TIOW - S4E2 – Taking The Spotlight
Description: In this episode, we hear two stories about stepping into the limelight. Brooke shares about getting over her fears to perform Shakespeare, and Nick tells us about how being an extra in a movie encouraged him to pursue his own movie projects. Becca and Ally talk inclusive performing arts and the need for more disabled creatives behind the scenes. 
Brooke
I like performing because I can pretend to be somebody else for a while and that helps clear my head of everything.
Ally
Welcome to the Telling It Our Way podcast. I’m Ally. 
Becca
And I’m Becca. 
Ally
In this podcast, we bring you stories by disabled people about disabled people. Stories from the daily lives of self-advocates with intellectual and developmental disabilities.
Becca
These are real people with complicated lives. They don’t want your pity, and they do not exist to inspire you.
Ally
This is not inspiration porn.
Becca
Hey, Ally.
Ally
Hey, Becca.
Becca
We have had a pretty busy month here at Telling It Our Way.
Ally
We really have. One of the most exciting things is that the show has been recognized for a second time by the Press Club of Toledo, this time as the 2026 Touchstone Award winner in the Art and Culture podcast category.
Becca
Yeah, yeah, that’s right. We are so thrilled that our storytellers are getting recognized again. And we’re so, so grateful. And we hope we can encourage even more self-advocates to really get out there and tell their stories their way.
Ally
And I think in that vein, it is pretty apropos that our storytellers in this episode are both taking the spotlight, both in quite literally taking the stage.
Becca
Yeah, that’s right. And we, of course, want to recognize WTGE, our producer Chris Peiffer, and everybody, including all of you who are listening, who have supported the podcast over the years, and of course, the Press Club of Toledo. But you don’t want to hear all of that right now. You want to hear from our storytellers. That’s why you come here. And so, this first storyteller is Brooke, who is going to share about her experience in a recent stage performance of Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream.
2:02 – Brooke’s Story Starts
Brooke
I like performing because I can pretend to be somebody else for a while, and that helps clear my head of everything. My story is about the time I auditioned for a Shakespeare play at the University of Toledo. It was last year. I had heard that the theater department was going to do a jukebox musical version of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, which I was interested in because I’m a “Shakespeare nerd.”
I asked my mom about it, and we talked it over. I kind of had to convince myself to do it, because I’m a chicken. I’d seen Shakespeare plays before, and sometimes it was with famous people, and I would think I want to do that. I don’t know if I’m good enough to do it, but I want to do it anyway. And I’m kind of glad I did.
The day of the audition came, and I was beyond nervous. I didn’t know what I was doing. By the time I got to the theater, I was like, Oh, my God, what am I doing? I said hi to Matt, he was the main director, Becca and Kelly, the costume person. I did my audition, and I thought, next time, I’d probably do something easier monologue-wise than Edgar Allen Poe.
After that, Matt asked me what part do you want to play? I said, I don’t really care what role you put me in as long as I don’t have any lines. I could play a fairy for all I care. Little did I know I would end up doing that.
I think it was a day or two later, I got an email with the cast list. I was just scrolling through to see whose names were on it, and I got to my name. Peaseblossom. That was the character I was playing. She was one of the background fairies.
I was so excited that I even got into the play in the first place. I like theater because I like the fact that I can get to be someone else, even if it’s just for a little bit. I like pretending to be a different person. And I also like picking out the costumes.
After several months of exhausting rehearsals, we got to opening night. I was scared. Scared out of my mind, but still kind of excited. Even though I’ve been doing theater for I don’t even know how many years at this point, I still get nervous. The what-if scenarios in my head like what if I screw up or what if I trip?
But once I fully get into character, it just goes away. I can’t fully explain it. I can just put it in the back of my mind. I had a lot of people around me, and it was like if I messed up, I wasn’t the only person who may or may not have messed up at some point.
Or if I got nervous, I would have somebody to talk to or rant to, which I have a very high tendency to do. Sometimes I would get overwhelmed anxiety-wise and have people to talk to, like Becca or Matt or literally anyone who would listen to me.
After I got through it, I thought, that’s not as bad as I thought. Several performances later, we got to the last performance, and I thought I don’t want to quit. I don’t want this to end. I was very emotional. It’s something I never thought I would get to do.
