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ABSTRACT 

 

Since the mid-1970s, researchers in student development theory, research, and 

practice have examined the experiences of first-year university students with the aim of 

improving quality of educational life and student motivation to stay in school (Greenfield 

et al., 2013). First-year students are viewed as vulnerable to attrition as most leavers 

depart during or immediately following year one (van der Zanden et al., 2018). This is the 

first doctoral study to explore first-year experience with university Dance majors. 

The purpose of this study is to illuminate first-year experience in a postsecondary 

Dance setting through students’ first-person accounts. Research methodology was guided 

by the applied phenomenology of education scholar and philosopher Max van Manen 

(1990/2014) and involved my direct participation and observation in two Dance 

classrooms along with in-depth interviewing of six self-selected students over the entire 

academic year. Data gathered through these procedures were analyzed for collective and 

individual meanings. Students’ first-person perspectives are presented in four chapters 

representing four macro-categories of student experience found in the data: curriculum, 

faculty, peers, and individual practice. Findings are then discussed in relation to extant 

literature in student development in higher education, combining sociological, behavioral, 

and epistemological perspectives from the foundational theories of Vincent Tinto 

(1975/1993), Alexander Astin (1984/1999), and William G. Perry, Jr. (1968/1999). 

Students’ first-person experiential accounts extend concepts from these theories, as well 

as offering insights unique to dance education. 
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From their lived experiences in university Dance, first-year students shared the 

educational experiences that were significant and meaningful to their learning and 

growth. These include the affective, cognitive, somatic, and social meanings they made 

from their experiences of curriculum, faculty, peers, and self. Within a web of academic 

and social supports, personal self-reflection, and individual meaning-making, first-year 

students deepened their understandings of their dance practices and of themselves as 

dance artists and learners.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Origins of the Study: An Experiential Account 

While this dissertation represents the culmination of doctoral studies, my interest 

in the topic of first-year experience in university Dance started much earlier and extends 

beyond this project into other facets of my dance life. The study was motivated by my 

own experiences as a first-year Dance student and as a dance teacher in private studios 

preparing high school students to enter higher education programs. It intertwines my 

teaching philosophy and practices with scholarly interests in dance education, student 

development in higher education, and phenomenological inquiry in education. 

This study is rooted in my lived experience as a first-year student at Rutgers 

University in the early 2000s. Like many ‘first-years,’ I adjusted to a new living space, to 

being away from home, and to being responsible for my own academic and social 

schedule. I had extended family nearby I could rely on for support as well as a built-in 

social network with two close friends from home who lived in the same residence hall as 

I did. Through orientation and residence hall events, I met other Honors program 

students, a group of whom are close friends to this day. I felt prepared to handle the 

workload of my general education requirements, Honors courses, and requirements for 

my English major. The first two weeks following move-in had their ups-and-downs, but I 

had a fairly smooth transition into college, and, overall, I was happy with my college 

choice. 
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At the same time and in contrast, I felt out of place and lost in my Dance 

coursework. The exception was an introduction to dance studies course since the 

academic format of this lecture-based class was comfortable for me; I struggled in the 

practice-based Dance courses. My ballet-based private studio background had not 

prepared me for modern dance technique, improvisation, or choreography, and I felt 

disconnected from these classes until well into my second year of university Dance. I 

struggled with releasing muscular tension, moving outside of vertical alignment, and 

allowing my weight to sink into the floor. I subjected myself to constant self-criticism 

that I couldn’t do it “right.” I resisted the new physical/kinesthetic challenges of these 

classes--incorporating new material felt like a rejection of previous dance training.  

While I didn’t consider leaving college entirely, I nearly quit the Dance program. 

I considered transferring to a different university, but the connections with my friend 

group and enjoyment of the Honors program and English major classes kept me from 

fully exploring that option. Reflecting on this period of uncertainty about pursuing a 

Dance degree, at a temporal distance of nearly two decades and with all that I know now 

about first-year experience, I can recognize the factors that kept me engaged even when I 

felt disconnected from the Dance program. These included seeking support from a Dance 

faculty member, participating in an upper-level dance student’s senior concert piece, and 

joining a student-run dance company.  

As the daughter of a college academic advisor, I knew that I needed to meet with 

an advisor to discuss my struggles to adapt to the Dance program before making the 

decision to stay or to quit. I met with my modern dance professor; I described my 
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discomfort in modern and my uncertainty if the Dance program was the right fit for me, 

since I intended to be a writer or an English teacher. In a conversation I’ll never forget, I 

told him “I’m not going to be a dancer.” He replied, “You already are a dancer,” and 

encouraged me not to quit until I had given it the full year.  

At the same time, I had auditioned for and been cast in a senior Dance major’s 

student concert piece, which allowed me to bond with other Dance students who I had not 

yet met from classes. The senior choreographer also introduced me to an extracurricular 

student-run dance company, which gave me performance and choreography opportunities 

and connected me with other dancers who were not Dance majors. I did not recognize it 

at the time, but interacting with Dance faculty on a personal basis and connecting with 

fellow dancers inside and outside the Dance program formed a support system that 

helped me to persist as a first-year Dance student. 

The larger context for this background story of first-year experience is that I had 

been away at college roughly two weeks when the tragedy of September 11th happened. 

The sense of uncertainty about my college career and the question of whether to continue 

in Dance are inextricable from the trauma and upheaval of that time. While I believe that 

higher education is intended to shift the student’s thinking to broader social, political, 

economic, and human issues, having the start of that process coincide with a national 

emergency like September 11th escalated that. For me personally, it represents the tipping 

point from childhood into young adulthood—a transition in and of itself, in addition to 

the transition into college. And, when I most needed the security and consistency that I 
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normally would have sought in the dance studio, I felt the least secure about continuing in 

Dance. 

I eventually adjusted to the university Dance program and earned a bachelor’s 

degree in Dance. Moreover, once I got acclimated to modern dance, I became more open 

to movement qualities I had been resistant to before. Dance theory courses introduced me 

to scholars who combined my interests in dance and writing. Pursuing Dance in college 

allowed me to expand my knowledge and performance skills, introduced me to friends, 

mentors, and colleagues in the field, and guided me towards a career as a dance educator. 

Dance faculty encouraged me to continue with dance studies at the graduate level. I can 

attest to the personal and professional benefits of my university dance education while 

also recognizing that the transition into higher education Dance might have been less 

difficult if more attention had been paid to first-year experience. 

Engaging in this research has required me to work through layers of vulnerability 

and to constantly re-evaluate what this project means to me. The process allowed me to 

build a relationship with the first-year Dance majors I worked with; I empathized with 

them through their journeys, which included challenges and successes, insights and 

doubts, frustrations, surprises, and joys. Their openness and willingness to share their 

educational experiences are important to me, and one of my main goals is to present their 

voices in ways that respect the trust they showed me.  

Writing about my own experiences as a first-year Dance student, despite the lapse 

of time, is also a vulnerable act. It combines the vulnerability I felt at the time, when I 

was uncertain about whether to continue to study Dance while also trying to make sense 
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of the world post-September 11th, and the vulnerability I feel now, attempting to complete 

a doctorate while meeting the demands of work and family life with a spouse and two 

small children while the world continues to grapple with the COVID-19 pandemic. The 

constant questioning of whether I could persist through these sets of circumstances and, if 

so, for what purpose, are another parallel between the past and the present. This project is 

bookended by two large-scale events that drastically altered my perspective and 

priorities.  

Teaching Philosophy and Practices 

My interest in first-year experience in university Dance has affected my teaching 

philosophy and practices as well. As a private studio dance teacher preparing high school 

students to dance in higher education, I challenge my students to be open-minded to a 

variety of dance styles in the hopes that they will be more adaptable as dancers than I 

was. I incorporate multi-modal pedagogy into my classes so that students have a variety 

of entry-points for learning, including cues for musicality, tactile feedback, anatomical 

and kinesiological explanations, movement imagery, and kinesthetic or sensory 

experiences of movement. I encourage my students to experience other teachers’ and 

choreographers’ styles and to pursue dance opportunities outside the studio as well as 

within. I incorporate improvisation and choreography activities into my technique classes 

so that students can develop comfort with creating their own movements as well as 

learning movements from others.  

In terms of preparation for theoretical studies in Dance, I work to instill in 

students a respect for the history and traditions of the forms I teach without presenting 
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them as fixed or static. I share the ways in which I’m still learning and working to 

improve my dancing and my teaching. I want students to experience dance learning as an 

ongoing process of physical and creative growth. I recognize the value of my university 

Dance education, and for students who intend to pursue a similar path, I hope that 

exposure to a broad range of concepts in the dance classroom will set them up for a 

seamless transition into higher education. My goal is for students to enter higher 

education as active learners prepared for the challenges and new opportunities of 

postsecondary Dance. 

Statement of Purpose and Rationale 

The purpose of this doctoral research was to investigate first-year experience in a 

postsecondary Dance setting. Through a student-centered analysis my aim was to gain 

insight into what was significant and meaningful for students in their educational 

experiences. Prioritizing how students make sense of their educational experiences is 

both deeply interesting intersubjectively and contributes to a phenomenological basis for 

first-year pedagogy in postsecondary Dance education. The project differs from previous 

research in two ways. Firstly, it relies on dancers’ own experiential accounts, 

empowering their voices as core data of the study. Secondly, the study relates first-year 

Dance students’ educational experiences to prevalent theories of student development in 

higher education; this is a unique contribution to the field of inquiry.      

My intended audience is dance educators and administrators in higher education, 

specifically those who implement first-year programming, such as first-year coursework, 

academic advising, or mentoring. Awareness of what first-year students can face when 
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making the transition into Dance in higher education through primary sources—their 

first-hand accounts—could influence this audience in the planning and delivery of 

instruction and mentorship, as it has for me. The study might also interest scholars in the 

growing field of educational phenomenology in Dance. 

 

Researching First-Year Students’ Lived Experiences  

in a University Dance Program  

Methodologically, I view this doctoral study as an experiential educational 

inquiry based on interpretive phenomenological interviews and classroom observations 

focused on a cohort of first-year BFA Dance majors. The interview method was informed 

by pioneer Dutch-Canadian educational phenomenologist Max van Manen (1990/2014). I 

relied on students as experts on the phenomenon of interest and as collaborators in the 

research. My goal was to capture as much as possible of students’ lived experiences – 

what they were feeling, sensing, and thinking across their first year of university Dance, 

with a keen interest in what emerged as significant or meaningful experiences: students’ 

highlights and challenges, successes and failures, highs and lows, surprises and turning 

points. The study was approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) as 

an ethical design for human subjects research. 

Research Questions 

The central research question of this study is: From students’ perspectives, what is 

first-year experience in Dance in a selected higher education setting? Additional research 

questions include: 
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• What educational experiences are meaningful or significant to this population of 

Dance students? 

• Do the meanings students make of their first-year experience in Dance in higher 

education change throughout the year? If so, in what ways? 

• How do Dance students’ perspectives on first-year experience compare and 

contrast with prior educational theory and research in student development in 

higher education? 

Participants 

The size of the first-year cohort was 18. This cohort was diverse in racial and 

ethnic demographics and in dance backgrounds, including nine white students, four 

African American students, two Latinx students, one Asian student, and two students 

identifying as multi-racial or multi-ethnic. Diversity of dance styles included African 

diasporic dances, ballet, ballroom, contemporary, hip hop, improvisation, Indian folk 

dance, Israeli folk dance, jazz, liturgical/praise dance, lyrical, modern, musical theater, 

pointe, and tap. Some students had little formal dance training and considered themselves 

self-taught. Some had been part of private dance studios, dance competition teams, 

performing arts high school programs, and pre-professional dance company training 

programs. 

Once the study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Temple 

University, I was able to participate and observe with this first-year cohort group in two 

of their Dance program classes, First-Year Seminar in Dance and Modern Dance 

technique, over the course of the year. These courses offered me opportunities to observe 
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the first-year cohort engaged in a variety of learning experiences, including learning new 

movement combinations and choreography, improvising, participating in small and large 

group discussions, engaging with guest speakers, and responding to multimedia 

resources, such as music and video. I also interviewed a self-selected group of study 

participants early in their first semester, at the beginning of their second semester, and at 

the end of their second semester. 

Data for the dissertation were delimited to those gathered through in-depth 

interviews with six students in the cohort who self-selected to participate, five females 

and one male. The six interview participants were not racially diverse—all six were 

white, including the one male student, and represented several distinct backgrounds 

commonly found in the first-year college demographic of Dance majors: private studios 

(competitive and noncompetitive), pre-professional ballet schools, musical theater, and 

recreational dance. This diversity of backgrounds was useful to gaining a comprehensive 

perspective on first-year experience from a small number of Dance majors. 

The research design and procedures are detailed fully in Chapter 3.  

 

Background Literature in Dance Education 

This section offers an overview of literature that I consider relevant background to 

a study of first-year experience in postsecondary Dance. Extant literature comes primarily 

from educators and researchers who work with first-year Dance students and their 

insights have been invaluable to my understanding of the topic. The following discussion 

is organized according to three issues found in the selected literature: 1) bridging the gaps 

between students’ pre-college and postsecondary Dance education; 2) facilitating new 
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experiences of dance technique, choreography, and dance theory; and 3) developing 

curriculum to foster first-year students’ physical/kinesthetic, intellectual, and creative 

growth and to prepare them for the professional dance field. 

Bridging the Gaps: Supporting Students’ Transitions to First-Year Post Secondary 

Dance 

U.S. News and World Report, which creates yearly college and university 

rankings, lists 240 U.S. colleges and universities offering a Dance major (U.S. News and 

World Report, 2021). Similarly, The Princeton Review offers prospective college 

applicants searching for Dance programs a “sample curriculum” of courses common to 

Dance programs in higher education. This list includes: choreography; classical dance 

forms (for example, Indian, Spanish); dance criticism; dance history; dance technologies; 

ensemble and solo dance repertory; kinesiology; movement analysis; music for dance; 

musical theater; somatic practices; and technique courses in Ballet, Modern Dance, Jazz, 

and Tap (The Princeton Review, 2021). 

