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Before We Begin
Studio Players has not “fixed diversity.” As our committee 
member Kenneth LaBoy Vazquez eloquently observed, 
“Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion is aspirational but not truly 

achievable.”
 

Every theatre and every community are different. The 
single most important thing that any theatre can do is 

reach out to the communities that you want to include 
and ask questions. 

Let them be your guide.

We at Studio Players know that we still have work to do, but 
we are proud of the progress that we have made. 



Our Mission

Recognizing that Studio Players had avoided the work 
necessary to increase the diversity of all facets of our 
organization, The Diversity & Inclusion Committee has 

convened to identify practical and systemic roadblocks to 
diversity and to create strategies that will allow us to 

overcome these challenges through better practices.

We strive to better create an organization to which people 
from all walks of life feel not only welcomed but invited.



Our Objectives

►Conduct regular panel discussions with members of our own theatre 
community and leaders of more diverse arts institutions to learn how to better 
diversify our organization

►Work with representatives of diverse local arts organizations to identify issues in 
messaging and perception that inhibit our desire to diversify

► Identify ways to partner with these diverse arts organizations in order to build 
bridges between our organization and the communities that we wish 
to reach

►Create strategies—both simple and complex, immediate and long-term—to 
increase the diversity of our organization and create a space where all people 
feel invited
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Relationships



“It’s not easy, but start with your friends.  It makes the conversation 
much easier when the trust already exists. I asked my LGBTQ friend, 
‘How do you want to be represented?’ instead of just trying to fix it.  

Ask them, ‘What’s making you feel comfortable and confident.’  Give 
them the voice and ability to steer it.”

Alicia Whavers
Artistic Director, Unidentified Stages



Relationships

Between July, 2020, and April, 2023, The Diversity & Inclusion Committee held 
a series of 8 panel-style discussions on Zoom with representatives of arts 
organizations and communities with whom we wanted to build a 
relationship. Participants included:

► A Panel of BIPOC Actors & Directors with Experience at Studio Players

► Alicia Whavers, Artistic Director, Unidentified Stages, South Orange (SOPAC)

► Will & Ghana Hylton, Co-Founders, Adrika House Performance Salon, South End, Montclair

► Maxine Lyle, Artistic Director, Soul Steps Dance Company, Newark

► Nicole D’Angelo, Performer and Advocate for Neuro-Diverse Artists

► Greg Cornejo, Artistic Director, Magnet Theatre, Newark & New York

► Olivia Clavel-Davis, Pierce Vosper Lo, Kim Chatteree, Professional AAPI Theatre Artists

► Brian Butterfield, Legally Blind & Deaf Community Theatre Performer



Our Discussion Protocols

When speaking to our panelists, we followed specific protocols 
designed to help our committee members “listen to hear” instead of 
“listening to respond.” Specific formats and questions were agreed 
upon with panelists before the discussion. We made all efforts to ensure 
that panelists felt comfortable and heard. A few protocols that we 
found useful:

► All panelists were sent a list of questions prior to the discussion for approval
► All committee members appeared on camera as the panelists entered, 

and then turned off their cameras during the discussion (unless the panelists 
requested otherwise)

► Only co-chair Elizabeth Quiñones remained on camera as she led the discussion
► Committee members came back on camera at the end for a less-formal Q & A 

session
► During the Q & A session, the panelist reserved the right to skip any question that they 

didn’t feel comfortable answering



Our Conversation Starters

Panelists were asked a series of agreed-upon questions including:

► What does a truly diverse theatre company look like to you?
► How do you decide which companies you may or may not be 

interested in working with?
► What have your challenges been when working toward 

diversity in your own organization, and how did you navigate 
those challenges?

► What perceptions do you currently hold of Studio Players and how 
could our organization work to improve those perceptions?

► What can Studio Players do to help support your organization?



