts: Making accessibility standard practice
1. Write roles that disabled actors can inhabit authentically.
1. Ensure accessibility is built into the script, not an afterthought.
2. Consult with artist with disabilities and organisations during the writing process.
3  Co-Creation with artist with disabilities
Co-creating theatre with artist with disabilities is essential for authentic representation, inclusivity
and dismantling stereotypes in the performing arts. This process ensures that stories about disability
are told with accuracy and respect, empowering disabled voices in theatre. Below, we explore:
1. Collaborative playwriting processes with people with disabilities
2. Ethical considerations when writing about lived experiences
Each section includes real-world examples, case studies and best practices.
1. Collaborative playwriting processes with people with disabilities
A. Why collaborative playwriting matters
« Ensures that disabled perspectives are authentically represented rather than filtered through a
non-disabled lens.
« Moves beyond tokenism by giving artist with disabilities control over how their stories are told.

« Encourages accessibility in theatre-making, both in content and production processes.
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B. Methods of co-creation
1. Devised theatre with artist with disabilities
« Devised theatre is a process where a script is developed collaboratively through improvisation,
workshops and discussions rather than being pre-written by a single playwright.
» This method allows artist with disabilities to shape their own narratives based on their lived
experiences.

¢ Example: "Graeae Theatre Company" (UK)

+ Graeae, a pioneering disabled-led theatre company, uses devised theatre to create performances
that integrate British Sign Language (BSL), captions and audio description.

» "Reasons to be cheerful" (2010): a musical created with disabled actors, based on their experiences

in punk culture, ensuring authentic storytelling.
2. Script development through storytelling workshops
« Some playwrights engage artist with disabilities through storytelling workshops, where
participants share personal experiences that are later shaped into scripts.
« The writer’s role is to facilitate, compile, and refine narratives while ensuring the integrity of
disabled voices.
¢ Example: "The National Theatre of the Deaf" (USA)
 Uses storytelling workshops to create plays performed in both American Sign Language (ASL) and
spoken English, ensuring accessibility for deaf and hearing audiences.
« Their play "My Third Eye" was developed through deaf performers’ shared experiences,

incorporating authentic language and culture.

Figure 9: The National Theatre of the Deaf

3. Writing "With" rather than "For" artist with disabilities
Some projects involve co-writing with artist with disabilities, ensuring that disabled perspectives
remain central to the script.
This approach prevents misrepresentation and ensures that disabled characters are complex,
nuanced, and multidimensional.
¢ Example: "Cost of Living" (2016) by Martyna Majok
« The play explores the lives of disabled and non-disabled characters without relying on clichés.
« Majok worked closely with disabled actors during the development process, ensuring that the
script accurately portrayed disability experiences.
» The play was cast authentically, hiring disabled actors rather than having non-disabled actors play
disabled roles.
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4. Incorporating accessibility in the writing process
» Playwriting workshops should be designed to accommodate diverse access needs.
e Methods include:
o providing scripts in braille or large print for visually impaired artists.
o using BSL interpreters or live captioning for deaf participants.
o offering flexible rehearsal spaces that are wheelchair-accessible.
¢ Example: "Birds of Paradise Theatre Company" (Scotland),

Figure 10: Birds of Paradise Theatre Company

 This disability-led theatre company ensures that accessibility is embedded in all stages of script
development.
» Their play "Wendy Hoose" (2014) humorously explores disability and sexuality, developed through

workshops with artist with disabilities to ensure authentic perspectives.

2. Ethical considerations when writing about lived experiences

A. The importance of ethical representation

When writing about disability, ethics must be prioritized to avoid exploitation, misrepresentation, or
reinforcing harmful stereotypes. Playwrights, directors, and producers must consider:

1. Who has creative control?

o Are artists with disabilities part of the decision-making process, or are they only consulted?

2. Is the narrative reinforcing stereotypes?

o Does the play rely on tropes like the "tragic disabled person" or "inspirational overcoming"?

3. Is the representation nuanced and intersectional?

o Are different types of disabilities (physical, sensory, neurodiverse, etc.) represented authentically?

B. Best practices for ethical playwriting about disability
1. Prioritize disabled voices and leadership
« Ensure that disabled people are not just subjects but creators of their own stories.
« If a non-disabled playwright is involved, they should act as a facilitator rather than an authority.
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Example: "The Solid Life of Sugar Water" (2015) by Jack Thorne

» Developed in collaboration with Graeae
Theatre Company, this play explored
disability and relationships with direct
input from disabled actors and
creatives.

o The production ensured authentic
casting and integrated BSL and audio
description within the storytelling.

2. Avoid trauma porn and victimization
Disability stories should not solely focus on
suffering or use disability as a plot device
for emotional impact.