Literature in this category recognizes the unique set of challenges faced by 

incoming Dance majors, who may enter higher education with limited exposure to the 

various facets of university dance education described above. Firstly, students must adapt 

physically to working with new teachers and possibly unfamiliar dance styles. Rebecca 

Dietzel (2005) recommends that incoming students strive for a balance of strength, 

endurance, and flexibility in their physical preparations for college, as well as 

rehabilitation of any prior injuries. She also encourages incoming students to work with a 

variety of teachers and dance styles, stating, “Exposure to different teachers gives 
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students experience with different movement signatures and phrasing, which expands 

both their mind’s ability to grasp new material and their body’s ability to be adaptable 

and move in new ways” (p. 104).  

Given that “there is no homogeneous group of students” (Camper Moore & 

Henning, 2014, p. 73), dance educators can improve students’ transition experiences by 

addressing any disparities in training and experience in accepting and empathetic ways. 

Although incoming students have met requirements for admission into a program, their 

backgrounds can differ significantly in terms of familiarity with diverse dance 

techniques, exposure to teaching methods and styles, and opportunities to perform, 

choreograph, or teach. Additionally, they “might possess highly disparate dance values… 

acquired through participation in competitions, recitals, various dance forms, or standards 

that might seem to suggest discordant purposes for the study of dance” (p. 71). 

Differences in dance values and in purposes for pursuing Dance can create tensions 

between incoming students and increase competitiveness within the group. 

Students’ past dance experiences and the values developed therein can vary 

greatly from those of Dance faculty. If faculty view the program as the starting point of 

students’ training—as if they are starting from scratch— students might feel that the 

significance of their previous training, particularly in private studio dance education, is 

being minimized or even negated. As Doug Risner (2010) details, the separation between 

dance in higher education and in private dance studios can be wide: “In many instances, 

dance in academe has adopted a dismissive approach to private studio dance education 

altogether” (p. 99). University faculty might look down on private studio dance education 
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as consumer-driven, “influenced by commerce and the demands of the market,” or setting 

up a “high art” versus “entertainment” hierarchy with higher education at the top (p. 99).  

Moreover, students from private studio backgrounds might feel that their dance 

identities are threatened if the environments where those identities were formed are 

deemed irrelevant or inadequate by their new teachers. Camper Moore and Henning 

(2014) advise higher education faculty to “be mindful of not appearing to marginalize the 

training, abilities, interests, or voice of young dancers” (p. 72), explaining:  

This stance can signal to young dancers that previously held dance 

identities do not matter, a negative message that can erode students’ self-

confidence and threaten their acceptance into the new social world of the 

dance major. (Camper Moore & Henning, 2014, p. 71) 

  

Students struggling with this situation might be less able to engage with feedback 

from new teachers or to explore the learning opportunities that new approaches to 

movement could give. 

Prior dance education, despite potential gaps, instills a desire to continue dance 

studies, and it seems logical to suggest that students will adjust to changes more easily if 

their past experiences are viewed as the groundwork for new experiences. As Schupp and 

Clemente (2010) state, “while it is true that college programs want students to expand 

their ways of moving and thinking about moving, their prior experiences still have value 

and are probably a large part of how they identify themselves as dancers” (p. 27). 

Theorists recommend that postsecondary Dance programs create an atmosphere where 

students’ diverse dance histories are acknowledged through discussions of differences in 

backgrounds (Camper Moore & Henning, 2014; Schupp & Clemente, 2010).  
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Faculty can assist students’ transitions through empathy: “Regardless of how they 

came to teach in postsecondary education, it is important for students to know that their 

faculty can identify on some level with the changes they are encountering” (Schupp & 

Clemente, 2010, p. 25). Exploration of students’ dance backgrounds and recognition that 

all are going through the same transition process can also help to build bonds between 

students and encourage peer support rather than peer competition. 

In an educational environment where they are supported to move beyond the 

familiarity of their previous backgrounds without erasing them, students can experience 

what Camper Moore and Henning (2014) call a “benevolent identity crisis,” in which 

they “reconceptualize what previous experiences and assumptions have taught them 

about the study of dance” (p. 71). Students can be encouraged to consider how 

postsecondary dance education will expand their existing knowledge. Ideally, first-year 

coursework enables students to “share information, challenge assumptions, test their 

creative ideas, sense their bodies, and serve as advocates for one another” (p. 72).  

Teaching Strategies and Course Content 

Karen Schupp (2017) notes,  

Although dance curricula vary from institution to institution, most 

postsecondary dance programs in the United States aim to provide 

students with the competencies needed for dance careers in a variety of 

contemporary performance, educational, community, and scholarly 

contexts. (p. 104)  

 

As aforementioned, first-year Dance students enter higher education programs 

with a wide array of backgrounds, dance values, goals, and expectations. Incoming 

students might be well versed in the styles of dance presented in first-year technique 
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classes, or encounter new styles for the first time; their experience with improvisation, 

choreography, and dance theory can likewise vary greatly. Literature on teaching 

strategies and course content for first-year students offers approaches to facilitate 

students’ physical/kinesthetic, creative, and intellectual development in Dance technique, 

choreography, and theory. 

Dance Technique 

College and university Dance programs in the United States may require study in 

a variety of dance styles and techniques, some of which are potentially new and 

unfamiliar for incoming students. In addition, the approach to learning and executing 

movement material can differ greatly from their prior training. Regarding dancers from 

competition backgrounds beginning their study of postmodern contemporary dance, 

Schupp and Clemente (2010) state: 

[Students] struggle with understanding what is considered “good 

technique.” They find that the definition of technique expands from 

executing “steps” to comprehending how their bodies produce given dance 

movements. This is a difficult transition for students to make, as most of 

them are trying to gain this understanding in an unfamiliar dance form and 

with limited knowledge of the aesthetics, theories, and science behind 

postmodern contemporary dance movement (p. 26). 

 

Expanding the concept of technique from the mechanics of movement to the way 

movement is executed creates possibilities for there to be more than one way to perform 

movement, a potentially new experience for students who are more “familiar with 

entertainment-based dance styles in which what is ‘correct’ is clearly defined” (p. 26). 

Schupp and Clemente (2010) recommend that educators break movement material down 

into manageable segments and incorporate theoretical concepts, such as anatomical 
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structure and alignment, momentum, suspension, release, balance, and three-

dimensionality, from the outset. Further, movement material can be repeated for more 

than one class session to provide students with multiple opportunities to learn these 

concepts (p. 26).  

Nancy Lushington (2017) echoes many of these teaching strategies in her 

teaching of classical Modern dance forms with first-year Dance students. The style is 

more strictly codified than Schupp and Clemente’s, but the teaching method is 

comparable: 

Inherent in the way that my colleagues and I approach teaching the work 

is to encourage critical thinking, to train dancers to be responsible for how 

they use their bodies, to insist that they have a deep understanding of the 

genesis of any given movement, and finally, to have them actively explore 

multiple options for the impetus of a movement. (pp. 26-27) 

 

By investigating how the codified movements are created and initiated, dancers 

build “a body of physical data that they can call on to define, compare, and contrast with 

future movement experiences,” preparing a foundation for encountering the multitude of 

styles in contemporary dance (p. 28). 

In addition to examining theoretical frameworks for movement, incoming first-

year students might struggle with focusing on internal sensation and kinesthetic 

experience rather than what movement looks like from the outside. They might also be 

used to receiving critiques only from their teachers while “in postsecondary 

environments, students need to…assess their dancing from an internal perspective, which 

requires more self-responsibility and a different student-teacher relationship” (Schupp & 

Clemente, 2010, p. 26).  
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Course design can progress from students receiving individual feedback directly 

from the teacher, to peer exchange, to self-observation and self-reflection. Further, by 

emphasizing underlying concepts of movement and cultivating a sense of movement as 

experience as well as visual “product,” dance educators can facilitate first-year students’ 

understanding of movement to shift beyond binaries of right/wrong and internal/external 

in their technique training. 

Choreography  

As with dance techniques, incoming college students’ past experiences of creating 

choreography can be widely diverse, requiring teaching strategies that foster creative 

development in students who are less familiar or uncomfortable with choreographic 

processes. In an interview with Lodi McClellan (2017), veteran choreography teacher 

Wade Madsen describes the teacher’s role as a “facilitator” of students’ creative 

experiences. Teaching strategies for “nascent” choreographers include building 

movement assignments around concrete themes, incorporating public performances with 

specific space and time limits, observing and using movement ideas from everyday life as 

inspiration for choreography, and engaging with others in constructive feedback (pp. 62-

63). He emphasizes openness to possibilities that students present in their work, including 

“opportunities for art where they perceive only mistakes or failures” (p. 63).  

Madsen’s goals for beginner choreography courses include “to open channels to 

creativity, teach students that they are their own teacher, and help them figure out how to 

let their minds and bodies experiment” (p. 62). He acknowledges that students’ 

engagement in creative processes involves making themselves vulnerable, and that “too 
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much criticism or a harsh tone would shut down dialogue” (p. 61). He stresses “the 

importance of a teacher meeting students where they are versus forcing them to adopt 

preconceived ideas” (p. 63).  

Lushington (2017) also comments on learning and performing repertory works 

from established choreographers as beneficial to choreographic processes, as students 

examine how movement ideas can be shaped into a performance piece by physically 

engaging in the work. She cites her own experiences as an example: 

Having learned and performed Humphrey’s Passacaglia and Fugue in C 

Minor (1938) and The Shakers (1930) as an undergraduate, I gained a 

kinesthetic understanding and appreciation that became physical 

knowledge, as well as an appreciation of the choreography that informed 

my own work in later years (p. 26). 

 

Learning about choreography through repertory performance might be more 

accessible for students who are less experienced in creating their own work by providing 

an entry-point into examining choreographic processes. 

Dance Theory 

Depending on their prior backgrounds, incoming students might be more familiar 

with physical participation in dance technique and performance and less experienced in 

reading about, observing, analyzing, and writing about dance. Several dance educators 

have researched teaching approaches for dance theory classes that could be applied to 

first-year dance coursework. For instance, Katherine Kiefer Stark (2009) examined the 

ways that non-major students connect to dance, her assumptions as a teacher about those 

connections, and the changes in her teaching philosophy as a result of her research. She 

began by providing a conceptual framework for a dance work, assuming that this 
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information would give students an entry to the work, and that their understanding would 

lead them to appreciating some aspects of it. Students were able to connect the 

conceptual framework to the dance work, but this did not necessarily increase 

appreciation of it.  

Stark then shifted her learning objectives from ‘appreciating’ dance towards 

‘dance literacy,’ citing dance scholar Ann Dils’ differentiation between these concepts: 

Teaching toward appreciation would consist of assisting students in 

respecting dance and developing an ability to distinguish aesthetic 

attributes. Teaching toward dance literacy would consist of involving 

students in all aspects of dance and assisting them in developing an 

awareness of their own understanding. (p. 63) 

 

Stark (2009) found that students preferred doing the phrases from the dance to 

watching or discussing it, suggesting that the physical embodiment of the movement 

concepts provided the students’ “way in” to the work (p. 67). While students were able to 

replicate movement material, it was more difficult for them to use their movement 

memory to analyze the dance, highlighting a disconnection between physical-somatic and 

intellectual-aesthetic experiences in the classroom (pp. 63-64). She summarized her 

evolving definition of “connecting to dance” and resulting shift in teaching practices:  

Connecting to a dance work involves acknowledging our own 

perspectives, consciously learning through our bodies, contextualizing the 

work, and processing our experience through writing and discussions. I 

now take time to discuss the learning process with students, asking them 

to reflect on how they are learning and what connections they are finding 

between course work and other aspects of their lives (p. 68). 

 

Stark prioritizes students’ ownership of their learning processes through 

application of their prior knowledge and life experiences to their current course content.  
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Applying Stark’s (2009) research with non-dance majors, Elizabeth Kattner 

(2016) developed teaching strategies for dance history courses for dance majors. She 

describes that traditional content of dance history coursework “must include dates and 

events; use textual documentation, oral histories, and photographic sources; and be 

supplemented with films and live performances” (p. 3). However, she states that 

“traditional methods of instruction fall short as many of my students struggle to see a 

connection between what they are learning in my classroom and their study of dance 

technique and choreography” (p. 3). Further, dance majors’ higher level of technique and 

experience does not guarantee a greater degree of prior knowledge of historical context, 

as “it is not uncommon to encounter advanced and even professional dancers who are 

experts in technical execution, but do not know how their technique came to be, or the 

history behind the choreography they are learning” (p. 5).  

Kattner’s teaching strategy was to use principles of historical research and dance 

reconstruction to create connections between historical repertory, dance technique, and 

creative process. She set up the studio space with photographs, notes from audio 

recordings of interviews with dancers, and articles written by dance history scholars 

about the work. Students warmed up to music from the time period of the work and read 

quotes from dancers who performed the piece to identify the different phrases of the 

music and link them to movement descriptions. Students reconstructed sections of the 

choreography, adding details of spacing, formations, and transitions between sections 

(pp. 7-8).  



20 

 

Throughout this process, students were given details about historical events that 

occurred during the development of the dance and the choreographer’s aesthetic 

concepts. Finally, students presented the reconstruction and discussed the basis of their 

choreographic choices as they related to the historical documentation. Kattner (2016) 

concludes that “movement experimentation fits hand in hand with textual, photographic, 

and oral history research. Through this process, instructors can help students understand 

that dance history is all about dancing” (p. 11).  

Curriculum Design 

In addition to teaching strategies for working with first-year Dance students, 

dance education scholars have investigated more general trends in dance in higher 

education curricula. Along with their interest in tangible outcomes identified and assessed 

within course content, scholars have discussed the educational philosophy underpinning 

undergraduate dance education, purposes of dance education at the collegiate level, and 

preparation of students for professional practice in the field.  

Curriculum design can offer insights into the educational philosophy of 

postsecondary Dance education. For Sue Stinson (2001), curriculum design represents “a 

mixture of rationality and intuition, conscious and subconscious choices” (p. 26). While 

curriculum design is generally focused on the pragmatic, what students should know and 

be able to do as a result of instruction and which teaching practices will effectively bring 

about those results, Stinson (2001) encouraged a more inclusive standpoint: 

Our thinking about the topic may be expanded by the concept of the 

“hidden curriculum,” which refers to what students are learning besides 

what the teacher is explicitly teaching. Certainly a variety of lessons may 

be learned in a dance class, in addition to movement, processes, and 
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principles of dance. Students may learn lessons about authority, about 

relationships, about their bodies, about themselves (p. 27). 

