
Diversity and Inclusion Statement- Sarah Mauney

As I sit here, preparing to write this statement, I feel how my breath catches in my chest, in my
ribs...I am physically and mentally uncomfortable. I am white, female, married to a man, fluid in
my outward expression of gender, able-bodied, cognitively normative, Jewish...I have been both
oppressed and the oppressor. I sense how much I want to “get this statement right”, and in the
next breath, feel how erroneous that want is. Striving for diversity and inclusion in my teaching,
in my research, in the way I live my life will be a life-long process of fumbling forward with good
intent, getting things wrong, eating humble pie, listening, and reassessing. So I breathe in again,
and let this knowing settle in…

Writing this statement in the Spring of 2021, I am highly aware of the ways in which many
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion goals and practices are failing to achieve their stated outcomes.
For many institutions, academies, and individuals, the language of DE&I is a box to check, a
smiling, welcoming mask to wear which then gets stripped off when the quotas for People of
Color, Females, Members of the LGBTQIA+ community are met in employment or enrollment. I
state this first to bring awareness to the complexity of changing inherently white, cis-gender,
heteronormative, able-bodied, male-privileging systems. I do not have the answers for how to
effectively change these systems in their entirety, but I can state how I am using my teaching
and research to inquire into Dance practices and find more effective strategies for making sure
all my students and colleagues are seen, heard and valued.

The first practice I have questioned is that of declaring my teaching and working places as “safe
spaces” without considering how the very techniques I teach might be harmful to an individual’s
identity and sense of self. To declare a place as safe based upon my perception is failing at
DE&I from the outset. So I have taken a new approach in my teaching, by stating that any
dance class or movement practice is a high-risk undertaking; I mean this physically, emotionally,
and mentally, both as a group and personally. I ask my students to offer their insight into what I
might mean by this, from both group and individual perspectives. From there, as a group, we
create a list of needs for making this classroom one in which we are all willing to take risks.
Then, we create a list of agreements based upon each class’s unique stated needs, which all
class members sign. I have found that allowing the students to frame their learning and moving
together as a high-risk practice on their terms changes the quality of awareness of one another
in the space. The level of care and consideration is then heightened in the classroom,
comparisons between students are lessened and an inclusive environment that allows for this
high-risk activity is fostered.

The next areas I have reassessed are my teaching methodologies. I see dance and somatics as
potentially liberatory practices, but that realization came to me late in my dance career. Like
many before me, dance was taught to me from an Outside-In paradigm, meaning I was told:
“make your body look this way” in order to be “correct” and the complacency that methodology
bred in me is something I am still un-learning. Therefore, I now teach from an Inside-Out
perspective, meaning that I ask my students to notice HOW something feels in their unique
bodies; by turning the focus from WHAT they look like to HOW a movement feels, I empower



each student to become the master of their own body and experience. For oppressed and
underrepresented populations, this practice of returning mastery to the individual holds
enormous liberatory power. Once they develop the ability to notice their own experience and
value their own wellness above any perceived sense of aesthetic “correctness” within a dance
technique, my students are then encouraged to question what previous teachers may have
meant by certain instructions. For example, when students are told in ballet class to “pull up” in
their abdomen, what does that feel like? Does other movement feel possible or safe when we
are “pulled up”? What other language might we use to achieve the stability in the core that is the
desired outcome without restricting other movements? Does that language have to be different
from person to person? Teaching in this way provides many lessons which are vital to
successful DE& I practices-it teaches students that words matter, and have an impact; it
teaches that the person listed as the instructor may not have all the answers and that the
students themselves have agency to shape the technique to their unique bodies and not the
other way around; lastly, it teaches the student to question what they have been taught.
Teaching dance with critical thinking at the heart of my pedagogy has caused students to make
connections between de-centralizing whiteness or thinness in ballet and defunding police
systems or calling out voter suppression. Dance can be a tool for community building and
diversification, but the intention to transform it, especially Western forms of dance, from bastions
of exclusion to those of inclusion must take precedent over aesthetics.

As an MFA student, my research centered on creating dance works that explored the diverse
experiences of American Mothers. By focusing on this smaller and specific section of American
females, I was able to learn what intersectionality means, what it looks like, and how I can be an
ally in the fight for true intersectional inclusion and liberation. Mothers, as a population, have
been oppressed and repressed by medical, religious, and socio-cultural norms in the country.
Once you add issues of race, economic status, disability, heteronormativity, and gender identity
to the mix, the levels of oppression grow exponentially. It was of vital importance to me that my
thesis project provides a platform for all mothers-which I define as anyone who takes on the
care of someone smaller and younger than themselves-to share their experiences of mothering
without fear of judgment. The creation of Theourchive.com has seen women of different races,
ages, abilities, and economies come into conversation with each other through movement. This
work is important as it creates greater intersectionality in the conversation of mothering,
particularly around who is seen as a good mother. This work broadens the definition of “good
mothering” to include populations who may not previously have considered themselves to be
good mothers, let alone be seen as such by anyone else. This research has also led me to
develop workshops that allow mothers to tap into their diverse, embodied ways of knowing
which operate on a sponsorship model. Those who can afford to pay the registration fee are
actually paying for their own registration and for a mother who may be interested in this kind of
inclusive, embodied work but for whom the cost may be prohibitive.

These are the most tangible ways in which I am employing the goals of Diversity, Equity &
Inclusion in my own teaching and professional practices. The work is just beginning, and I look
forward to continuing to learn alongside others who are equally committed to questioning the
status quo and moving forward with humility for all we have to ul-learn.


