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Alone in the Ring 
April 23th Draft with Time Stamps 

 

Characters 

Tam, a physical therapist  

Alex, a social worker 

Samira, a student 

Francis, a health care administrator  

Throughout, the actors also play various incarnations of Stigma, clients and colleagues.  

Setting 

An empty playing space that represents the characters’ internal world.  

THE WARM UP – In Service [Starts at 0:19] 

(Tam, Samira, Alex and Frances are sitting in the first row of the auditorium. All are 

dressed in a similar manner. Tam stands and addresses the audience. Tam signs “turn off 

your cell phones” to the audience and waits expectantly. She does so again and waits. 

She pulls out her own phone to demonstrate.) 

Tam: Ah, now is a good time to turn off your phones. 

Tam signs “thank you”.  

Tam: What you are about to witness is a work-in-progress. It starts here, but it ends… 

Well, that depends on each one of us. Most of us up here aren’t actors – we’re 

researchers, students, practitioners. But more importantly, for the next twenty minutes, 

we are storytellers. 

A little context about the stories we’re going to tell. As researchers, we conducted a study 

across five professional programs— medicine, nursing, occupational therapy, physical 

therapy, and social work. Broadly speaking, the purpose of our study was to better 

understand the experiences of folks with disabilities who are studying or working in those 

disciplines. The study was conducted in three sites across two provinces. We invited 

people who identify as having a disability or chronic health condition. For our purposes, 

used the World Health Organization's definition of Disability as any physical or mental 

impairment or dysfunction including physical disability, mental illness, developmental 

disabilities, sensory disabilities, and learning disabilities. Throughout, our intention was 

to cover a wide range of experiences and identities in addition to the lived experience of 

disability. 
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Today, we offer you real stories through the very un-real medium of characters, dialogue 

and theatre. A lot of what you’re about to hear has been pieced together from participants 

who took part in our study. In the research world we call these “composites”. Today, we 

invite you to think of them as “fragments” - tiny distillates, moments of people’s lives, 

people who were very brave in sharing their experiences with us. We are here in humble 

service, to amplify their voices. To share their challenges and their triumphs as best as we 

can. 

So – without further ado… 

(Tam takes a whistle and blows it. There is a physical shift – Samira, Alex and Frances 

quickly stand. The three of them make a semi-circle around Tam – a “Ring”. Tam gives a 

wave, which cues the “Ring” theme music. She takes a different stance as “Announcer”.) 

Tam (as Announcer): HELLO EVERYONE! To the thousands in attendance, and the 

millions watching around the world, young and old, rich and poor, abled and disabled – 

LET’S GET READY TO RAMBOOOOOOO! You are about to watch the fight of the 

century – NO, THE MILLENNIUM! 

(The group begins to shadow box, run on the spot, train, while the Ring theme music 

plays. Frances breaks away and the group continues their movement.) 

Frances: It’s hard, some days. I worry. I worry about worrying – and I worry about it a 

lot. (The movements and music stop. The group forms a Ring around Frances and listen 

to him.) I’m in a profession that’s all about helping people, but sometimes I can’t even 

help myself. Ever since I had an anxiety attack at work I feel like everyone is looking at 

me differently. And if I start breathing faster or sweating a little bit and I don’t know 

what’s going to happen – I don’t want anyone to see – so I hide in a bathroom stall. Or in 

a supply closet – yesterday I actually found myself in the supply closet trying not to 

breathe too fast. And even on my good days, my colleagues say: 

Alex: (shaking a bottle of pills) Frances! You’re looking anxious, are you okay? 

Frances: I’m fine.  

Samira: (shaking a bottle of pills) We need to talk about your stress management!  

Frances: I’m fine, I’ll ask for help if I need it.  

Tam: (shaking a bottle of pills) You didn’t forget to take your (trying whisper, but still 

really loud) – ANXIETY MEDICATION – did you? 

Frances: No!   

All: (shaking a bottles of pills) Frances!  
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Frances: Okay, back to the closet! (pill bottles stop shaking) My counselor told me that 

having a disability in the health care profession is like stepping into a boxing ring. I’ve 

got to train, be strong. Patient, light-footed, sure of myself. Above all, I’ve got to fight. 

Now, I can do all that, but, in the end…  

I’m alone in the ring. (A Beat.)  

Even though I’m a nurse… 

Samira: Even though I’m a licensed physician. 