 

This concept of curriculum is open to anything that students take away from the 

learning experience, whether intended in the design or not. Inspired by the work of 

educational philosopher Maxine Greene, Stinson (2001) viewed one of the goals of 

education as raising students’ consciousness through recognition of complexities, going 

“beyond yes/no and right/wrong to recognize that every choice has consequences, both 

positive and negative” (p. 28). Students’ reflections on the meanings they make from 

their dance experiences can reveal contradictions and inconsistencies between what 

dancers believe and what they practice, leading to a process of continual re-evaluation 

and renegotiation throughout their careers. This educational philosophy prioritizes 

students’ development of self-awareness, reflective practice, and interconnections of in-

class learning with the realities of their personal and professional lives. As Stinson stated, 

“the best any of us can do is to become wide awake — conscious of our values, 

recognizing what we are giving up as well as what we are gaining with every choice that 

we make in composing a curriculum or a life” (p. 30). 

Similarly, Bannon (2010) emphasized the importance of dance as a “significant 

multimodal discipline,” encompassing a complex web of cultural, social, and somatic 

meanings: “There is something of the ‘synaptic’ in dance where ideas cross, connecting 

learning, reflection and embodiment, forging self-contextualising knowledge that helps 

prioritise the continuation of learning and experimentation” (p. 50). Citing educational 

philosopher Elliott Eisner, Bannon (2010) stated the central impact of dance education is 

that, through dance, we are “learning to create ourselves” (p. 51). The learner is therefore 
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responsible for “finding ways to engage with ideas and concepts as fluid, relational states 

that we actively manipulate” to advance knowledge (p. 52).  

Within curricular design, Bannon (2010) acknowledged competing goals of 

vocational preparation and reflective inquiry, cautioning that the drawback to curricula 

based in demonstrating “capability” can be lesser emphasis on creative development (p. 

57). She challenged dance educators to “encourage activities that afford involvement with 

unpredictability, intuition and indeterminacy” (p. 52), proposing, 

There is more to this challenge than creating environments where 

commonly sought and practised “skills” are represented. It is more vital to 

become dynamically engaged with the art form and with your own identity 

within and beyond dance. (p. 52) 

 

Reflecting on the shifts in postsecondary Dance programs in the United States 

from the 1980s through 2010, Risner (2010) noted the increasing professionalization of 

the BFA degree, with its emphasis on dance technique, performance, and choreography. 

Noting that “the vast majority of undergraduate dance majors will not seriously pursue or 

attain professional dance careers in performance or choreography” (p. 97), Risner called 

for greater parity for dance education in postsecondary Dance curricula. From a practical 

standpoint, students benefit from studying dance pedagogy as “the majority of 

professionally trained dancers earn a considerable portion of their dance income…from 

wages generated from their own teaching or teaching-related positions” (p. 98). From an 

administrative standpoint, Risner acknowledged the difficulties of cultivating both 

performance-based and education-based curricula within the same department; however, 

he encouraged educators to embrace a “both/and” mentality to create collaborations 
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between sectors of the dance field, from higher education to professional practice in 

performance, choreography, pedagogy, and community engagement. 

Since Risner’s (2010) critique, dance educators have explored specific 

collaborations and partnerships with the goal of preparing university dancers for the 

professional world. For example, Kelsey and Uytterhoeven (2017) forged connections 

between student choreographers at Middlesex University (U.K.) and dance audiences 

through performances and social media. Through “scratch night” events, student 

choreographers presented works-in-progress and received immediate audience feedback 

on their work. The faculty member in charge of the event guided audiences to describe 

what they noticed about the dances, thereby creating detailed movement language for the 

choreographers to analyze post-performance. The student choreographers used the 

audience feedback to reassess and make changes to their choreography before presenting 

the dances for a course grade:  

The time between receiving feedback either at Scratch, via the whiteboard 

or Twitter, and the final assessed performance allowed the students to 

engage with the process of reflection and critically consider the comments 

received. Reflection is invaluable to students, especially within the 

creative arts because it aids deep learning by promoting thought and can 

therefore be part of a transformative process in student thinking. (p. 44) 

 

The researchers concluded that this process of receiving critical feedback, 

analyzing its merits, and making decisions about whether to apply it to their creative 

work helped develop students’ abilities to be reflective practitioners, adding value to their 

future as artists entering the profession. 

Sarah Roe (2017) explored similar collaborations between higher education and 

the wider dance field in the United Kingdom. Having created choreography partnerships 
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with recent graduates from two university Dance programs, she investigated issues that 

arose in those partnerships, which revealed gaps between the pedagogies of the dance 

programs and the realities the graduates encountered in professional practice (pp. 205-

206). Roe described, 

Turbulence arose from a conflict between my own search for 

unpredictability and the graduates’ search for predictability, security, and 

order, in their intersubjective relations and the choreographic material. 

The graduates demonstrated in studio practice an active resistance to 

disorder (p. 206). 

  

While Roe desired a collaborative relationship, the graduates desired a more 

traditional teacher-student hierarchy. The tensions experienced by the graduates Roe 

worked with revealed that they were not fully prepared to participate in the creative 

process with the level of independence she would have supposed. She questioned the 

ways that in-classroom higher education practice has lagged behind educational 

philosophy and theories that increasingly move curriculum design towards independent 

learning, research, and problem-solving, with teachers and students sharing responsibility 

for learning.  

Schupp (2017) summarized, “A dance curriculum focused on creativity, inquiry, 

and diverse dance practices is one way to encourage students’ development as unique 

movement artists while also cultivating skills needed for success in an increasingly 

unpredictable professional field” (p. 104).  

Structure of the Dissertation 

• Chapter 1, Introduction  
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In Chapter 1, I introduce the topic of first-year experience in Dance in higher 

education through the lens of my personal lived experience, my current teaching 

practices, and my scholarly interests in dance education and phenomenological 

inquiry. Background sources from the dance education field are included to 

provide context for this project. 

• Chapter 2, Theoretical Framework and Selected Background Literature  

Chapter 2 sets up a theoretical framework for my study based in background 

literature from student development theory in higher education. It begins with a 

brief historical overview of programs aimed at first-year student retention. I 

introduce foundational theories that have sparked research and practice in college 

student learning and development, both from institutional perspectives and from 

student-centered perspectives on the topic. 

• Chapter 3, Research Methodology and Practices 

Chapter 3 details research design and procedures, including epistemology and 

rationale. Engaging in experiential inquiry in a higher education setting, I describe 

the empirical methods of interviews and participation-observation used to collect 

data on students’ experiences of the phenomenon of first-year experience in 

university Dance. I describe the process of data analysis using the 

phenomenological method of the reduction, as described by educational 

phenomenologist Max van Manen. Applying the theoretical framework 

established in Chapter 2, I describe my organization of students’ experiential 

accounts into macro-categories of first-year Dance experience. 
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• Chapter 4-7, Findings 

o Chapter 4, Experiencing Curriculum  

Chapter 4 presents students’ perceptions of the overall structure and 

curriculum of the university BFA Dance program, of specific courses 

within the program, and of individual connections they made between 

courses. Themes from students’ descriptions of their transitions into higher 

education include desire for greater curricular flexibility, classroom and 

program structures that support their learning, and the connections they 

made between dance classes, non-dance classes, and professional practices 

in the dance field. 

o Chapter 5, Experiencing Faculty  

Chapter 5 focuses on thematic analysis of student-faculty interactions. 

This includes students’ descriptions of faculty’s teaching philosophies, 

language, and practices that supported their growth as individual dancers. 

Students’ experiential accounts reveal encouragement from faculty to take 

risks, to develop their own styles, and to view movement as research in 

their embodied holistic learning. 

o Chapter 6, Experiencing Peers  

Chapter 6 presents students’ experiences with their cohort peers, upper-

level Dance students, and non-dance peers. Students describe the range of 

connectivity within the first-year Dance cohort from peer support and a 

non-judgmental environment to social tension and alienation. This chapter 
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presents students’ description of relationships with upper-level peers as 

mentors in creative and performance processes. Also included are some 

students’ accounts of frustration with non-dance peers who fail to 

recognize the demands and workload of the Dance major. 

o Chapter 7, Individual Practice Narratives  

Chapter 7 highlights each interview participant as an individual, including 

their dance education backgrounds and significant experiences of the first 

year. From the phenomenological perspective discussed in Chapter 3, this 

chapter aims to capture students’ lived experiences of transition into 

higher education Dance through description of the joys, challenges, 

frustrations, surprises, and successes they related during in-depth 

interviews. These narratives of practice illuminate students’ growth as 

dancers and learners over their entire first year of university Dance. 

• Chapter 8-9, Discussion of Findings  

o Chapter 8, Connections to Student Development Theories 

This chapter begins a dialogue between research findings and student 

development theories. I discuss the findings of Chapter 4 through 7 in 

terms of the initial research questions, including the educational 

experiences students found to be personally meaningful or significant as 

well as the ebbs and flows of those experiences across time. This chapter 

returns to the theoretical framework based on extant theories and practices 

from student development in higher education, as presented in Chapter 2, 
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with insights drawn from the students’ experiential data into students’ 

social and academic integration and involvement in university life. 

o Chapter 9, Individualized, Holistic, and Consciously Embodied Learning 

in University Dance 

Continuing the discussion of findings of Chapter 4 through 7 that began in 

Chapter 8, Chapter 9 illuminates students’ individual and holistic 

development as dance learners and practitioners through the lens of the 

Perry model of college student development (1968/1999). This chapter 

highlights students’ evolving understandings of themselves as embodied 

learners and artists. I also suggest avenues of further research inspired by 

the findings of this project.  

• Chapter 10, Coda  

This coda includes students’ experiences of family and their role in shaping first-

year students’ transitions into higher education along with my closing personal 

scholarly reflections on the project.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND SELECTED  

BACKGROUND LITERATURE 

 

This chapter presents background literature on foundational theories of student 

development in higher education, integrating research on programmatic supports for first-

year experience from student development theory with educational philosophy on college 

students’ epistemological development. It includes an overview of institutional impacts 

of first-year student departure, the historical evolution of first-year experience programs, 

examples of programs and strategies to promote student retention in higher education, 

and their effects on student persistence and success. In addition to literature specific to 

first-year experience, this chapter discusses foundational models of students’ growth as 

learners and thinkers in higher education more broadly. The major theories discussed are 

Vincent Tinto’s Model of Student Departure (1975/1993), Alexander Astin’s Student 

Involvement Theory (1984/1999), and William G. Perry’s Scheme of Intellectual and 

Ethical Development in the College Years (1968/1999). 

Institutional Impacts of First-Year Student Departure 

Tinto’s 1975 research on student departure from higher education opened a new 

avenue of research and dialogue among postsecondary educators and administrators, and 

issues of student retention and persistence to graduation are as relevant in the current 

climate of higher education as they were nearly fifty years ago. Data on persistence to 

graduation reveal that roughly half of first-time college students do not realize their goal 

of degree completion: The National Center for Education Statistics’ Beginning 

Postsecondary Student longitudinal survey of 2012-2017, which followed a cohort of 
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first-years students who started college in 2012, reported that only 37 percent completed 

their degree within six years of matriculation, with another six percent still enrolled (U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2012/17). Data from 

the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center (NSCRC) on retention and 

persistence from first-year to second-year for both part-time and full-time degree-seeking 

students entering college in the Fall of 2016 reveal that 61.6 percent were retained into 

their second year at the original institution. The overall persistence rate at any institution 

into the second year was 73.9 percent, up 2.5 percent from 2009 cohort data. However, 

that still leaves roughly one in eight students transferring out of their original institution 

and over one quarter of incoming students not returning to college beyond their first year 

(NSCRC, 2018). 

From the institutional perspective, student attrition is expensive, as the entire field 

of higher education is experiencing during the current global pandemic. High rates of 

first-year departure in particular have negative effects on enrollments, budgets, and 

public perceptions (Braxton, 2001/2002; Jamelske, 2009). Jamelske (2009) identified 

students as “the financial lifeline of colleges and universities” (p. 374). Over time, 

billions of dollars can be lost in government subsidies to students who do not persist after 

the first year (O’Keefe, 2013). In response, many colleges and universities have 

developed programs aimed at acclimating and retaining incoming first-year students.  

Historical Evolution of “First-Year Experience” Programming 

The first year of college has long been recognized as a challenging time of 

transition, in which “new students acquire the skills, dispositions, and norms needed to 
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learn and grow throughout the college years” (Tinto, 1999, p. 9). The population of first-

year students has been identified as particularly vulnerable, as “most students who drop 

out of university do so during or immediately after the first year” (van der Zanden et al., 

2018, p. 57).  

Historically, creating programs specifically for first-year students is not new. 

Greenfield et al. (2013) note that “the first formal orientation programs took place at 

Boston University and Harvard University in the late 1880s,” and “by 1940, more than 

one hundred institutions had adopted similar orientation and transition programming” (p. 

43). The First-Year Experience (FYE) program created by John Gardner in 1972 at the 

University of South Carolina was formed in response to student riots on campus; its aim 

was to encourage students’ respect and appreciation for the university. Gardner reflected 

that the program sparked a “national and international effort to improve the first-year, the 

total experience of students - and to do this intentionally and by rethinking the way the 

first-year was organized and executed” (Bigger, 2005, para. 5).  

Using Gardner’s FYE program as a model, other institutions implemented similar 

initiatives, and the concept of FYE proliferated such that “an organized transition 

program has become a cornerstone of the new student experience at campuses across the 

country” (para. 10). These programs represent a “first-generation” model of FYE, based 

on “support services, learning support, orientation and peer programs, academic advising, 

social activities, [and] enrichment programs” (Kift et al., 2010, p. 10).  

Second-generation or curricular FYE stemmed from educators’ and 

administrators’ re-evaluation of the effectiveness of the “add-on” approach to FYE 
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programs, such as freshman seminars, and explorations of integrating FYE with the 

overall curriculum. As Tinto (1999) explains, “add-on classes that are disconnected from 

one another cannot give students the cohesive environment they need to connect with 

faculty, staff, and other students” (p. 5). Particularly in the first year, when many students 

have not yet decided on a major course of study, learning can seem fragmented and lack 

overall cohesion; courses are divided into “detached individual units, one course 

separated from another in both content and peer group, one set of understandings 

unrelated in any intentional fashion to the content learned in other courses” (p. 6).  