Instead, they should explore the full range
Figure 11: The Solid Life of Sugar Water of human experiences, including humour,
love, ambition and everyday life.

Example: "Peeling” (2002) by Kaite O’Reilly
» Written by a disabled playwright and performed by disabled actors, this play critiques ableist
narratives in theatre.

[t challenges audiences to rethink how disabled people are traditionally portrayed—not as victims,
but as agents of their own stories.

3. Authentic casting: hire disabled actors for disabled roles
« "Cripping up" (when non-disabled actors play disabled characters) is widely criticized as unethical
and inauthentic.
« Hiring disabled actors ensures genuine representation and employment opportunities.
Example: "Children of a Lesser God" (1979, revived in 2018)
« The original play was groundbreaking for featuring a deaf protagonist played by a deaf actress
(Phyllis Frelich).
« However, a 2018 Broadway revival faced backlash for casting a non-deaf director, raising concerns
about hearing people controlling deaf narratives.
Lesson: authentic representation requires not just casting disabled actors, but also ensuring that
artist with disabilities have leadership roles behind the scenes.

4. Ensuring long-term impact and industry change
 Ethical representation should not be a one-time effort—it must lead to systemic industry changes.
« Theatre companies should implement disability inclusion policies and actively collaborate with
artist with disabilities in all aspects of production.
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¢ Example: The Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC) inclusion initiatives
« RSC has hired disabled actors and directors, integrating accessibility features into all productions.
« Their 2022 production of "Richard III" cast Arthur Hughes, a disabled actor, in the lead role—

challenging past ableist portrayals of the character.

Conclusion
Co-creating theatre with artist with disabilities is not just about inclusion—it is about ensuring
authentic, ethical, and impactful storytelling,.
Key takeaways:
» Collaborative playwriting methods: Devised theatre, storytelling workshops and co-writing ensure
that disabled voices remain central.
« Ethical considerations: prioritize lived experiences, avoid harmful tropes and ensure artist with
disabilities have creative control.
« Authentic representation: hiring disabled actors, playwrights and directors creates a more
equitable theatre industry.
By making theatre a truly inclusive space, we enrich storytelling and challenge society’s perceptions of
disability.
Activities:
+/ Dramatic rewriting: participants analyze an existing play and rewrite sections to improve disability
representation.
 Storytelling throughs elements: crafting short scripts using non-verbal storytelling (visuals,
sounds, movement).
/ Accessibility in dialogue: writing scripts that incorporate spoken, signed and tactile elements for
inclusive performances.
 Script feedback from lived experience: engaging artist with disabilities and audiences in script
evaluation.
Practical resources for disability-inclusive theatre
Ensuring authentic disability representation in theatre requires case studies, script templates and
ethical guidelines to serve as practical resources for playwrights, directors, and theatre companies.
Below, we provide:
1. Case studies of inclusive plays (real-world examples of successful disability-inclusive productions).
2. Script templates for accessibility (How to structure scripts for inclusivity).

3. Guidebooks on representation ethics (best practices for authentic disability narratives).

1. Case Studies of inclusive plays

The following plays have been recognized for authentic disability representation, accessibility and
casting disabled actors in lead roles:

A. "Cost of Living" (2016) - By Martyna Majok

Why it matters:
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A Pulitzer Prize-winning play that features two disabled characters played by disabled actors.

« Explores caretaker-disabled person dynamics without falling into pity or inspiration tropes.

+ Performed on Broadway (2023) with an all-accessible set and accommodations for disabled actors.
Best practice:

+ The production hired disabled actors for disabled roles, ensuring authenticity.

« Script portrays disabled characters as flawed, funny and multidimensional, rather than one-

dimensional figures.

« Realistic portrayal of disability and care work, based on real experiences.
¢ Example in action:

« Actor Katy Sullivan (a double amputee) starred in the Broadway production, marking a milestone

for disabled representation at the highest level of theatre.

N e presents B. "The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time" (2012) - By

GOST
LIVING

Simon Stephens
Why it matters:

» Features a neurodivergent protagonist, Christopher Boone, who

is likely on the autism spectrum.

» Uses lighting, sound and stage movement to depict how
gyitaryniabMajok Christopher processes the world.
APRIL 15-30 » The National Theatre (UK) consulted neurodivergent people to
ALL PERFORMANCES HELD AT avoid harmful stereotypes.
FONSECA THEATRE

808 W, Michigan St indianagelis

Best practice:

Included sensory-friendly performances for neurodivergent audiences.

Encouraged casting neurodivergent actors and providing training for non-autistic actors playing
Christopher.