What We Learned

► Casting BIPOC and neuro-diverse actors is a good start, but 
including diversity on the board and at every level of programming 
is a stronger message of what a company stands for

► BIPOC artists rely heavily on websites for information about 
companies with which they are unfamiliar. They look for DEI 
messaging as well as representation on stage and among the plays 
& playwrights performed

► While color-blind or color-conscious casting is respected, BIPOC 
artists are also want to see plays & playwrights specifically selected 
to tell BIPOC stories

► Sharing of space and social media resources (e.g., allowing groups 
to rehearse in the space, giving shout-outs to other companies 
to help advertise their own programming) are significantly helpful 
to most companies, and these actions demonstrate a desire to 
build relationships



Programming



“Boards need to put out better advertising and 
emphasize that this will be alternatively cast.  Make it 

known, make it a priority.  I think that will diversify your casts 
immediately.  Then later in the season, do a show by 

Wilson. Now you can bring them back, but then you’re 
building community.  Then you are making them 

want to come back.”

Diversity & Inclusion Committee Panel Participant



Programming
What your theatre company produces on stage sends a strong message 
about the talent and the audiences that you wish to attract. Programing 
does not only include mainstage shows. Workshops, collaborations, even set 
builds, are all opportunities to promote diversity. Here is what we learned:

► BIPOC artists appreciate color-blind and color-conscious casting, but they also want to see 
programming that includes specifically BIPOC stories and characters

► Producing shows by BIPOC playwrights for BIPOC performers sends a message that your 
theatre is dedicated to building relationships and seeking out BIPOC artists

► Color-blind and color-conscious casting should be the norm, and any director who does not 
use this approach to casting should be ready to defend in good-faith that choice when 
proposing a show

► The only way to prove an openness to color-blind and color-conscious casting is to actively 
work to make sure that these practices are evident on your stage regularly. (Announcing “all 
are welcome” is hollow if every cast is still entirely white) 

► Selecting larger shows with a variety of role sizes creates more opportunity for actors of all 
abilities to participate in your season.



How We Have Responded

Upon reflecting on these points, our Season Planning Committee 
implemented several changes to ensure that our programming was 
aligned with our Diversity & Inclusion goals. These changes included:

► Redesigning our director application to include questions about racial flexibility in 
casting for each proposed production (including a question in which a potential 
director must defend a decision not to cast flexibly)

► Reading plays by writers of color and updating our list of possible titles to consider for 
future productions

► Working proactively to include BIPOC playwrights in our season whenever possible

► Appointing a Head of Diversity to our Board of Managers and giving that person 
a permanent seat on our Season Planning Committee



Caveats
There are obviously exceptions to these guidelines that must be 
acknowledged:

► Plays in which casting some or all characters as a specific race is 
important to the central theme of the work should not betray the 
playwright’s vision

► If a theatre is struggling to attract BIPOC artists, it may take some 
time to build the relationships that will allow for BIPOC-centered 
stories to be feasible. This may result in focusing on color-blind or 
color-conscious casting practices as the theatre accumulates a 
more diverse talent base. However, this challenge must be viewed 
as an obstacle to overcome, not an excuse to avoid these shows 
moving forward.



Outreach



“When I look at a website– which I often do– if I see 
diversity, I feel more comfortable.”

Maxine Lyle
Artistic Director, Soul Steps



Outreach

Our website is an important tool to showcase our dedication to 
Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion, but it is not the only tool. Every poster, flyer, 
and social media post generated by our organization– even the lobby 
of our performance space– is an opportunity to invite others into our 
theatre company. A few strategies we are using are:

► Utilizing the website to highlight not just our accomplishments but our growth
► Being cognizant of both what is put on our posters and where we hang them 

in our community
► Making every effort to represent our organization in our communities by participating 

in events hosted by other organizations with whom we wish to partner
► Inviting and featuring diverse organizations on our stage to get communities into our 

space that may not regularly attend
► Prominently display our commitment to diversity & inclusion in our space to better 

welcome everyone who walks through our doors



Our Website

When people want to know if they may be interested in our 
organization, our website is where they will start their research. As we 
spoke to our panelists, we inquired as to what they are looking to see, 
and we worked to make our site more accessible for these purposes. 
BIPOC people most commonly reported looking for:

► Representation of diversity in the images posted
► A dedication to Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion highlighted on the 

website. (Studio now posts annual or semi-annual updates outlining 
our progress in these areas to demonstrate that our work is ongoing)

► The productions that have been and will be produced by 
our organization.

► Evidence of diversity throughout the organization– from the board to 
the volunteer base– and not simply on the stage



Our Posters
Our initial efforts began to show quick 
results: raising participation of BIPOC and 
neuro-diverse artists to almost 30% in our first 
post-pandemic season. To further our 
progress, we began putting headshots of 
the actors on each poster to better 
highlight the diversity of our casts.