Tinto sought to shift the focus of FYE programs to classroom experience to 

encourage first-year student persistence: 

Though it is evident that classrooms matter, especially as they may shape 

academic integration, little has been done to explore how the experience of 

the classroom matters, how it comes, over time, to shape student 

persistence. The same may be said of institutions of higher education. 

Though they have certainly not ignored the classroom, most have not seen 

it as the centerpiece of their efforts to promote student persistence, 

preferring instead to locate those efforts outside the classroom in the 

domain of student affairs. (Tinto, 1997, pp. 599-600) 

 

He proposed basing first-year coursework in collaborative learning within stand-

alone courses or through the development of learning communities, which could take the 

form of linked courses (students co-register for two courses with a coordinating theme); 

interest groups (discussion sections of larger lecture courses designed for first-year 

students); cluster courses (the same group of students takes multiple courses together); or 

coordinated studies (the same group of students takes one large class covering multiple 

subject areas). The objectives of these formats are shared knowledge, shared learning, 

and shared responsibility of learning community members (Tinto, 1999). 
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A combination of first-generation co-curricular and second-generation curricular 

approaches to FYE form a third-generation “whole of institution” approach to FYE (Kift 

et al., 2010, pp. 10-11). Kift et al. expanded on Tinto’s emphasis on collaborative 

learning, while also focusing on “more holistic and sustainable institution-wide 

approaches and enhancements” for FYE (p. 2). These approaches require “an institutional 

vision for the FYE…sustainable partnerships across institutional boundaries,” combining 

curriculum design, administrative support, student services, and learning and teaching 

practices (p. 10). Through ten years of program development and implementation, Kift et 

al. identified interconnected curriculum principles that support “first year learning 

engagement, success, and retention across all disciplines” (p. 11). These principles—

Design, Transition, Engagement, Diversity, Assessment, and Evaluation—form the 

organizing framework of transition pedagogy. 

Finally, fourth generation FYE builds upon the practices of transition pedagogy 

and extends them beyond the college campus to the wider community. In defining fourth 

generation FYE, Penn-Edwards and Donnison (2014) credit transition pedagogy as 

“invaluable” for “refining, amalgamating, and systematising disparate approaches and 

practices” for FYE and as having “a significant impact on the quality and success of the 

first-year undergraduate experience” (p. 32), but question current practice for being 

limited to the institution and disconnected from the wider community They propose 

creating connections between first-year students and community entities through 

“communities of practice,” in which students gain real-world workplace experiences. 
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This FYE approach is responsive to students’ need for relevant learning 

opportunities, respectful of students’ backgrounds by acknowledging the importance of 

their communities outside of school, and transparent in sharing knowledge and seeking 

input from wider professional networks (Penn-Edwards & Donnison, 2014). 

Over the roughly fifty-year history of modern FYE, the delivery of FYE programs 

has shifted from isolated courses, to collaborative learning designs, to institution-wide 

programming, to community engagement. What unites these iterations of FYE 

programming is emphasis on assessing students’ individual needs and concerns, 

addressing retention and attrition issues, providing opportunities for peer, faculty, staff, 

and community connections, shared learning, and altruism, and creating “a ‘rite of 

passage’ in which students are welcomed, supported, celebrated, and eventually 

assimilated into the campus” (Bigger, 2005, para. 1). 

Foundational Theories of Student Development: Tinto and Astin 

Expanding upon and revising his 1975 research to include students who had left 

college, Tinto created a Model of Student Departure (1993) based on analysis of social 

and environmental factors associated with students’ departure from higher education. 

This model, as Swail (2004) states, “has remained the dominant sociological theory of 

how students navigate through our postsecondary system” (p. 3) (see also García-Ros et 

al., 2018; Milem & Berger, 1997). Similar to Tinto, Astin’s theory also “has its roots in a 

longitudinal study of college dropouts (Astin, 1975) that endeavored to identify factors 

that significantly affect the student’s persistence in college” (Astin, 1999, p. 523). Milem 

and Berger (1997) compared the work of Tinto and Astin to create a modified theory 
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combining aspects of both, describing the two theories as “among the most widely cited 

approaches in the higher education literature” (p. 387). 

Vincent Tinto’s Model of Student Departure 

Despite later revisions, Naylor et al. (2018) summarize that the core of Tinto’s 

theory “has not changed significantly...with institutional integration remaining a key 

concept” (p. 330). As Tinto theorized initially, students’ transitions into college take 

place through a process of integration into the academic and social communities of their 

institution. Skipper (2005) summarized academic integration as students’ ability to meet 

“the explicit standards of the college or university” while also “identifying with the 

values and norms” of the environment; social integration “involves the degree to which 

students feel that their attitudes, values, beliefs, and behaviors are in congruence with the 

norms of the social communities on campus” (p. 69). Simply stated, failure to achieve 

institutional integration can lead to student departure from higher education. 

In Tinto’s revised model (1993), institutional integration of first-year college 

students is achieved by moving through stages of separation, transition, and 

incorporation. The separation stage involves students leaving their home environments, 

which can be traumatic. When students have gone through the separation stage but do not 

yet feel acclimated to the new environment, they are considered in the transition phase; 

these students might feel torn between home life and college life. In the final stage of 

incorporation, students feel a sense of belonging in the college community, which “is 

often expressed as a commitment that serves to bind the individual to the group or 
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community even when challenges arise,” thereby contributing to persistence (Tinto, 

2017, p. 4).  

Additionally, Tinto identified institutional support and workload as important 

factors in students’ perceptions of self-efficacy, or beliefs about their own capacity to 

succeed in higher education. Institutional support refers to positive relationships with 

faculty and administration, and workload refers to students’ perceived ability to manage 

college-level studies in addition to other commitments. Workload stress has been 

identified as a major factor in first-year student attrition, particularly in student 

withdrawals during the first semester (Naylor et al., 2018).  

Academic self-efficacy is not a fixed or static attribute but rather a context-

dependent response to facing obstacles. Chemers et al. (2001) found that students with a 

high degree of self-efficacy were able to “work harder, persist longer, and use better 

learning and problem-solving strategies” and “manage the learning environment more 

efficiently,” in part because they viewed their college experience as a set of challenges 

rather than threats (p. 62). Students with a low degree of self-efficacy will be more likely 

to withdraw from learning in the face of difficulties. As Tinto (2017) notes, self-efficacy 

is malleable (in both directions) and changes with students’ experiences, especially 

“during the critical first year as students seek to adjust to the heightened demands of 

university study” (p. 3).  

Timely support is vital for students experiencing academic or social difficulties in 

the first year, as prolonged struggles will undermine self-efficacy, institutional 

integration, and, ultimately, ability or willingness to learn: “feeling one does not belong 
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in the classroom or program can lead to withdrawal from learning activities that then 

undermines not only the motivation to persist but also the motivation to learn,” both of 

which inhibit academic performance (Tinto, 2017, p. 4). To ensure persistence to 

graduation, students need to feel that they are capable of success in college and that they 

are supported and valued by a community of peers, faculty, and staff. (Tinto, 2017). 

Alexander Astin’s Theory of Involvement 

As with Tinto’s model, students’ needs for both academic and social belonging 

are also present in Astin’s (1984/1999) Theory of Involvement. For Astin, student 

involvement refers to “the amount of physical and psychological energy” that the student 

devotes to their college experience (Astin, 1999, p. 518), as evidenced in their behavior. 

Involvement occurs on a continuum, with students displaying varied levels of 

involvement for different educational experiences at different times. Involvement is both 

quantitative and qualitative in the sense that it can be measured in the number or 

frequency of educational experiences (e.g., hours spent studying, rate of class attendance) 

as well as the quality of those experiences (e.g., comprehension of course materials or 

concepts).  

The key educational postulates of Astin’s (1999) theory are that “the amount of 

student learning and personal development associated with any educational program is 

directly proportional to the quality and quantity of student involvement” and that “the 

effectiveness of any educational policy or practice is directly related to the capacity of 

that policy or practice to increase student involvement” (p. 519). Astin (1985) identified 

six factors that positively influence student involvement: residence on campus, honors 
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program involvement, student-faculty interactions, participation in athletics, participation 

in extracurricular activities (student government, clubs, etc.), and part-time employment 

on campus. By the early 2000s additional factors had been recognized, including 

academic preparedness, campus climate, commitment to educational goals and the 

institution, and financial aid (Swail, 2004).  

Unlike Tinto’s (1993) “interactionalist” perspective, which emphasizes students’ 

social and academic “integration” as a requisite for commitment, Astin’s (1999) model is 

built on behavioral constructs. He states, “It is not so much what the individual thinks or 

feels, but what the individual does, how he or she behaves, that defines and identifies 

involvement” (Astin, 1999, p. 519). With this focus on students’ behavior, Astin’s 

concept of involvement “emphasizes active participation of the student in the learning 

process” (Astin, 1999, p. 522). Astin differentiated his work from developmental theories 

based on hierarchically arranged developmental stages,” such as Perry’s (1968/1999) 

model discussed next: “Whereas these theories focus primarily on developmental 

outcomes (the what of student development), the theory of student involvement is more 

concerned with the behavioral mechanisms or processes that facilitate student 

development (the how of student development)” (p. 522). 

Integration, Involvement, and Persistence 

Tinto’s and Astin’s theories align in their emphasis on the influences of student 

experience on persistence in higher education. Milem and Berger (1997) unite the two 

theories, such that Astin’s focus on involvement acts as a facilitator of Tinto’s 
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phenomenon of institutional integration (perception). Tinto’s (1993) revised model also 

incorporates the impact of student involvement on persistence: 

There appears to be an important link between learning and persistence 

that arises from the interplay of involvement and the quality of student 

effort. Involvement with one’s peers and with the faculty, both inside and 

outside the classroom, is itself positively related to the quality of student 

effort and in turn to both learning and persistence. (p. 71)   

 

Applying a combined model of Astin and Tinto, Milem and Berger (1997) found 

that very early involvement, defined as within the first 6-7 weeks of the fall semester, 

was more significant to likelihood of persistence than previous research had considered 

(p. 398). They likewise found early involvement with faculty to be significant, and 

recommended an earlier emphasis on this in student development: 

Higher education practitioners generally do a good job of encouraging 

students to become involved with their peers upon their arrival at college, 

but practitioners seem to place less relative importance on the need for 

students to become more actively engaged with faculty members from the 

inception of their college careers. Practitioners often seem to think that 

involvement with faculty is something that happens later in students’ 

college careers. Although this may be the case, our findings suggest that 

early involvement with faculty tends to have a positive role in our model 

of student persistence. (pp. 398-399) 

 

Cognitive, Affective, Ethical Development: William G. Perry, Jr. 

In Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development in the College Years: A Scheme 

(1968/1999), educational psychologist William G. Perry, Jr. (1913-1998) presented a 

model of student development to describe changes in students’ understanding of 

themselves as thinkers and learners in response to “the culture of a pluralistic university” 

(Perry, 1999, p. 66). For Perry, the general progression of students’ thinking shifts from 

“dualistic absolutism” to viewing learning as “relative, contingent, and contextual” 
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(Perry, 1999, p. 64). Perry’s model was based in a longitudinal qualitative study with 

white male undergraduate students at two universities. Since these narrow origins, the 

model has continued to be expanded and applied in educational practice (Moore, 2002; 

Turnage-Butterbaugh et al., 2017). Moore (2002) acknowledged,  

Certainly the Perry model, grounded as it is in the white, privileged world 

of Harvard University of the 1950s and 1960s, has been subject to 

[postmodern] critique, and it is fair to ask: What is the continuing 

relevance of such a model for today’s postmodern world? (p. 19) 

  

He then describes the model’s continued importance: “The model continues to 

focus our attention on the intimate connections between the individual learner, subject 

matter, and process of understanding” (p. 20).   

The Nature of Knowledge 

Perry’s model analyzes the nature of knowledge, the process of learning and 

knowledge growth, and the development of self-regulation and higher-order thinking 

skills for college students. The model is essentially epistemological; it concentrates on 

students’ thinking about their own knowledge and learning processes, as well as their 

understanding of themselves as thinkers and learners. It can be classified as a “cognitive-

structural” model of knowledge as it “describes the nature and process of change in 

regard to how individuals make meaning of their world” (Skipper, 2005, p. 9). Perry’s 

model can also be viewed as “cognitive-constructivist” in its conception of knowledge as 

constructed by learners in response to their experiences (Knefelkamp, 2003, p. 14). As 

such, it “reflects a primary goal of many institutions of higher learning as being a 

transformation of the learner, rather than simply transmission of knowledge” (de l’Etoile, 

2008, p. 111).  
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Perry scholar Lee Knefelkamp (2003) explains that for Perry knowledge is 

inherently individual and is a function of the learner’s positionality. In addition to socio-

cultural factors such as gender, race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and sexual 

orientation, positionality is also influenced by “one’s stance with respect to knowing, 

making meaning, and making commitments” (p. 11). In consideration of this emphasis on 

individuality in learning, Perry paid close attention to students’ voices, excerpting large 

portions of participants’ interview responses in their own words, a strategy employed in 

the present study. Describing Perry, Knefelkamp (2003) states, “Just as he always saw the 

student as more complex than any model, he heard in their thinking more complexity 

than any benchmark along the way of his model” (p. 11). 

Learning and Knowledge Growth 

Perry’s model is similar to other constructivist models in its description of 

learning and knowledge growth through stages. Although influenced by the hierarchical 

models of earlier constructivists, such as Jean Piaget and Lev Vygotsky, Perry broke 

away from his predecessors by emphasizing transitions in learning rather than 

developmental benchmarks. In later work, Perry (1981) viewed stages as “only resting 

points along the way” (p. 78). Positionality is fluid, able “to developmentally 

accommodate uncertainty, paradox, and the demands of greater complexity in knowledge 

and learning” (Knefelkamp, 2003, p. 11). Students could also shift back and forth 

between defined positions as well as be in more than one position at a time in different 

subjects or contexts. Transitions between stages are therefore gradual. As Perry (1999) 

wrote, the thought structure of earlier stages is “modified and loosened by a series of 
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accommodations necessitated by its assimilation of the pluralism of both peer group and 

curriculum” (p. 68). 