Used accessible theatre techniques (audio descriptions, relaxed performances).

¢ Example in action:

National Theatre partnered with autism organisations to ensure authenticity in movement and speech
patterns.

C. "Tribes" (2010) - By Nina Raine

Why it matters:
« Centres on Billy, a deaf protagonist, and explores communication barriers in a hearing family.
« The original production cast deaf actor Russell Harvard, setting a precedent for casting deaf actors
in deaf roles.
« Highlights ableism within families and the importance of sign language.
Best practice:
o Incorporated both spoken dialogue and American Sign Language (ASL) in the script.
« Many productions implemented open captioning and live ASL interpreters.
« Script challenges hearing audience members to experience communication struggles firsthand.
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¢ Example in action:

Deaf West Theatre (Los Angeles) adapted the play with a fully
deaf cast and integrated visual storytelling techniques.

2. Script templates for accessibility

To ensure disability-inclusive scriptwriting, here are some key
elements to include in a script:

A. Accessible formatting guidelines

Figure 12: Tribes by Nina Raine

Stage directions: Use clear descriptions that
accommodate all abilities (e.g., instead of "He runs
away," write "He moves quickly offstage" to allow
flexibility).

Character descriptions: Avoid defining characters
only by their disability (e.g., instead of "Megan, a girl in a
wheelchair," say "Megan, a determined and witty young

woman who uses a wheelchair").
Integrated accessibility: Include audio descriptions,
ASL translations, captioning cues in the script.

Figure 13: Deaf West Theatre

¢ Example (accessible script format):
SCENE [: A dimly lit living room. MEGAN (20s, witty, uses a wheelchair) sits by the window. The

stage has wide, clear pathways.

[Projected text: "Tuesday, 8 PM" appears on a screen. Audio description: "The room is dark except for
the glow of a television."]

MEGAN

(rolling forward, determined)

I'm not staying silent anymore.

[ASL interpreter is visible at the side of the stage.]

Why it works:

Ensures clear stage movement without limiting actors.

Includes visual accessibility cues (captions, ASL, audio description).

B. How to write dialogue inclusively
« Avoid "inspiration porn" lines: Instead of "You're so brave for living with this," write, "You're
tough. Not because you have a disability—just because you are."
« Integrate assistive technology naturally: Instead of making a character's wheelchair or hearing
aid a "big deal," let it be part of the world.
« Use authentic slang and cultural elements from disabled communities.
¢ Example: In Tribes, Billy signs, and his family ignores him, reflecting real struggles deaf
individuals face. The script doesn’t over-explain sign language—it immerses the audience in Billy’s

world.
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3. Guidebooks on representation ethics

To ensure ethical disability representation, theatre practitioners can use the following guidebooks and
toolkits:

A. "The Accessible Theatre Guide" — National Theatre (UK)

Covers:

» How to design an accessible rehearsal process.

» Creating audio-described, captioned, and ASL-interpreted performances.

» Hiring disabled consultants to advise on representation.
@ Case study: National Theatre implemented these guidelines in The Curious Incident of the Dog in
the Night-Time, making performances accessible to autistic audiences.

= Where to access: Available for download on the National Theatre’s website.

B. "Respectful Representations of Disability" — Ruderman Family Foundation
Covers:

How to cast authentically (i.e., hiring disabled actors for disabled roles).

« Common pitfalls in storytelling (avoiding pity-based narratives).

» The importance of disability consultants in script development.
¢ Example: Used in the Broadway production of Cost of Living to ensure proper wheelchair access
for disabled actors.

& Where to access: Available through the Ruderman Family Foundation website.

C. "Disability inclusion in the arts" - Graeae Theatre Company
Covers:
« Step-by-step checklists for inclusive rehearsal spaces.
» How to adapt theatre techniques for disabled actors.
 Legal requirements for accessible performances (ADA compliance, UK Equality Act).
¢ Example: Graeae Theatre uses this guide in productions like "Reasons to be Cheerful", a rock
musical starring Deaf and disabled actors.

= Where to access: Available through Graeae Theatre’s official website.

Conclusion

Disability-inclusive theatre requires a combination of authentic storytelling, accessible script
formatting and ethical casting practices. These resources provide concrete tools for creating theatre
that is representative, respectful and accessible.

Key takeaways:

Case studies show best practices: Plays like Cost of Living and Tribes prove the power of hiring
disabled actors and integrating accessibility into performances.

Script templates ensure inclusion: Formatting and dialogue should be flexible, descriptive and
accessibility-conscious.

Guidebooks offer ethical frameworks: Resources from National Theatre, Graeae Theatre and the
Ruderman Foundation provide concrete steps for casting, directing and producing inclusive theatre.
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