Acting in a college, for one, and getting to be in a very interesting Shakespeare play, as chaotic as it was. If I could do it all over again, I would.
5:45 – Brooke’s Story Ends
Ally
It is so awesome to hear Brooke share about how nervous she is, even after years of acting, but that the nerves don’t outweigh the joy of being on stage.
Becca
Yeah, you know what? This is actually, it’s a project I was a part of. You might have heard my name in the story. And one of the things that Brooke and I talked about even then and now when she was telling the story is that that nervousness, that’s sometimes a sign that you really care, right?
But like I said, this production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, it’s something that I was able to be a part of. And so, it was really great hearing about it from Brooke’s perspective. She mentions that one of the collaborators that we worked with, Matt Foss, who adapted this production and also directed it.
And I bring that up because Matt will actually appear in our second story today as well. But one of the things that was so cool about this particular production… is that we brought together theater students, we brought together alumni from the community, and a whole bunch of community members with IDD for this one performance.
One thing that we really wanted to do was make sure that everybody had the support that they wanted and needed to feel confident and secure. And that looked like a whole lot of different things for a lot of different people, from running workshops on how to do an audition, to running access check-ins with the entire cast, to having extra rehearsal, to building in onstage natural supports for, you know, how we cast different roles or how we stage different scenes.
And, you know, I can’t say that we knew exactly what we were doing from day one. We were kind of building the boat as we were sailing it. But like all good theater, we all learned together as an ensemble. We came together as a community and that’s really what made it work.
Ally
What I want to highlight here is the beauty of Brooke being in a Shakespeare play and calling herself a “Shakespeare nerd.” I want to talk about this because having taught a lot of literature courses at the college level, it’s common for people to be intimated by Shakespeare to read a scene and not really know what’s going on because of the language takes some getting used to.
And perhaps because of this, we might assume that someone with an intellectual disability wouldn’t be interested in Shakespeare because culturally we have such a low expectation for people with IDD.
Becca
Or if they were interested in Shakespeare, couldn’t possibly do Shakespeare, right? I think that’s the kind of other way that those assumptions get kind of manifested. And this actually comes up in, I don’t know if you’ve seen this, Ally, in 2024, the World Down Syndrome Day commercial that was produced by CoorDown, they actually bring up this idea of low expectations and Shakespeare.
So, in it, the actor Madison Tevlin acts out all these examples of flipping, expectations that people have. And in one of them, she says, “if you don’t think I can learn Shakespeare, then I won’t learn Shakespeare, right?”
And so, the idea that if you have the belief that I can do something, then I get the opportunity to do it. And that’s the kind of real problem with low social expectations is that they take away opportunities often in the guise of protecting people. Anyway, it’s a great commercial, check it out.
Ally
I do remember that commercial. And I did a little bit of background research for this episode. And I found a few things. So, one of the things I found was an article by a performer and teacher at the Folger Shakespeare library talking about a performance of Hamlet he produced with his students with IDD in 2016.
I found a 2025 local news story in Nashville about a company of folks with IDD doing Midsummer Night’s Dream. And I found a 2016 article about a group with Down Syndrome taking the stage at Shakespeare’s own Globe theater. So, all of these examples will be linked in our show notes.
Becca
And I know from my own experience in theater that this is happening. I was actually involved with two productions of Midsummer Night’s Dream in 2025 the artists with disabilities. The one here that Brooke talked about and one in Arizona as well.
The thing, though, that I want to raise here is that a lot of these examples are not necessarily from groups that have performers with and without disabilities. Often they’re from organizations that the theaters are only for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities.
And, these kinds of spaces, I think, are really great for a lot of different reasons. But they’re not the only kind of spaces that exist. And they’re not the only kinds of opportunities people should have. And often the theater that gets produced by… only with intellectual and developmental disabilities doesn’t get seen as being quote unquote “real theater.”
It often gets interpreted as being therapeutic or some other kind of social organization or the point is not the artistic representation. And, because of that, the theater isn’t taken as seriously.
Ally
Yeah. And I think the other thing with the stories that I shared a minute ago is that these stories end up functioning as a form of inspiration form and by that I mean like these stories are at the end of a broadcast or in a really specific sort of quote unquote “good news” channel right like it feels like they’re covering the story or telling us to go see the show because the actors are disabled and that it will be cute right in some way as opposed to because it’s entertaining and a unique production of Shakespeare.