Like earlier constructivists, Perry emphasized student readiness for learning and 

growth. Knefelkamp (2003) notes that, while students could be encouraged to move 

beyond their current positions, Perry was against any attempts to force development 

before students were ready (p. 12). He also recognized that students’ learning and growth 

processes were difficult and should call forth compassion from teachers and peers; early 

on Kloss (1994) recognized “the wisdom of [Perry’s] words and the deeply felt humanity 

of his tone” in discussing interactions between instructors and college students (p. 158). 

Perry viewed students as “courageous human beings who needed company and 

understanding” through their development (Knefelkamp, 2003, p. 12).  

Perry’s (1999) scheme theorizes that college student learning and development 

progresses through a series of nine positions that can be more broadly categorized into 

four stages: dualism, multiplicity, contextual relativism, and commitment to relativism. 

Student development evolves “from simple right-wrong thinking, through an exploration 

of multiple perspectives, to an understanding of knowledge and knowing that uses 

complex, contextual, reasoned thinking” (Palmer & Marra, 2004, p. 311). Palmer and 

Marra (2004) describe this shift as “a dramatic change in epistemology” (p. 311). 

Dualism  

In the stage of dualism students view their learning in simplistic terms. As de 

l’Etoile (2008) states, “Dualistic students hold a completely unquestioned view of 

knowledge as the Absolute Truth and see the world in polar terms of good versus bad” (p. 
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111). Professors are seen as undoubtedly “right,” and peers are not considered an 

adequate source of knowledge. Students in the dualist stage prefer structured classes and 

focus on gaining basic information and repeating it back to their instructors to show that 

they have learned it. They struggle with thinking independently or drawing their own 

conclusions (Perry, 1999, Table I-1, p. xxxi-xxxiii). Kloss (1994) observed that dualistic 

thinkers suffer “nerve-wracking confusion” when authorities disagree, and their “faith in 

authorities and right answers” is gradually diminished (p. 152). Exposure to alternative 

viewpoints prompts the transition out of dualism into multiplicity: “After being 

bombarded with the diversity that characterizes college environments…students can see 

that in some areas... multiple truths do exist” (de l’Etoile, 2008, p. 112). 

Multiplicity  

Repeated encounters with divergent opinions and loss of confidence in polar 

terms lead students into the phase of multiplicity. On this spectrum of acceptance of 

multiple perspectives, the input of peers gradually takes on more relevance, although the 

instructor generally maintains the final authority. Upon entering the multiplicity stage, 

students begin to be able to analyze contexts and to separate process from content. They 

view ambiguities and differences of opinion as temporary confusions to be resolved; 

everything is ultimately knowable, although the “right” knowledge might not yet be 

attained. Whereas in dualism authority figures were seen as possessing the “right” 

knowledge, in the early transition to multiplicity, those authorities are seen to possess the 

“right” pathway to knowledge, and the student’s role shifts from passively absorbing 

information to learning how to learn (Perry, 1999, Table I-1, xxxi). 
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In the multiplicity stage, students might believe that “anything goes,” or anyone’s 

opinion is as valid as anyone else’s (de l’Etoile, 2008, p. 112). However “one of the 

major characteristics” of this position, as Knefelkamp (2003) states, is the “realization 

that one can and should bring one’s own experiences to bear on the interpretation of 

knowledge” (p. 14). Students become better equipped to support their own opinions and 

to critique others’ opinions based on the validity of supportive evidence. As they learn to 

think more abstractly, they are better able to apply learning from one knowledge domain 

to another, and they begin to seek opportunities for independence in their learning and to 

see themselves as responsible for their learning. Rather than all-knowing authority 

figures, instructors become role models for good methods of scholarship (Perry, 1999, 

Table I-1, xxxi). Students in this stage begin to recognize “that instructors are trying to 

help them learn a way of doing things,” and shift their attention to providing valid 

evidence for their conclusions, preparing them for the stage of Contextual Relativism 

(Kloss, 1994, p. 152). 

Contextual Relativism  

In the stage of contextual relativism the “right-or-wrong” conception of 

knowledge from the dualism stage and the “everything is a matter of opinion” conception 

of knowledge from the multiplicity stage have been replaced with a new understanding of 

knowledge as fluid and contextual. At this stage, students are more comfortable with the 

idea that there is no ultimate truth to be known, and any conclusions about knowledge are 

drawn with consideration of individual “perspective, assumptions, and methods of 

inquiry” (Kloss, 1994, p. 152). Students acknowledge and actively seek out multiple 
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perspectives supported with adequate evidence (Perry, 1999, Table I-1, p. xxxii). 

Students in the relativism stage can argue, counter-argue, and offer several possible 

solutions to a problem. They are more comfortable with abstraction and uncertainty, and 

they are better able to perceive relationships across diverse domains and intellectual 

contexts.  

While in the multiplicity stage students may have been resistant to the need to 

provide valid and adequate evidence for their opinions, those in the relativism stage begin 

to see adequacy of evidence as an important differentiating factor (Perry, 1999, Table I-1, 

p. xxxi). While criticism from instructors might have been confusing in earlier stages, 

students now see evaluations as opportunities for learning and improvement. They also 

perceive their instructors’ role as one of expertise and guidance rather than of authority; 

instructors serve as resources for learning within students’ chosen disciplines (Kloss, 

1994). As de l’Etoile (2008) summarizes, “students begin to feel a horizontal relation 

with instructors, as opposed to hierarchical” (p. 113). 

Commitment to Relativism  

The final stage in Perry’s scheme is commitment to relativism, in which students 

become agents of learning in creation of individual worldviews. They can resolve the 

difficulties of relativism, such as how to choose between equally valid, substantiated 

alternatives, by viewing themselves as active meaning-makers capable of informed and 

examined choice. Maturity, as de l’Etoile (2008) states, “consists of no longer striving to 

find the correct or final answer, but rather a willingness to engage in an unfolding 

developmental process” (p. 114).  
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Additionally, students begin to see choice and commitment as necessary as they 

take on greater responsibility for themselves in the larger social world outside of 

academia. In Perry’s model, students’ commitments are choices made “when legitimate 

alternatives are available... after experiencing genuine doubt... [and] to reflect a clear 

affirmation of one’s identity in a contextually relativistic world” (de l’Etoile, 2008, p. 

114). 

Further Research Based in the Perry Model 

Since its original publication (1968/1999), Perry and his colleagues expanded the 

scope of the original project to account for greater diversity of race, ethnicity, and 

socioeconomic status in student populations and to assess “the question of how cultural 

perspectives and values affect the student data” (Knefelkamp, 2003, p. 13). Later research 

investigated applications of the model to specific knowledge domains and differences in 

student positionality across knowledge domains; de l’Etoile’s (2008) use with 

undergraduate music therapy students serves as an example of the former, while Palmer 

and Marra’s (2004) study of students’ intellectual development in Science/Engineering 

versus Humanities/Social Sciences illustrates the latter. In applying Perry’s model to 

first-year experience in postsecondary Dance, this study utilizes what Knefelkamp (2003) 

refers to as “contextual Perry,” in which the model is a metaphor to elucidate “the 

particular way of thinking associated with a particular context, such as an academic 

discipline” (p. 13). 
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Applications to First-Year Experience 

Applications of the Perry model to first-year student experience focus on 

encouraging students to move beyond dualistic thinking towards a more active role in 

learning (Kidwell, 2005). Instructors’ recognition of first-year students’ developmental 

level is essential: 

College instructors should understand – perhaps even take it for granted – 

that the typical freshman student... is unable, for instance, to cope with 

two conflicting interpretations, both of which may have some explanatory 

power…For this group, [the instructor’s] goal is to create environments 

and tasks that invite right/wrong thinkers to change (Kloss, 1994, pp. 152-

153). 

 

Recognizing this developmental level allows postsecondary instructors to “meet 

students where they are” to deliver developmentally appropriate instruction that 

facilitates growth. Kloss (1994) suggested that teachers of first-year students provide 

copious experiences with conflicting viewpoints, reinforce the validity of alternative 

views, require students to support their opinions with evidence, reinforce the value of 

students’ personal experiences outside of the classroom, and create space and 

opportunities for students to change their opinions (p. 153). 

Taking the Perry model into consideration can also influence the ways that 

instructors interact with first-year students. For instance, students at all stages of the 

Perry model might benefit from being asked to report on their current understanding of 

their own learning at various points throughout a given course. By creating a continuous 

dialogue about students’ needs and challenges in the classroom, instructors can evaluate 

the progression of the course and make changes to its pace, its complexity, or the 

instructor’s level of involvement and interaction. Kloss (1994) recommended that 
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instructors of first-year college students engage in “creative silence,” or talk less in class 

so that students can learn to talk more (p. 155).  

Instructors with an understanding of student development theory can thoughtfully 

gauge whether students are given enough space to encourage their development without 

being unduly overwhelmed or frustrated. The emphasis on balance between creating a 

safe, supportive environment and encouraging students’ growth by engaging them in 

tasks outside of their comfort zones, as well as the acknowledgement of students’ 

individual struggles and need for support, are some of the implications of the Perry 

scheme for first-year student experience. 

Student Perspectives in Tinto, Astin, and Perry  

Tinto, Astin, and Perry all theorize processes by which students adapt and learn 

through their educational experiences in postsecondary education. Tinto describes student 

experiences from a sociological perspective of the individual’s integration into the social 

and academic community; Astin offers a behavioral approach to environmental 

influences on student development; Perry presents ways in which student experiences in 

higher education challenge and transform their thinking and learning and their 

understanding of themselves as thinkers and learners. While they focus on different 

aspects of students’ educational experiences, these theories are linked by their 

methodological basis in participants’ accounts of experiences and the belief that student 

experience should inform educational policy: “the ideal that all persons can and should 

have a voice in the construction of knowledge” (Tinto, 1999, p. 9).  
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Astin (1999) reflects that the development of involvement theory was inspired by 

his “exasperation at the tendency of many academicians to treat the students as a kind of 

‘black box’” (p. 519). In this analogy, student development programming enters the 

“black box” and achievement measures (GPA, test scores, etc.) are the output, without 

explanation of “some mediating mechanism that would explain how these educational 

programs and policies are translated into student achievement and development” (pp. 

519-520). Perry likewise emphasized students’ voices in his research. Knefelkamp (2003) 

summarized,  

That ability to be awed, to hear with new and wondrous ears, enabled 

Perry to emphasize the uniqueness of each student’s voice... So many of 

the theorists who were influenced both by Perry the person and by his 

model have clearly acknowledged that among his many influences, the 

uniqueness of the student voice was central. (p. 12) 

 

In recent writing, Tinto (2017) suggests that the overarching question that college 

educators, administrators, and staff should ask themselves is: 

What can they do to lead students to want and have the ability to persist 

and complete their programs of study within the university? To do so, 

universities have to see the issue of persistence through the eyes of their 

students, hear their voices, engage with their students as partners, learn 

from their experiences, and understand how those experiences shape their 

response to university policies. (p. 6) 

 

As Braxton (2001/2002) summarizes, in order to improve student development 

throughout higher education, “an abiding concern for the welfare of students [should be] 

at the center of institutional action and attention” (p. 2). 

Student Perspectives on Factors Impacting Student Persistence and Success 

In Tinto’s (2017) later work on student persistence, he asserts that “when one 

speaks to students, looks at the issue of retention from their perspective, and sees the 
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university through their eyes, one does not hear students speak of being retained. They 

speak instead of persisting” (p. 2). This shift of perspective emphasizes the student’s 

active role in progressing towards degree completion rather than passively “being 

retained” by the institution. Research into first-year experience has tended to approach 

students as passive recipients rather than as active learners, as García-Ros et al. (2018) 

describe: 

The research carried out on first-year students’ experiences has revolved 

around determining the measures universities take to encourage 

persistence, placing the basic responsibility for re-enrolment on the 

university institutions and relegating the students’ responsibility and their 

active role in their own learning process to the background (e.g. time and 

effort regulation, class attendance, academic participation). (p. 454) 

 

Focusing only on institutional approaches to persistence and first-year experience 

leaves out students’ roles in adapting their behaviors to the challenges of their new 

learning environment as well as their responsibilities in meeting the academic, social, and 

personal demands of college life (García-Ros et al., 2018). Sevinç and Gizir (2014) also 

emphasize the active role of the student, noting that adjustment to university life requires 

students to “take actions to integrate into the university’s academic and social life, meet 

academic demands, establish new friendship networks, become more independent, take 

responsibility in their personal lives, and make career choices” (p. 1301-1302). 

Concepts of student success and first-year experience can be defined differently 

through the lens of student experience than through the perspectives of college 

administrators, academic advisors, and faculty members. From an institutional 

perspective, “success has often been equated with doing well academically and 
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graduating,” and this is quantifiable through grades, GPA, and rates of attrition and 

degree completion (Yazedjian et al., 2008, p. 145).  

While such metrics are part of an overall picture of student success, recent 

literature describes student success in a more nuanced way than these data reflect, 

identifying a gap between “academic-derived and student-derived" data on this subject 

(Naylor, 2017, p. 10). This is demonstrated in the systematic literature review on student 

success conducted in 2015 and published in Educational Research Review in 2018. 

Researchers included search parameters from three domains of student success—

academic achievement, critical thinking, and social-emotional well-being—to give a 

multidimensional view of the subject (van der Zanden et al., 2015). In a meta-analysis of 

80 scholarly articles published from 2006 to 2015, only three were defined by researchers 

as based in a qualitative research design (van der Zanden et al., 2015). Of these three, two 

were based on student interview data and are included here: Sevinç and Gizir (2014) will 

be discussed at the end of this section, and Wolfe and Kay (2011) will be discussed in the 

section on impacts of First-Year Experience Programs. 

This section will focus on three examples of qualitative research into student 

success in which student perspectives formed the basis of the data. These are Yazedjian 

et al. (2008), Trautwein and Bosse (2017), and Sevinç and Gizir (2014). Yazedjian et al. 