Tam: A physical therapist. 

Alex: A social worker.  

Samira: A student. 

Alex: An instructor. 

Tam: A practicum supervisor.  

Frances: I’m still alone in the ring. 

Samira, Tam, Alex: I’m alone in the ring. 

Frances: And that’s scary. 

Tam: It’s lonely. 

Alex: Sad. 

Samira: Disappointing. 

Frances: When you feel like you’re the only one. 

 (A shift - ) 

 

ROUND ONE – You Don’t Belong Here [Starts at 5:21] 

(Tam steps into the centre of the Ring. The other three play “shadows” – other 

characters who interact with the person who is in the centre of the Ring. They can do 

gestures to animate the environment the person in the centre describes, or be still.) 

Tam: As you can read on the slide… 

Frances: (raising his hand, rude) What is that? Font size 7? How could we possibly read 

that?  
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Tam: Now you are getting a taste of my experience! Or did you want a slide with words 

you could actually read? 

Samira: Um, yeah? 

Tam: Well, so do your blind colleagues.  

Do you want to hear a day in the life? Here’s my story: I arrive at the faculty meeting. I 

can hear clinking spoons and cups, smell coffee and I kind of make out something in the 

middle of the table, but no one makes that small gesture of belonging to say “Hey Tam, 

there's coffee by the door and cookies in the middle of the table if you want some.” Do 

you know what that says? 

Alex: You don't belong here. 

Tam: Each time I go to a job interview, I have to make a choice: do I disclose again? 

Samira: You don't belong here.  

Tam: I’m registering for a physical therapy conference but there is no place on the 

registration page to say what my access needs are. I don’t really have time to dig around 

for an email, and don’t want to be that person who’s asking for something again.  

Frances: You don't belong here. 

Tam: Clearly, this place isn’t built for me. It just isn’t. If it was I wouldn’t have to keep 

fighting to say: “I DO BELONG HERE”. 

 (A shift- 

 

ROUND TWO – How Can I Help YOU? [Starts at 6:49] 

(Alex steps to the centre of the Ring, Tam steps back and becomes a shadow.) 

Alex: On my first day of work I spend hours in front of the mirror. Clothes, shoes, make 

up. I even got a new cane. Everything has to be perfect. I’m ready to go into this hospital 

and practice what I’ve learned as a social worker. People are welcoming, and then, bang 

– I’m paged to Emergency – yay, I love the action! 

I approach the front desk but I still don’t have my employee card. I stand there waiting to 

meet the nurse. They are busy typing on the computer, helping patients, filling charts. I 

am wondering who paged me? I don’t know anyone yet. The nurses don’t see me. It’s 

like I’m transparent. Hello? Hello? Can you see me?  

(The three shadows walk by Alex quickly, swarming her.) 
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Frances: Are you all right? 

Samira: Do you need any help? 

Frances: How can I help you? 

Alex: Um, I- 

Tam: Did you register at the reception as a patient? 

Alex: I don’t need to register, I’m- 

Tam: Every patient needs to register. 

Alex: (to the audience) It’s my cane… 

Frances: How can I help you? 

Samira: How can I help you? 

Tam: Where’s that new social worker!? We’ve been waiting for ages! 

Alex: (whispering) It’s me, they’re talking about me… 

Shadows: (all saying variations of:) Where is she? Where’s the social worker? She’s late 

for her placement, on her first day, wow! 

(Alex slams the floor with her cane – the Shadows stop.) 

Alex: It’s me! I’m the social worker! It’s me. How can I help YOU? 

(A shift – ) 

 

 

ROUND THREE – My Beautiful Tweet [Starts at 8:20] 

(Samira steps to the centre of the Ring, Alex steps back and becomes a shadow.) 

Samira: Tomorrow’s my first day of class, and I can’t sleep –  

(Intro music interrupts Samira. Frances puts on a blazer, and steps forward to play 

“Systemic Ableism”, an energetic TV Host.)  

Frances: (as Systemic Ableism) Welcome to the Late Late Show that keeps you up ALL 

NIGHT LONG!  

Samira: Excuse me, who are you? 
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Frances: (as Systemic Ableism) Why, Samira, I’m insulted! I’m your HOST, Systemic 

Ableism. Take a seat!  

Samira: I’d rather stand. You’re - “Systemic Ableism”? 