A panelist also pointed out that she lives in 
a predominantly BIPOC neighborhood in 
our town and had never seen advertising 
for any of our shows (an obvious oversight 
on our part). We started increasing the print 
orders for our posters in order to better 
reach this community



Our Social Media
Social media is an easy way to spread 
our vision and put promises into action 
for our organization. Once that we 
began our work to diversify and 
become inclusive, we started using our 
social media outlets to showcase our 
work, make public statements in 
support of diverse communities, and 
advertise the work of our partner 
organizations.

While we maintain a focus on 
promoting our productions, we can 
also highlight our DEI successes and 
spread the word that all are welcome 
at our organization.



Our Physical Space
In the lobby of Studio Playhouse, we have 
permanently hung a large poster that 
highlights our dedication to Diversity, Equity, 
& Inclusion. The poster features a QR code 
that takes interested guests directly to our 
DEI page on our website, and that page 
prominently displays a link to contact the 
committee directly. Because our 
committee is comprised of diverse 
individuals, we also include the names and 
photos of our members to exemplify our 
dedication to the inclusion of all voices.

This simple signage is displayed to help 
people unfamiliar with our organization feel 
more welcome in our space and invited 
into the conversation.



A Note on Authenticity

While we want to spread the word, it is also important that an 
organization not oversell their successes. If a BIPOC artist sees diversity 
in every picture on the website and then attends two all-white shows at 
a theatre, it is clear that the theatre is misrepresenting what it has to 
offer. A few strategies that we use to maintain authenticity:

► Owning our mistakes. We all have blind spots, and we have all made mistakes in 
these areas in the past. Admit them and express a sincere desire to improve. 
Honesty builds trust. This is no place for showmanship.

► Honest representation of our theatre. We post annual or semi-annual updates 
giving real numbers expressing where we currently stand in our efforts, and we 
strive to ensure that anyone looking at our messaging will enter our space with 
a clear understanding of what to expect.



Accessibility 



“One issue is that when you tell a director that you have autism, they 
begin to speak down to you, which isn’t what we need. Presume 

confidence. Assume that your actors can do all of it (unless they ask for 
accommodation). Just be really clear and remember that it’s not the 

autistic person’s job to teach you about autism.”

Nicole D’Angelo
Performer and Advocate for Neuro-Diverse Artists



Including Neuro-Diverse Performers

Nicole D’Angelo is a neuro-diverse actor and musician who has worked on 
identifying ways to make theatre more accessible to her community both as 
performers and as audience members. While neuro-diversity is a spectrum 
that affects people in different ways, a few general pointers that she has 
found can make a difference are:

► Assume that neuro-diverse actors can do anything that their 
non-neuro-diverse counterparts can do, though they may need more time to 
accomplish it

► Enter the rehearsal process with clear deadlines and expectations for each 
rehearsal

► Understand that neuro-diversity sometimes comes with communication 
challenges. Listen for what is meant, not what is said

► Include time for breaks and one-on-one conversations if an actor needs more 
support. They are capable of doing the work, but they may process 
it differently than others



Accommodating  Neuro-Diverse 
Audience Members

Neuro-diverse audience members are often impacted by sensory 
issues– visual, auditory, and olfactory– that can impact their enjoyment 
of a show. While full accommodation for some of these issues can be 
costly, there are some very affordable (or even free) ways to help your 
audiences evaluate if a show is right for them and enjoy the show 
once that they have arrived. Two things that Studio Players have 
done are:

► Purchasing Sound-Cancelling Headphones that can be checked out by 
audience members (these are readily available online at very reasonable prices)

► Developing Sensory Guides for each show



Sensory Guides
Based on a model created by Nicole D’Angelo, Studio Players now develops 
a sensory guide for each production. A link to this guide is available on the 
ticketing page to enable audience members to decide if the show will be 
comfortable for them. QR codes are also posted throughout the lobby that 
help audience members find the guide on their phone before a show and 
follow along in real time. A Sensory Guide does the following:

► Provides general information about the theatre and show including run times, brief 
plot descriptions, and a seating chart

► Offers a general list of what stimuli will be present
► Provides a specific cue-by-cue listing of all visual, auditory, and olfactory stimuli in the 

production with a cue line for each so that sensitive audience members can prepare 
for the stimuli.