Becca
Yeah. And we’ve talked about this a little bit before on the podcast about how so many people with intellectual and developmental disabilities are siloed into particular kinds of roles or productions and often not seen as creators or artists in themselves.
Ally
Yeah. And if you haven’t listened to it, check out our episode. It’s called “Professional Artists.” And we get into a lot more of the research on that.
Becca
Yeah, get into the backlog, people. But for now, don’t do it right now. Right now, we want you to continue to listen to this episode. And so, we’re really excited for this next story. We’re excited to welcome back, Nick, who’s going to talk to us about being an actor and an inspiring playwright.
11:58 – Nick V.’s Story Begins
Nick V.
Hello, everybody. My name is Nick and my story is about being an extra in the movie and being an actor in general. It was fun being an extra mass movie called Method. Matt Foss who has directed at the University of Toledo, and he’s made many plays and another film called Lone Wolves.
Now he’s made Method, which is a horror film of college students killing the teacher. Being an extra is fun. An extra is a background character who doesn’t say anything unless the director asks him to. Just look at the zombies and the dawn of the dead. They were extras who were paid only one dollar. I wasn’t paid anything.
On the day I woke up, I got dressed and me and my mom drove over to the Bowling Green middle school to attend. We got them, put our steps down, me and my mom were extras in the audience. It was a flashback scene at a Broadway play. I think it was one of William Shakespeare’s bloodiest plays. I forgot the name of it.
We had to stand up and clap and do it over and over and over again. We did get a lunch break though. I was pooped by the end of it, but at least I got off the phone. My favorite part of the day was going home and wrestling because, man, I was tired after that. It went on for seven or eight hours. It was a lot of waiting around.
Being an actor is fun, but it gets good timing after a few minutes. I’m standing on my legs; afraid I was a day in. In other times, I think, I need a chair to sit down. My knees are killing me.
I would like to be an actor and write my own plays at the University of Toledo. I want to make a Godzilla horror. Analog horror. Analog horror is like video horror. I want to put many versions of the song Daisy Bell in it to make it creepy. My character is a Japanese doctor who studies Godzilla.
I want to share the show by being an actor for those who are just becoming actors themselves. Maybe look at actors like Harrison Ford or Jane Fonda, or even Farrah Fawcett, or any other actor or actress you can think of.
13:47 Nick V’s Story Ends
Ally
I’ve always wondered what it would be like to be an extra, so I’m thrilled that Nick shared about his experience here.
Becca
Yeah, absolutely. And I think one of the things that being an extra does is expose people to the rhythms of a play or a film or a TV show, they can get to see some of the inner workings of how to produce things like this. And in Nick’s case, I think this just inspired him to continue his plans to write and produce his own films.
Ally
I, for one, am really interested in seeing his version of Godzilla.
Becca
Yeah, absolutely. Right. And I feel like Godzilla feels like such a good example of one of those kinds of stories that’s been told a bunch of different times. And every time it’s told it changes because it’s presented from a new perspective. And so having Nick’s perspective added to that catalog seems perfect. And it’s the kind of representation that we need.
So just quoting from a 2023 open letter from a group called the Inevitable Foundation, disabled writers represent less than 1% of the Writer’s Guild of America. And there are so few disabled directors in the Director’s Guild of America that they don’t even track the data.”
And this same group argues that it’s not enough to just have disability representation or to just hire a disability consultant to make sure that your play or your film is appropriate, right? People with disabilities need to be in positions of power.
Ally
Yes, we need writers writing and actors acting. We need changing representations and structures and institutions that produce these representations. I couldn’t agree more with the Inevitable Foundation.
Becca
Yeah, so let’s see it. Well, that brings us to the end of the episode. So before we end, we want to thank our contributors, Brooke and Nick, and our associate producer, Ellison Weber.
Ally
And special thanks to WGTE and our award-winning producer, Chris Peiffer.
Becca
To access transcripts for this show and any other show notes, please visit wgte.org/our way.
Ally
I’m Ally Day.
Becca
And I’m Becca Monteleone. And you’ve been listening to Telling It Our Way.