(2008) examined students’ definitions of and strategies for success in college, whereas 

Trautwein and Bosse (2017) identified areas of challenge for first-year students 

transitioning into higher education. Both studies depict the complexities of student 

experience across academic, institutional, social, and personal domains.  
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Researchers in the 2008 study of student success concluded that students’ 

perspectives on and strategies for success were a gap in the literature (Yazedjian et al., 

2008). Using focus group interviews with 22 students at a four-year public university in 

Texas, researchers found that students’ “definitions of success were multi-faceted and 

encompassed how they were doing academically, their degree of social integration, and 

their perceived ability to navigate the college environment” (p. 141). Study participants 

were interviewed during their second year of college and met the university’s definition 

of academic success, in that they finished their first year with a grade point average 

(GPA) of 2.0 or higher. While study participants did identify “good grades” as a 

measurement of success, grades held different layers of meaning. For some, good grades 

were a means to an end, for example, what they needed to fulfill graduation requirements, 

while others viewed their grades as a measurement of their efforts and abilities, such that 

getting good grades contributed to their sense of self-worth. None of the participants 

defined “good grades” by a specific GPA, but rather by how satisfied or disappointed in 

themselves they felt in response to their grades (Yazedjian et al., 2008). 

In addition to grades, students reported a sense of connection to the university and 

their peers as a measurement of their success, in keeping with the theories of student 

development mentioned above. The researchers stated, “According to students, although 

grades were important, focusing only on academics, at the expense of becoming 

integrated into campus and community life, left them feeling isolated” (p. 146). Students 

described experiencing tensions between their academic and social lives and striving to 

find a balance between the two. Success in “building new relationships and expanding 
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their social networks” was seen as “an integral part of the college experience above and 

beyond their academic performance (p. 146).  

The final criterion of success was student perception of responsibility and 

independence; examples included students creating their own course schedules, 

completing tasks on time, and giving their best efforts to their work. Researchers found 

that students entered college with unrealistic expectations of their workload, and that the 

ones who were successful were able to adjust their expectations by adapting or expanding 

their strategies, including improving their study skills, attending class regularly, finishing 

assigned reading before class, participating in study groups, taking classes with friends, 

meeting with professors or teaching assistants, and minimizing distractions from friends 

and social media while studying. Students also reported that awareness of the strategies 

they needed to be successful did not always equate to effective use of those strategies, 

with distraction, procrastination, and struggles to balance social activities identified as 

barriers to success (Yazedjian et al., 2008).   

Similar to student success, first-year program effectiveness has frequently been 

researched quantitatively: “the most common variables studied have been GPA, retention, 

graduation and self-reported student satisfaction” (Jamelske, 2009, p. 375). Trautwain 

and Bosse’s (2017) interview-based study of students’ perspectives on critical incidents 

in first-year experience at the University of Hamburg, Germany, offers insights into the 

complexities of first-year experience. Study participants included eleven beginner 

(semester 1-3) and fourteen advanced (semester 4 and beyond) university students to 

include both in-the-moment and reflective responses on FYE.  
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Students were interviewed about their individual experiences through critical 

incident technique; incidents deemed “critical” were “occurrences that individuals 

consider significant in their negative or positive impact in the course of certain events,” 

specifically FYE (Trautwain & Bosse, 2017, p. 374). Researchers then grouped the most 

frequently reported incidents into four common themes of first-year experience: personal 

requirements (including balancing areas of life, housing, workload, and coping with 

personal and financial problems, academic pressures, and failure); organizational 

dimension (including coping with quality of teaching, assessment, and institutional rules 

and regulations, and using support services); content-related (including adapting to 

curricular demands and pace, clarifying study and career goals, and improving academic 

skills and proficiencies); and social dimension (including building relationships with 

peers, learning collaboratively, interactions with faculty and staff, and adapting to the 

social climate).  

Quantitative analysis of incident occurrences in student interviews revealed that 

the personal and organizational dimensions, which are under-represented in first-year 

experience research, presented the greater number of challenges to students. A detailed 

case study of one student’s experiences also demonstrated the interdependence of the four 

dimensions, such that a substantial problem in one dimension could trigger a chain 

reaction of issues in other dimensions (Trautwein & Bosse, 2017). The researchers 

acknowledged that the critical incident framework tended to focus only on the problems 

of first-year experience and was limiting in terms of gauging the depths of incident 

impact, providing instead a broad picture of the challenges faced by first-year students. 
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Similar to Trautwein and Bosse’s (2017) study, which identified problems and 

challenges for students, Sevinç and Gizir (2014) identified factors that negatively 

impacted students’ transitions into higher education across academic, social, personal-

emotional, and institutional adjustment experiences. Interviews were conducted with 

students identified as struggling with their transition into their first year in higher 

education, and their data revealed similarities with previous research. For instance, 

“relationships with faculty” and “teaching quality of faculty” were the academic 

categories of student experience derived from the research literature; students who were 

struggling with the adjustment to university life reported “relatively infrequent” 

interactions with faculty and perceived faculty to “lack pedagogical knowledge/skills and 

effective classroom management skills” (Sevinç & Gizir, 2014, pp. 1303-1304). Socially, 

students reported low levels of peer support, reluctance to participate in extracurricular 

activities due to lack of peer friendships, and tendency to spend leisure time alone rather 

than with peers. In the personal-emotional realm, “the results indicated that most 

freshmen reported experiencing homesickness, loneliness, shyness, and fear of failure or 

disapproval” (Sevinç & Gizir, 2014, p. 1304). These negative academic, social, and 

affective experiences “decreased students’ academic and social adjustment, institutional 

identity, and sense of belonging to department and university” (Sevinç & Gizir, 2014, p. 

1304). 

Impact of First-Year Experience Programs on Retention, Persistence, and Success 

As aforementioned, one of the purposes of first-year experience programs has 

frequently been to aid in student retention and persistence to graduation, but research on 
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the impact of these programs has typically come from an institutional, as opposed to 

student-centered, perspective. Examples of studies of FYE programs based in student-

centered data are Jamelske (2009) and Wolfe and Kaye (2011). Jamelske followed one 

first-year student cohort at a public university in the Midwestern United States to assess 

the impact of the first-year experience program on student retention. The program goals 

were to add both curricular (service learning, field trips, group research projects, special 

events) and co-curricular (study skills, time management, introduction to library and 

technology resources) components of first-year experience into existing core courses. 

Course enrollments were limited to a small group to maximize peer and faculty 

interactions (Jamelske, 2009).  

Based on responses from both faculty and students, not all sections of the first-

year oriented core courses met the program goals to an equal extent, with some reporting 

that their FYE course was not markedly different from the traditional core course. Study 

results reflected the differences in program goal alignment: participation in first-year 

experience courses that did not adhere to program goals had no impact on student 

retention, and participation in a goal-compatible first-year experience course positively 

influenced both retention and GPA. Jamelske (2009) summarized that “the overall results 

suggest there is additional educational value added to the student experience from taking 

a FYE course as long as the course was dedicated to meeting the program goals” (p. 389). 

Wolfe and Kay (2011) put student development theory into practice to develop an 

outdoor orientation FYE program, and then measured the impact of the program on the 

students experiencing it. Based in the work of Tinto, Astin, and others, the study found 
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that academic and social integration, physical activity, significant positive interactions 

with faculty, and preparation for university life were key retention factors to incorporate 

into the program to aid incoming students with their college transition. Incoming 

students, current student leaders, and faculty participated in a six-day outdoor adventure 

experience, and incoming students were asked to record their reflections on program 

activities in field journals, which became a primary data source. Program goals were to 

encourage commitment to the university, educate students on issues of transition, 

encourage emotional, social, and personal growth, and develop positive relationships 

with peers, faculty, and current university students.  

Analysis of students’ field journals revealed overall positive perceptions of the 

experience and applications of learning to their transitions to higher education; for 

example, students drew parallels between their ability to manage on their own, deal with 

consequences of their decisions, and handle unforeseen events on the trip and how they 

would cope on their own at the university. Regarding social integration, incoming 

students reported positive experiences of working in and bonding with the group, 

intentions to continue new friendships on campus, discussions with current students about 

campus traditions and customs, and positive attitudes towards the university. They also 

recorded feelings of personal growth, such as being stronger, standing up for themselves, 

and accomplishing goals, which could contribute to their persistence.  

While the researchers found that integrating a theoretical foundation for student 

retention into the program intentionally was successful in achieving program goals, they 

also cautioned that research into the long-term effects of the program would be needed 
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for a definitive conclusion, acknowledging that many potential causes of student attrition 

are beyond the scope of the program. Overall, researchers found that incoming students 

in the program “perceived higher commitment to the university...an enhanced transition 

to university life...emotional, social, and personal growth... and positive relationships” 

with peers and current students (Wolfe & Kay, 2011, p. 32). 

Conclusion 

Literature discussed in this chapter substantiates that student departure from 

postsecondary education is a widespread, longstanding, and costly problem. Due to the 

large number of student departures during or immediately following the first year of 

higher education, first-year experience programming has been developed to aid students 

in their transition to college. First-year experience programming has evolved over time 

and includes combinations of curricular, co-curricular, and community-based elements. 

Prominent theories of student development, such as Tinto’s (1993, 1997, 1999) 

and Astin’s (1984, 1985, 1999), center on academic and social integration, involvement 

in campus life, and building a community in which students feel valued. In contrast, 

Perry’s model emphasizes college students’ epistemological growth (cognitive, affective, 

ethical) through encounters with a diversity of perspectives in the higher education 

environment. While analyzing different facets of students’ growth and development, 

these theorists are comparable in their emphasis on incorporating student perspectives 

into research and practice in higher education. 

Research on student success and first-year experience has frequently focused on 

institutional definitions rather than student-centered ones. Student perspectives reveal 
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complexities of both phenomena that are under-represented in the literature. This research 

into first-year experience in Dance in higher education based in student-derived data fills 

a gap in the existing first-year experience literature both methodologically and in terms of 

discipline specificity. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND PRACTICES 

 

This qualitative educational inquiry draws on prominent models of student 

development emerging from social and behavioral sciences, and on applied 

phenomenology as delineated by philosopher and education scholar Max van Manen. The 

literature discussed in the last chapter provides the theoretical foundation for a student-

centered inquiry into first-year experience in a university Dance degree program. In this 

chapter I first present the methodological rationale and then describe details of the study 

design and procedures.  

Max van Manen’s Phenomenology of Education 

In detailing the process of reflection on lived human experience that 

phenomenological research entails, van Manen (2014) describes phenomenological 

inquiry as “the search for the source and mystery of meaning that we live in everyday 

life” (p. 22). It is “a process that is driven by fascination: being swept up in a spell of 

wonder, a fascination with meaning” (van Manen, 2007, p. 12). For me, this fascination is 

with the meanings that students make of their first educational experiences in Dance in 

higher education. How do their lived experiences as first-year Dance students influence 

the way they view themselves and their interactions with their academic and social 

communities, and with the larger dance field? Which pedagogical experiences are 

meaningful to them and what are the meanings created within those experiences?  

This avenue of inquiry is also interpretative, in the sense that I am interested in 

students’ meanings of their dance education experiences and how those meanings might 
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diverge or align with each other as well as with meanings intended by teachers and 

program administrators. For example, pedagogical content (movement phrases, class 

discussions, performances, auditions, etc.) can be interpreted in a variety of individual 

ways depending on the student’s background and current positionality; while the students 

might have ‘the same’ program and curriculum, the meanings could be vastly different as 

each student attempts to embody and make sense of it in their own way. 

I chose to focus on first-year experience in Dance as it represents a time of 

transition in students’ lives, one that was highly significant in my own Dance career and 

those of many of my students over the years. Transition can include experiences of 

leaving family, living with peers, managing time, schedule, and workload without 

parental supervision, and being responsible for personal health and well-being, as well as 

the more specific transition from prior dance education settings into a university dance 

program. As interpretive phenomenological researchers Smith et al. (2009) state: 

When people are engaged with “an experience” of something major in 

their lives, they begin to reflect on the significance of what is happening 

and [interpretative phenomenological analysis] research aims to engage 

with these reflections. … A researcher might be interested in looking in 

detail at how someone makes sense of a major transition in their life (p. 3) 

 

A phenomenological perspective is appropriate to my topic as transition periods, 

such as the first year of college, can be rich sources of lived experience, self-reflection 

and meaning making.  

Phenomenological inquiry particularly appealed to me for this educational 

research project as, in seeking to uncover the meanings students make, I wanted as many 

avenues of inquiry and reflection available to them (and to me) as possible. In working 
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with dance students, for whom soma-kinesthetic experience is central to their education, I 

sought a method that would value experiences of bodily engagement equally with 

intellectual and affective experiences as sources of meaning. This focus on students’ 

conscious embodiment extends to me as the researcher as well. I interact with research 

participants and make sense of my topic through and within my own lived experience and 

as I reflect on the data within the writing process, which involves “not only our head and 

hand, but our whole sensual and sentient embodied being (van Manen, 2014, p. 20).  

To be clear, I do not intend to prioritize bodily experience over intellectual or 

affective experience; reversing their placement in a hierarchy would reinforce the 

supposition that they are separable entities, an inversion of the Cartesian duality that 

perpetually frustrates me as a dancer/teacher/human. Rather, I seek to “give the body its 

due” (Sheets-Johnstone, 1992) as part of acknowledging that lived experiences are multi-

faceted in space and time (Bond, 2018). Thoughts, feelings, sensory-physical perceptions, 

and intuitions intersect, collide, conflict, and integrate, and meaning-making works best 

when all our human capacities are engaged. My epistemology is oriented also by 

American philosopher Martha Nussbaum’s (2011) construct of  “practical reason,” her 

premise that all human beings are “able to form a conception of the good and to engage 

in critical reflection about the planning of one’s life” (p. 34).  

In keeping with these values, it was important to me to take my own responses 

and perceptions as the researcher into account. While student-centered, the knowledge 

gained from the research process is what we, both participants and researcher, create 

together. While my intention was to suspend my preconceptions of what I would 
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encounter within the study cohort of first year university Dance majors, I must 

acknowledge that my own perspective was integrated into the data I collected, from the 

semi-structured, open-ended interviews, to what I observed during first-year dance 

classes, to how I reacted to both in the moment, to how I reflected on them afterwards. 

Thus, the research process involves a “double hermeneutic”: I attempt to make sense of 

participants’ experiences as they themselves are attempting to make sense of them. Smith 

et al. (2009) describe this sense-making as “second order,” in that I as the researcher 

“only [have] access to the participant’s experience through the participant’s own account 

of it” (p. 3).   

While participants’ reflections and accounts might bring them to greater 

understanding of themselves in dance and life, my sense-making involves further layers 

of meanings, including my own lived experience as a once first-year university Dance 

major, theoretical interests that developed during previous graduate research in dance 

education, and professional experience as a teacher of students in their pre-college year of 

dance education. Other interpretive layers relate to how participants’ accounts compare 

and differ from each other, the common themes that might emerge from them, and the 

implications of their experiences to the research topic as a whole. Nevertheless, I 

prioritize student data in the research findings presented in Chapters 4 through 7. 