Frances: (as Systemic Ableism) Don’t act like we haven’t met before! I’m all those 

policies and barriers and procedures that exclude yoooooooooooou, and I’m the 

resistance to changing any of them toooooooooooooo! Ha-ha! How are you!? 

Samira: I, well- 

Frances: (as Systemic Ableism) I’m doing great, too! The whole world was made for me, 

in fact! Ha-ha! Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! Woo-hoo! TONIGHT WE’RE HAVING A PARTY! Oh, 

wait, I forgot, you don’t like parties. Because of your DISABILITY!  

Samira: I never said that! I do like parties, it’s just, sometimes, they can be a bit 

overwhelming, and- 

Frances: (as Systemic Ableism) Now folks, we’ve got a great show for you tonight! Our 

next guest needs no introduction – it’s Your Future Professional Identity! 

(Tam enters as “Professional Identity”, a distinguished Lady-About-Town, they also 

wear a blazer.) 

Samira: My Future Professional Identity?  

Tam: (as Professional Identity) Just call me Ethel, darling. I’m all the “shoulds” and 

“shouldn’ts” in your head when it comes to your career!  

Frances: (as Systemic Ableism) Now, Samira, it’s the part of our program where WE 

GET PERSONAL. You’re lying in bed, you can’t sleep, what’s going through your 

mind? 

Samira: A bird tweet.  

Frances: (as Systemic Ableism) A bird tweet? Oh boy! 

Samira: Would you just listen to me for a second? 

Frances:(as Systemic Ableism) All right, jeez! Sooo sensitive!  

Samira: Anyway, yes, the bird tweet. So I’m biking to school to check out where I need 

to go tomorrow so there are no surprises and I don’t get triggered. I was biking among 

these urban sounds and noise, lots of cars, buses, etcetera. Then, out of nowhere, I hear 

this beautiful bird tweet. Now it wasn't the regular tweet tweet – (Samira tweets) I’m 

telling you, it was different and special, as if it was trying to tell me something.  
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Frances: (as Systemic Ableism)  Really? I wonder what you think it would say? that you 

too have a unique and special tweet, oops, sorry, voice… (in sarcastic voice).  

Samira: Maybe… I don't know… but I was really wondering – how many people around 

me actually hear this beautiful tweet? I thought maybe someone else would like to hear 

about it. I wanted to tell somebody! Then, I thought, maybe now might be a good time to 

disclose? I could disclose about my disability, now, while I’m feeling so good- 

Tam: (as Professional Identity) Oh, Samira, darling. Let me stop you right there. As your 

Future Professional Identity, I’m on your side, I really am, but you can’t disclose. Not 

tomorrow morning in class. Not at your first job interview as an Occupational Therapist. 

Not ever. 

Samira: Why not?  

Frances: (as Systemic Ableism) Do you really want to take the time to navigate the 

system like that?  

Samira: What do you mean? 

Frances: (as Systemic Ableism) Don’t you know how much bureaucracy is involved in 

getting the proper accommodations? 

Tam: (as Professional Identity) Furthermore, nobody understands the symptoms of 

PTSD! They’ll just think you’re crazy! 

Samira: (to Tam) You don't get to use that word! (to audience) Are they right? Will they 

think I’m just… massed up? When I got into the OT program, I thought I was coming 

home – to a department where I could be myself. Here, people understand disability, the 

faculty will say “Welcome, you bring such a rich experience, you know the health system 

well, you learned empathy first hand”… But do you know what I heard instead? Any 

guesses? 

Tam: (as Professional Identity) “You might want to find a different profession.” 

Frances: (as Systemic Ableism) “Is it safe for the patients?” 

Tam: (as Professional Identity) “Professionals shouldn’t have disabilities…” 

Samira: I really thought they’d understand. But with all these different voices- 

Tam: (as Professional Identity) “You might want to find a different profession.” 

Frances: (as Systemic Ableism) “Is it safe for the patients?” 

Tam: (as Professional Identity) “Professionals shouldn’t have disabilities…” 

Samira: Who’s going to hear my beautiful tweet? 
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(A shift- 

 

ROUND FOUR – The Main Event [Starts at 12:39] 

(Frances and Tam shed their blazers. Tam blows her whistle, again assuming the role of 

the Announcer.) 

Tam (as Announcer): HELLO EVERYONE! To the thousands in attendance, and the 

millions watching around the world – THAT WAS JUST A WARM-UP! Are you ready 

for THE MAIN EVENT? (The other three don’t react. Tam clocks this.) I said… ARE 

YOU READY FOR THE MAIN EVENT!? 