It is important to note that while this may feel like “giving away the show,” this 
tool actually allows many to better assess the appropriateness of a show to 
accommodate their sensory concerns, and since it is available by request, 
most audience members will not seek out this guide



A Sample Sensory Guide
This was our sensory guide for Mr. Burns, A Post-Electric Play by Anne 
Washburn.



Working with Blind & Deaf Artists
After our initial series of 7 conversations, we were excited (two years later) to have an opportunity to 
speak with Blind & Deaf performer Brian Butterfield to better understand how we could 
accommodate these communities.

The terms “blind” and “deaf” do not imply that all vision or hearing is lost. Many Blind and/or Deaf 
artists are able to hear or see– just at a significantly-reduced level. There are ways to accommodate 
them in order to invite participation.

► While it can be costly, hiring sign language interpreters allows for much clearer communication with Deaf 
artists. If you are unable to afford this (or can only afford it for part of the rehearsal period), it is imperative that 
one be conscious of things including:

► Facing the artist when speaking so that they can read your lips at all times.

► Placing the artist in positions on stage where they can clearly see what is being taught. (Putting a Deaf 
dancer in the back row denies them the opportunity to see the choreography, for example.)

► Use glow tape liberally backstage. While a sighted person’s eyes may adjust to the darkness backstage, 
people with partial blindness cannot see well in the dark making things like staircases difficult to navigate. 
Glow tape marking every step or table corner makes backstage much safer for these artists.

Remember that it is not the artist’s job to provide their own accommodations. If an artist requests an 
accommodation, it is the duty of the organization to do all that they can to provide it.



Our Accommodation Form
Requesting accommodations can also be 
difficult depending on how comfortable an 
artist is about advocating for themselves.

With this in mind, DEI Chair Elizabeth Quiñones 
created this form to be handed out to 
everyone involved in each production. 
Participants are then invited to return to form to 
the specific show producer who notifies the DEI 
Committee.

The DEI Committee then works to help the 
production fulfill the requested 
accommodation.

This simple form signifies that we as an 
organization support accommodating our 
artists and removes the onus of “finding the right 
moment to ask” from the participant.



Lessons Learned (So Far)

► Talk to underrepresented communities. The most important step to 
achieving our Diversity & Inclusion goals is to include the 
communities that we want to reach in the conversation

► Relationships are more important than messaging. Strong 
relationships will provide opportunity for the messaging to take root 
within the community itself

► Authenticity is key. While we all want to celebrate or successes, we 
must first admit our failings if we want to grow

► Diversity is a process, not a destination. To see true, meaningful 
growth an organization must commit to doing meaningful work 
for seasons to come



Progress Made (So Far)

► In 2021 Elizabeth Quiñones was appointed “Head of Diversity” on 
our Board of Managers and holds a permanent position on our 
Season Planning Committee in that role

► A second BIPOC artist was added to our Board of Managers, 
increasing representation in leadership roles

► Since returning post-pandemic, the number of BIPOC and 
neuro-divergent artists who attend our auditions has increased 
significantly

► In the 2021-2022 season, representation of BIPOC and 
neuro-divergent artists on our stage jumped measurably to 
approximately 30%

► In 2023, Studio Players presented Sweat by Lynn Nottage, our first 
production to require 50% participation of BIPOC artists and had 
ample turnout of fill the roles



Our Committee
This work would not have been possible without the help of our excellent, honest panelists
and the dedication, honesty, and vision of our Diversity & Inclusion Committee.



In Memoriam:
Elizabeth Sanchez Quiñones

This presentation (and, indeed, the work 
that created it) would not have been 
possible without the visionary leadership 
of Elizabeth Sanchez Quiñones 
(1987-2025). Her strong belief in 
representation and DEI, coupled with 
her giving spirit and wry wit, opened 
doors and built bridges that we could 
never have secured without her tireless 
efforts.

She will be deeply missed.

Her work is continued by DEI Chair Idris 
Talbott and our entire Board of 
Managers.



For More Information

Want to know more or get involved in our efforts? Please reach out the 
Studio Players Diversity & Inclusion Committee here:

https://studioplayhouse.org/contact-us/