Given the situational particularities, I saw both the participant-observation and the 

interview processes as relational. As van Manen (2014) states, “the researcher should be 

personable” and “develop a relationship of personal sharing, closeness, or friendliness 

before seriously opening up the topic of research” (p. 315). I empathized with students’ 
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concerns and difficulties and I celebrated with them in their successes. While I tried not 

to make my interactions intrusive in their learning processes, at the same time I could not 

be an impersonal onlooker as I spent the academic year with them. In an extension of the 

“benevolent witnessing” concept from a Modern dance class (to be discussed in the 

research settings section), I hoped to be a supportive presence for this group of students. 

First-Year Experience in Dance in Higher Education:   

A Phenomenology of Practice 

In my approach to researching first-year experience in Dance, I first had to define 

for myself the knowledge I wanted to obtain through the research process. For me, the 

framework that I found useful was to conceptualize the phenomenon of “first-year 

experience in Dance” as a practice, in van Manen’s sense of the term. While van Manen 

(2007) states that “in some sense all phenomenology is oriented to practice – the practice 

of living,” (p. 13), he also specifies that phenomenology of practice deals with the 

pragmatic and ethical concerns of the situations and relations we encounter in our 

personal and professional lives.  

For van Manen (2014), the phrase phenomenology of practice refers to “the kinds 

of inquiries that address and serve...the quotidian practices of everyday life” and “foster 

and strengthen an embodied ontology, epistemology, and axiology of thoughtful and 

tactful action” (p. 15). In working with Dance students, I am interested in how being a 

dancer impacts their ways of being in the world, how they view themselves and their 

dance education, how they interact with others inside and outside of the Dance program, 

and how they learn in terms of development of embodied awareness. I am interested in 
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the experiences that they have as dancers that others who are less focused on bodily 

experience might not see or recognize, as well as the value of that knowledge to the field 

of dance education. 

van Manen’s concept of practice was helpful to me in preserving the distinctions 

that I think are unique to the facet of education I am examining; namely, that the learning 

process is intrinsically active and embodied and that the pedagogy at this level is directed 

towards practice in the dance field. While it seems obvious to state that dancers learn in 

and through their bodies, it is important to me to maintain a focus on this aspect, which 

can often be intangible and where both participants and myself might struggle to find the 

language to adequately express what we know and what we do physically, somatically, 

and kinesthetically.  

Regarding professional practice, the BFA Dance program is structured to give 

students a foundation in dance performance, choreography, teaching, and scholarship; 

students in a university Dance program are not learning about dance solely in an abstract 

way, but are preparing to be practitioners in the dance field. As such, students’ learning 

processes range from acquisition of technical, informational knowledge about dance (e.g. 

movement vocabulary within each dance style, anatomical-kinesiological mechanics of 

movements, the “what” of the movement) to conceptual knowledge of the moving body 

(e.g. full-body integration, muscular tension/release, the “how” of the movement) within 

a range of dance techniques, to development of their own creative processes through 

improvisation and choreography. 
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In addition to the more structural/programmatic aspects of this BFA Dance 

program, such as course progressions, course content, learning objectives, and 

assessment, I wanted to learn from the students’ multiple perspectives what the day-to-

day practice of being a first-year Dance student in their BFA program entailed. This 

included topics of daily schedule, physical, emotional, and intellectual aspects of dance 

program classes and general education classes, dance performances and other out-of-

department dance experiences, personal health and self-care, time management, social 

interactions with dance classmates, and relationships with family and non-dance peers. I 

considered participants the “experts” on these topics, able to give me their firsthand 

accounts of what it means to be a first-year university Dance student. In addition to 

learning what students experienced on a somato-cognitive level, I also wanted to know 

how their educational experiences affected their felt sense of being in the world; to use 

van Manenian (2007) terms, I wondered how these dance students “grasped” their 

educational experiences “pathically.” 

Pathic knowing involves seeing and interacting with the world in a different way 

that is not always captured in cognitive discourse; pathic knowledge is difficult to access 

and discuss as its understanding is “not primarily gnostic, cognitive, intellectual, 

technical” but instead is “relational, situational, corporeal, temporal, actional” (van 

Manen, 2007, p. 20). Grasping the world pathically is an inherently embodied process, as 

“the pathically tuned body recognizes itself in its responsiveness to the things of its world 

and to the others who share our world or break into our world” (p. 21). This form of 

knowledge is vital to practice: 
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The act of practice depends on the sense and sensuality of the body, 

personal presence, relational perceptiveness, tact for knowing what to 

say and do in contingent situations, thoughtful routines and practices, 

and other aspects of knowledge that are in part pre-reflective, pre-

theoretic, pre-linguistic. (p. 20) 

 

These dimensions of knowledge are not necessarily explicitly stated in the 

pedagogy of a postsecondary Dance program. They are not spelled out in syllabi, but they 

are nevertheless an important component of the phenomenon of first-year experience in 

Dance because how students make sense of their educational experiences through what 

feminist theorist Karen Barad (2007) calls “the entanglement of matter and meaning” 

(cover). 

Additionally, extending van Manen’s concept of practice to my own process of 

phenomenological research was helpful in clarifying my purpose for creating this study. 

While I would like for this research to inform pedagogical practice for dance students in 

transition into higher education—for it to have pragmatic and practicable uses—van 

Manen’s (2007) reminds me that its value is not solely in how it is used: 

In doing phenomenological research...the aim is not to create technical 

intellectual tools or prescriptive models for telling us what to do or how to 

do something. Rather, a phenomenology of practice aims to open up 

possibilities for creating formative relations between being and acting, 

between who we are and how we act, between thoughtfulness and tact. (p. 

13). 

   

As the researcher I got to witness the phenomenon of “first-year experience in 

Dance” as it shifted throughout the year, through the lenses of student dancers whose 

perspectives affected my/our evolving knowledge of that phenomenon. 
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Research Design and Procedures 

Participants 

Research participants were drawn from an incoming class of first-year BFA 

Dance students who entered postsecondary education in the mid-2010s. The Dance 

program is situated in a performing arts college at a large university in a large city in the 

northeastern United States. Upon approval of my dissertation project, I was granted 

access to demographic information collected by the Dance department’s recruitment 

coordinator as part of students’ application materials. There were 18 students in the first-

year cohort, not including transfer students, and the fall semester marked the beginning of 

their college experience.  

All students were traditional college age, attending college directly after 

graduating from high school rather than returning to college later in life. The group was 

predominantly female with one male student. Geographically, most incoming students 

came from the East Coast, with one student from the Midwest and one from the South. 

The group was racially and ethnically diverse, comprised of nine white students, four 

African American students, two Latinx students, one Asian student, and two students 

identifying as multi-racial/multi-ethnic. 

Students came from a wide range of dance backgrounds. These included arts-

focused high school programs, dance vocational-technical programs, pre-professional 

dance training with large schools or dance companies, musical theater training and 

performance, and private studio dance education. Of the private studio dance students, 

backgrounds ranged from attending dance classes as a hobby or recreational activity to 
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participating in dance competitions. Some students had also acted as teaching assistants 

or taught their own dance classes in their home studios or in summer camps.  

Research Sites 

    I observed and participated with this student population over the course of their 

first year of university Dance. For the fall semester, the first-year dance seminar was a 

logical choice of research site for several reasons. The course was comprised solely of 

first-year and transfer students, my target research population. Secondly, the course 

focused on these students’ orientation and transition into the university community, the 

Dance department, and the BFA curriculum. In addition to introducing students to 

campus resources, such as library and student health services, and covering topics 

common to first-year experience coursework, such as time management and basic 

research/writing skills, the curriculum was shaped specifically for dance students’ needs 

by focusing on nutrition, injury prevention, and dance studies topics, such as intersections 

of dance with race, gender, sexuality, social class, and ability. I chose a practice class for 

second-semester classroom observations. All the students were required to take modern 

dance technique, so the Modern I course offered me the best opportunity to follow my 

research population through the remainder of the academic year.  

First-Year Dance Seminar 

The students’ first year dance seminar met once per week in a studio/theater space 

on the university campus from the last week of August to the first week of December. 

The format of the course varied from week to week; classroom participation included 

movement activities, guest lectures/workshops, writing assignments, video viewing 
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assignments, and small-group and full-class discussions on course topics. Throughout the 

semester, research modes shifted depending on classroom activities. Initially I 

participated in classroom activities and wrote down observations immediately following 

the class.  

My intention with frequent participation early in the semester was to attempt to 

become a part of the classroom community (as opposed to an outside observer) from the 

outset, when students and instructor were first developing a relationship. While I had 

explained my role as researcher in the first course meeting, and had emphasized that I 

was in no way evaluating or assessing the students, I felt more comfortable being 

involved in their classroom activities. As the semester progressed and I became more 

familiar with the students and they with me, I shifted to primarily observation mode.  

Throughout my participant-observation in this class, I was in communication with 

the instructor of the course, who was a graduate teaching assistant in the Dance 

department. We met following course meetings to discuss the day’s activities, any 

pedagogical issues or concerns, and plans for the next session. These discussions enabled 

me to check in about whether my level of participation in the course was acceptable to 

the instructor; I wanted to ensure as much as possible that my involvement was 

supportive rather than disruptive to course instruction.  

Modern Dance I 

Modern Dance I met three days per week in a dance studio on the university main 

campus from mid-January to the end of April. As with the first-year seminar, the 

instructor for this course was a graduate teaching assistant in the Department of Dance. In 
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contrast to the seminar, the student population of this course included upper-level 

students and several graduate students who were not enrolled in the course but attended 

on a drop-in basis. There were also guest artists who came in during the class, such as 

members of the instructor’s dance company. Thus, the population of this course was not 

as consistent as the first-year seminar had been.  

My research mode in this course was entirely observation-based, both by design 

and for personal reasons. As I had by this point spent the previous semester in class with 

my target research population, I believed them to be sufficiently accustomed to my 

presence and aware of my purpose, so I was comfortable with the separation of 

participant and observer. During my first observation in Modern I, I introduced myself 

and my research project and reiterated that my role was not one of evaluation or 

assessment. One of the core principles of the course was what the instructor termed 

benevolent witnessing: that all participants would encourage a supportive environment in 

both physical performance and observation of others. My presence in the class was an 

extension of this concept; although I was not physically dancing with the students, I was 

invited to be part of their community as a supportive witness to their learning and 

growth.  

As with the first-year seminar, I met with the instructor at the start of the spring 

semester to discuss the goals of instruction and the instructor’s teaching philosophy. Over 

the course of the semester, discussions with the instructor were less frequent because my 

role as researcher was more clearly defined in this classroom environment than it had 

been in the first-year seminar. 
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Data Collection 

In describing the transposition of phenomenological approaches into professional 

disciplines such as education, van Manen (2014) states that both “empirical and reflective 

methods can assist the practice of doing phenomenology in professional contexts” (p. 

312). Empirical methods derived from the social sciences are “activities that provide the 

researcher with experiential material” and include “interviewing for experiential 

accounts” and “observing experiences,” which were my primary methods for this project 

(p. 312). Noting the “dramatic elusive element of lived meaning,” van Manen (2014) 

points out that accounts and descriptions of lived experiences are not the lived 

experiences themselves; rather, within those accounts and descriptions, researchers “find 

access to life’s living dimensions while hoping that the meanings we bring to the surface 

from the depths of life’s oceans have not entirely lost some of the natural quiver of their 

undisturbed existence” (p. 313). 

Participation-Observation Data 

In both research sites, one source of data was course documents, such as syllabi 

and other class materials provided by the instructors. My participation-observation 

process for my field notes was focused on the construction of the learning environments 

that this group of first-year dance students encountered, participated in, and helped to 

create. Some of my guiding questions were: How were class activities and experiences 

structured? How did students respond, verbally and physically, to instruction? How and 

what did they communicate to their peers, to their instructors, or to others in the 
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classroom (including me as the researcher)? Which classroom activities or experiences 

stood out as particularly effective or impactful based on students’ observable responses?  

In my field notes, I described classroom activities, noted comments from 

discussions among students and between students and instructors, and recorded my own 

responses to classroom events. I made movement notes using concepts from Laban 

Movement Analysis. My goal was to observe through as many sensory modalities as 

possible, a commitment that was often difficult for me to achieve. When I found myself 

focusing on more abstract questions or concerns and disconnecting from what was 

occurring in the present moment, I reminded myself to come back to my body – how did 

I come to these ideas based on what I was sensing and feeling, how I was moving, and 

what I could intuit from how others were moving? I frequently had to re-center myself to 

focus on the present moment, on what was currently unfolding in the classroom rather 

than what it might mean. While I do not believe it is possible to be purely descriptive and 

not allow interpretation to enter data analysis, I attempted to suspend my interpretations 

of classroom events to concentrate on detailed description as the basis of my field notes.  

Interview Data 

In reviewing the demographic information provided by the Dance department, 

including students’ gender, race/ethnicity, and state of residence, I created a list of twelve 

students who appeared to represent a diverse mix of backgrounds. I reached out to these 

students via email prior to the start of their first semester to gauge their interest in 

participating in my research project. While I planned to observe the entire group of first-

year students in their classes, my intention was to conduct interviews only with the 
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smaller group that I had selected. The response to my email invitation to participate was 

minimal, with only two of the selected group indicating interest. The two who responded 

did participate in the project. 

At that point, I decided to open participation in the interview portion of the 

research to the entire first-year cohort. I used the opportunity of the first meeting of the 

first-year seminar to describe the research project, to explain my participation and 

observation of the class (including reassurance that I would not be assessing their work 

and had no connection to their progress towards the BFA degree), and to invite all of 

them to participate in the interview process. Thus, my interview participants became a 

self-selected rather than a researcher-selected pool with maximum variation as its aim. 

The advantage of the shift to self-selection was that those who participated seemed 

genuinely interested and enthusiastic about the project. The downside was that this group 

of participants was less diverse in terms of demographics than the group I had initially 

identified was.  

In total, I conducted first interviews with nine self-appointed students. Of these, 

one left the Dance program during the first semester and two left at the end of the year. 

The six students who completed all three interviews and remained in the Dance program 

at the end of first year were included in this dissertation study.  