(The other three are confused.) 

Samira: The Main Event? 

Alex: Did we rehearse that part? 

Frances: I don’t have any real boxing experience… 

Tam: Seriously guys? (exasperated, she whispers something in the ears of the other 

participants – which jogs their memory) 

Samira: Right! 

Alex: I like this part! 

Frances: Me too! (Frances runs away.) 

Tam: Now! It gives me great pleasure to introduce –100 time-world champion, from the 

dark reaches of our imaginations, give him a huge round of applause, THIS – IS – 

STIGMA! 

(Frances enters as Stigma, in a boxing robe, ridiculous boxing shorts, and boxing gloves. 

He high fives and fist bumps and makes “call me” gestures to the audience) 

Frances (as Stigma): Hey-ohhhhhh! S-T-I-G-M-AAAAAAA! Stigma! Here to remind 

you of all the awful things people think about you, AND the awful things you think about 

yourself! It’s a tough job, but someone’s got to do it. 

 Alex: You don’t look so tough!  

(Alex gets in the Ring.) 

Tam: (as Announcer): And in the left corner, armed with FEAR and SHAME, 10 time-

LOSER to the world championships, from Vancouver BC, it’s Alex the Social Worker! 

(making the sound starting bell) DING-DING-DING-DING-DING! ROUND ONE! 
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Frances (as Stigma): Alex? Friends call you Allie, right? 

Alex: How did you know my nick name? 

Frances (as Stigma): Oh, come on, I know all the names people have called you – 

especially the bad ones.  

Tam: (as Announcer): Stigma leads with a right hook! 

Frances (as Stigma): I’m the one who discouraged you from becoming a social worker. 

Tam: (as Announcer): OOOH and a surprise uppercut!  

Alex: Well I didn’t listen to you then, and I won’t now! 

Tam: (as Announcer): But Alex is still standing! 

Frances (as Stigma): You know that day nobody noticed you, in the ER? It’s because you 

don’t belong there. A social worker with a cane? Aren’t you supposed to take care of 

people, not have people take care of you? 

(Samira steps into the Ring with Alex.) 

Tam: (as Announcer): And Alex is going DOOOOOOOOWN, I don’t think she’ll get up 

from this one – BUT WHAT’S THIS –I CAN HARDLY BELIEVE WHAT I’M 

SEEING BUT YES! DR. SAMIRA IS JOINING ALEX IN THE RING!  

Samira: You think you’re so strong, but you’re actually just a jerk in an ugly bath robe! 

Frances (as Stigma): This is a professional boxer’s robe! I am a professional! 

Tam: (as Announcer): SAMIRA AND ALEX APPEAR TO BE TAG-TEAMING 

STIGMA! THIS IS UNPRECEDENTED, PEOPLE! 

 Frances (as Stigma): Well, I know why you didn’t disclose that day! 

Samira: What do you mean? 

Frances (as Stigma): Nobody wants to hear their colleague, student or TA has PTSD. 

They’ll all be afraid to make you “triggered” and fly off the handle. 

Tam (as Announcer): Two lefts and a right! Samira is looking wobbly! 

Alex: Don’t listen to him! He’s wrong.  

Samira: I don’t know, maybe he’s telling the truth… I got through my whole undergrad 

without ever talking to my professors about my disability, maybe I can just… keep 

going? 
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Alex: I get it. Because of the stigma we face, there’s this belief we need to keep our 

disability to ourselves, and put on a perfect face. But, in the end, for me, disclosing to my 

professors was worth it. Why shouldn’t I be on the same playing field as my abled 

colleagues? 

Samira: You know, that’s a good way of putting it- 

Tam (as Announcer): Samira is getting up, she’s on her feet! This team will not give in! 

Frances (as Stigma): Whoa! Whoa! Um, HELLO? I’m still here – you should be scared. 

Or have you two forgotten about me? 

Samira: How could we forget about you? 

Tam(as Announcer): Yeah! You’re like a pimple that never goes away. 

Frances (as Stigma): I thought you were just the announcer! 

Tam: Well for you, Stigma, I’m making an exception! 

Frances (as Stigma): Oh, really? Well, how are those accessible slides going? Look 

everyone! It’s another person who loves making extra work for people. 

Tam: Less talking, Stigma, more boxing! Bring it on! 

(Tam, Alex and Samira face Stigma together in the ring.) 

Frances (as Stigma): Oh yeah, well, remember what you felt like that day with the 

cookies and coffee. How you didn’t belong there? It’s true, you don’t belong anywhere! 

Samira: Hey Tam, I actually wanted to talk to you about what you said earlier. I’d love 

to hear about how I can make my power point presentations more accessible for 

everybody in the class. 

Tam: That sounds great, I’d be happy to talk about that. 

Frances (as Stigma): Okay, I’m feeling really ignored right now. 

Tam: Yeah. Because we’re ignoring you. 

Alex: You’re on the ropes! Three against one! You’ve lost, Stigma. 

Samira: Get outta here and take your dumb bath robe with you! 

Tam: (to audience) What do you think, folks? Did Stigma lose? If you think Stigma lost, 

give him a Boo! 

(Stigma is devastated by the audience reaction.)  

Frances (as Stigma): You haven’t seen the last of me!  
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(Stigma leaves.) 

Tam (as Announcer, to audience): Let’s hear it for our new world champions! 

Samira: (stopping the audience’s cheers) But wait a second, he’s right. We haven’t seen 

the last of him. 

Alex: He’s that persistent voice. Filling our heads with ideas that we are not going to be 

able to keep up.  

Samira: And no one will understand us.  

Tam: That we’ll always be isolated. 

 (Frances enters.) 

Frances: Wow, it is stressful playing the villain ... But you all did great. You’re all so 

brave! Hey, um … I’ve been thinking about the stories you’ve all shared today, and it 

reminds me of something that happened when I got my first practicum placement as a 

nurse. Can I tell you about it?  

Samira: Of course. 

Tam: Please!  

(Frances is centre, encircled by the Ring, for their story.) 

Frances: I couldn’t believe it when I saw where I’d be going … a children’s hospital. 

The same children’s hospital where I spent so much time as a kid, when I was being 

treated. Now I would be a nurse there.  

I immediately felt anxious. One of the other practicum students asked:  

Alex: Where’s the bathroom? 

Frances: Left of the cafeteria, past the vending machines, and it’s gonna be on your 

right-hand side.  

Alex: How did you know that? Aren’t you new?  

Frances: I didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to talk about how sick I’d been back then, 

and how much it contributes to the anxiety I have now. I just walked away, staring at the 

floor, the navy blue trim unchanged from how it looked all those years ago. The smell 

was the same, too. Cleaning products, medications in my nose brought me back to all the 

hours I spent waiting. 

When I was a kid here, I had this dinosaur colouring book. I’d enlist the staff to help me 

with my creations, usually a T-Rex in five different shades of red. To think that I’d now 
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be part of the healing team was powerful. It made me proud to realize … I’d become my 

own super-hero.  

I’ve never told anyone that before, even though it makes me feel so strong. 

Why did I wait so long?  

I don’t know, I just … didn’t know if people would get it.  

It makes me think that maybe –  

(“The Ring” breaks apart as the performers join together.) 

Tam: Maybe it doesn’t always have to be a fight. 

Samira: Maybe we’re not alone in the ring. 

Tam: As researchers, this work has given us more questions than answers. But what we 

do know for sure, is that this moment, right now, this moment matters. Because you – the 

people sitting here today – you are the people who have the power to make change. It’s 

small things, little ways to signal to your disabled colleagues: 

Samira, Frances, Tam, Alex: YOU DO BELONG HERE. 

Frances: It’s about challenging yourself. If you see something not working, start the 

process of creating new policies.  

Alex: And yes – system change can be slow – but don’t let that stop you. You can start 

by taking steps today – 

Samira: By making small gestures of belonging –  

Alex: By acknowledging the diverse contributions of all your colleagues –  

Tam: By celebrating disability as diversity, and learning from my unique perspective and 

experience. 

Samira: I know disclosure can be scary. Seek mentorship.   

Alex: Don’t assume what I need. Just ask.  

Tam: And consider providing your slides in accessible/alternative formats. 

Frances: Some of us might be sitting in the audience, some of us might be the referee, 

and some of us might be the boxers. 

Samira: But we all play a role in the Ring. 

Alex: Ask yourself – what’s your role? 
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All echo this question towards the audience: “What is your role?” Each cast member 

asks this question 3x. Tam finishes it off. 

The End 