Interview data were collected at three points during the academic year: early first 

semester, mid-year (early second semester), and at the end of the academic year. 

Following van Manen’s (2014) suggestions for conducting phenomenological interviews, 

I strove for “the atmosphere and tone” of a conversation with the participants (p. 315) I 
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met with participants in public, informal settings on campus, such as the college 

bookstore, coffee shops, or the classroom building where the dance studios are located. 

Each interview lasted between 30 minutes and 75 minutes, and each interview was audio 

recorded. 

I attempted to create interview questions that would allow participants to describe 

in their own ways their experiences as first-year students. Following van Manen (2014), 

my goal was to “gain experiential material that is rich and detailed” and contains concrete 

accounts of “a specific instance, situation, person, or event” (p. 316). Questions were 

open-ended and allowed for respondents’ interpretations and opinions, although the 

emphasis, as per van Manen (1990/1997, 2014), was on capturing phenomenological 

anecdotes or stories--descriptions of their lived experience. My focus was on the “what” 

of their experiences, rather than the “how” or the “why.”  

Interviews were participant-led in that the students could direct our conversations 

based on what was salient to them in the moment. This meant that our discussions 

sometimes veered off from the direction I planned, but these tangents also revealed what 

students considered important or significant to discuss. As with the participant-

observation data, my strategy for gaps or pauses in the conversation was to return to 

bodily experience, encouraging students to focus on their bodily felt senses as well as 

intellectual and emotional. As van Manen (2014) advises, when the conversations would 

shift to generalizations, I attempted to bring it back to specific instances or examples. I 

asked participants to “take me through” an experience. If the conversation halted or the 
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participant was unsure how to continue, I repeated back a phrase or statement that they 

had made. 

Some initial questions included: 

• In reflecting on your experience as a first year Dance student so far, what 

moments stand out to you? Can you give a “snapshot” description of those 

moments, of what you feel, sense, think, and/or intuit? 

• Based on your experiences to this point, what is “first-year experience in college 

Dance”? What does that phrase mean to you? What thoughts, feelings, and/or 

perceptions does the phrase evoke? 

• Based on your experiences to this point, how do you view yourself as a dancer 

and dance artist? As a learner? As a member of the college dance community 

and/or the city’s dance community? 

• If you were to give advice to a new first-year student based on your own first 

semester experiences, what advice would you give? 

These questions aimed at capturing specific examples of personally significant and 

meaningful experiences in detail, as central to my main research question.  

In both the second and third interviews, I repeated the above topics, as I was 

interested in ways that students’ experiences of the phenomenon might shift and change 

over the course of the year. In the second interview, I also invited students to reflect on 

instances of success, challenge, and surprise in their educational experiences. Following 

van Manen (2014), I inquired about the specific persons, events, or ideas that had a 

significant impact on them. In the third interview, I asked about participants’ most vivid 
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sense memories from their first-year experience—the moments they could access and 

relive most readily. I invited them to sum up the year in three words, which was a 

challenging question but aimed at sifting through myriad thoughts, feelings, and 

sensations to recall the most significant and meaningful. I inquired about what they were 

looking forward to for the summer, the upcoming fall semester, or the remainder of their 

college careers. To ensure that students had space to include topics that were significant 

to them, the final question of each interview was if they had anything further to share that 

we had not already discussed.  

Data Analysis 

Forefront and Background Data 

In my original conception of the research plan, I intended to include the classroom 

observation data as a section of the dissertation. However, within the data analysis 

process, the data from participation and observation shifted to the background. I re-read 

the data and referred to them in tandem with the interview transcripts to recall details of 

the events discussed by participants. While these field notes supported my analysis of 

interview data, students’ own experiential accounts became more important to me than 

my written jottings in the selected classroom settings. As a result, this section primarily 

discusses the analysis of the interview data.  

Phenomenological Attitude 

As Finlay (2014) states, “the immediate challenge for researchers embarking on 

phenomenological analysis is to push beyond what we already know from experience or 

through established knowledge” (p. 122). Throughout initial data analysis, my aim was to 
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suspend or set aside my preconceptions about what would be important or meaningful to 

this group of students based on my extant theoretical understanding of first-year 

experience, as presented in Chapter 2, and my own history as a postsecondary Dance 

student. As van Manen (2011) explains:  

In the reduction one needs to overcome one’s subjective or private 

feelings, preferences, inclinations, or expectations that may seduce or 

tempt one to come to premature, wishful, or one-sided understandings of 

an experience and that would prevent one from coming to terms with a 

phenomenon as it is lived through. (para. 1) 

 

With the participants viewed as experts in the phenomenon of inquiry, my role 

was to, as Finlay (2014) summarizes, “accept that what participants say about their own 

experience is their ‘truth’ and do not morally judge,” maintaining a “focus on the 

meaning of the situation as it is given in the participant’s experience” (p. 123). Viewing 

the student data with a phenomenological attitude meant remaining open and sensitive to 

the students’ accounts of their experiences. 

The first round of analysis consisted of reviewing all interview transcripts with 

the audio recordings. In addition to correcting any transcription errors, listening to the 

interviews allowed me to intuit students’ emotional responses to each topic, as their tones 

of voice revealed excitement, frustration, uncertainty, curiosity, pride, annoyance, and so 

on. Rather than reviewing each participant’s set of three interviews together, I reviewed 

the group at each time period in the academic year (early, mid-year, and late). During this 

process, I also re-read my field notes corresponding to each time period to refresh my 

memory on the classroom activities and discussions they referenced in their interviews.  
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Dwelling in the Data 

The next stage of phenomenological analysis, that of dwelling in the data, “forces 

us to slow down, to pause, to re-examine taken-for-granted assumptions and the idea that 

we already know this phenomenon. In the dwelling we linger and become absorbed in 

what is being revealed” (Finlay, 2014, p. 125). In the dwelling stage, I re-read each 

interview multiple times to identify emerging themes at each point in the year. Early 

emerging themes included: physical demands of the dance program; peer community; 

family support; faculty interactions; self-direction; flow; adaptability; evolving practices 

as dancers, choreographers, and scholars; individual definitions of first-year experience; 

experiences of success; and learning from mistakes. As these themes took shape, I kept a 

running tally of their appearance for each participant at each time period. Some themes, 

such as flow and adaptability, were prominent threads in one or two interviews, but were 

not common to the entire group or through the entire year. From this list, I created a 

three-section chronological outline for each participant, illustrating the various themes 

with chunks of data, such as my own summary of the participant’s response and verbatim 

quotations from their accounts. These outlines became the basis for creating a narrative 

for each participant at each time period throughout the year.  

Explicating the Whole 

The next stage of analysis “involves a distillation of meaning; discovering 

interrelated constituents of the phenomenon, then searching for connections across the 

data set and clustering any general or essential meanings that surface, perhaps from 

different participant accounts” (Finlay, 2014, p. 129). This stage of analysis involved 
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viewing the students’ accounts as a group and exploring commonalities and contrasts. 

During this phase, I wrote a narrative for each student and organized them by time period 

(early, mid-year, end of first year).  

Approaching the students’ narratives chronologically allowed me to see different 

facets of the experiences they shared over the course of the year. I focused on the 

moments they identified as significant to them as well as the challenges they faced as 

first-year students. While organizing the narratives both chronologically and 

thematically, I used large chunks of students’ interview quotations verbatim to preserve 

the ways that they voiced their experiences. In the next iteration of analysis, I changed 

the structure from a chronological organization to a thematic one, progressing outward 

from individual students’ educational experiences, to their described relationships, to the 

programmatic/structural supports for their learning, or from personal to social/emotional 

to academic realms. Following this structural change, I made further reductions to the 

text to move more closely to the essences of participant experiences, individual and 

possibly collective.  

Languaging 

The aim of the final stage of my analysis was to refine the previous versions such 

that the language employs “rigorous, rich description, backed by illustrative quotations, 

which evokes the phenomenon in immediate and potent ways” (Finlay, 2014, p. 135). 

The biggest challenge of this stage was striking a balance between the individual and 

specific with the prevalent and shared aspects of students’ first-year experiences, 

constantly mediating part and whole.  
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Concluding Thoughts 

The methodological approach to this project has been a balancing act. My 

attention has shifted constantly between theory and practice, analysis and intuition, self 

and participant, and between immediacy of lived experience and critical distance. I want 

to lay out both how the process unfolded linearly and how my understanding evolved 

cyclically, with realizations and questions reflecting and inflecting each other at every 

point, both spiraling back and jumping forward. I want these data to be useful and 

practicable to improve future first-year Dance students’ educational experiences, and I 

want to acknowledge that these data describe particular students’ experiences in a 

particular program at a particular time and place. I want the work to “do” but also to 

“be.” I initially struggled to reconcile these seemingly polar opposites; however, van 

Manen’s (2014) words reminded me of the necessity of both ends of these spectra, as 

well as acknowledgement that any balance I find will not be perfect, but will hopefully be 

fitting for both data and research perspective:  

Inquiries into the phenomenality of human experiences and truths require 

the full measure and complexity of the language of prose and the poetic, 

the cognitive and the pathic... Phenomenological method is always a 

matter of attempts, bids, and hopeful risks. (p. 29) 

 

Segue 

This chapter described the epistemological framework and methodological 

procedures used to examine the phenomenon of first-year experience in Dance in higher 

education. I accessed students’ lived experience accounts through empirical methods of 

interviewing and classroom observation. Data were analyzed through a rigorous 
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phenomenological process of reflection and reduction to key meanings (van Manen, 

2014) for each interview participant and then inductively to identify macro-categories of 

first-year experience. Chapters 4 through 7 present the research findings of this 

educational inquiry organized by the following macro-categories: curriculum (Chapter 4), 

faculty (Chapter 5), peers (Chapter 6), and individual practice (Chapter 7). 
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CHAPTER 4 

   

EXPERIENCING CURRICULUM 

 

My presentation of findings begins with first-year Dance students’ described 

experiences of the BFA Dance curriculum over the course of the year, followed in 

Chapter 5 by their engagement with faculty. To me, Chapters 4 and 5 are linked, as 

students primarily experience curricular structures through faculty’s teaching 

philosophies, language, and practices. Maintaining focus on “lived relation” (van Manen, 

2014), Chapter 6 examines students’ experiences of peers within the first-year Dance 

cohort, across class levels in the Dance program, and outside of Dance. Chapter 7 shifts 

away from these groups to focus on each participant’s personal journey, including their 

backgrounds, their emerging practices as university Dance students, and the overall 

synthesis they made of their experiences in university Dance at the end of the first year. 

Chapter organization mirrors the theoretical framework of the study, as based in 

prominent student development models discussed in Chapter 2, which moves from 

institutional or academic-centered perspectives on first-year experience to student-

centered perspectives within the selected student development background literature. This 

leads into the development of individual learning and meaning-making as a result of 

students’ personal experiences at the institutional, pedagogical, and social-affective level. 

Interview Participants 

The six interview participants brought six unique perspectives to this project. 

Each chapter unfolds more of these first-year Dance students’ educational experiences, 

concluding in Chapter 7 with their individual narratives – their phenomenologies of 
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practice, or ‘year in the life of a first-year university Dance major.’ This introduction 

provides a snapshot introduction to each dancer to begin the familiarization process. 

Pseudonyms are used to preserve anonymity and confidentiality. 

• Charlotte: Charlotte described herself as a “recreational” dancer. Her background 

was mainly in Jazz and Musical Theater. She entered the university with the 

intention to double major in Dance and Liberal Arts. 

• Alex: Alex was the only male dancer in the first-year Dance cohort. His 

background was in Musical Theater with one year of formal Dance training. He 

had attended a performing arts high school program for Theater, which provided 

his introduction to dance. 

• Jessica: Jessica had studied in a private dance studio and had been a part of a 

competition team. She also performed with the dance team at her high school. Her 

favorite style of dance was Jazz. She was interested in studying math and 

sciences. 

• Megan: Megan studied in a private dance studio pre-college and participated in a 

competition team. She attended an arts high school program, participated in her 

high school’s twirling and dance team, and continued to take classes at the private 

studio during high school. Her preferred styles of dance were Modern and Jazz. 

• Courtney: Courtney attended pre-professional ballet schools prior to college. 

Before beginning the university Dance program, she took part in a summer 

intensive in a prominent Modern dance school, which introduced her to dance 

forms outside of ballet. 
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• Anna: Anna attended a pre-professional ballet school until her first year of high 

school. Struggling with an injury, she stopped training at the intense level she had 

previously, but she continued to take Jazz classes and dance on her high school’s 

dance team. She had not intended to pursue a Dance major in college, but she 

switched to Dance at the encouragement of her parents.  

 

Experiencing Curriculum 

 

Throughout the year, interview participants discussed the BFA Dance program 

structure and content. As highlighted in individual practice narratives (Chapter 7), 

students used terms like holistic, well-rounded, and integration to portray the curriculum, 

readily making connections within and between classes and learning modes. In addition 

to their continuous reflections on technique classes and performing experiences, and to a 

lesser degree, choreographing, students discussed the role of other core curriculum 

classes, notably Music for Dance, Movement Improvisation, and Dance production. This 

chapter is organized into three sections, exploring 1) students’ overall experiences of the 

Dance program, including their desire for greater program flexibility; 2) student 

experiences of curriculum within specific Dance courses, including repetition of 

movement material and inclusion of movement activities in non movement-based classes; 

and 3) the connections individual students made between dance courses, between dance 

and non-dance courses, and between dance courses and professional practices and 

opportunities in the dance field. 
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Program-level Experiences  

Student Perspectives on Dance Program Curriculum 

Throughout the year, interview participants shared perspectives on the Dance 

program, such as the courses included in the first-year progression towards the BFA 

degree and the overarching philosophy of the Dance program. From the outset of his 

first-year experience, Alex viewed the Dance program as designed to “make you think 

like a dancer and understand what you’re doing as opposed to just doing it” (Alex, 

Interview 1, p. 4). He appreciated that the program’s focus on “thinking” encouraged him 

to move beyond his “comfort zone,” stating, “There are so many ways, there is so much 

you can do with dance… We do a lot of classes that are about, like Movement 

Improvisation and Music for Dancers, stuff that’s going to make you think like a dancer 

and understand what you’re doing as opposed to just doing it” (p. 4). 

Improvisation was new or relatively unfamiliar to all but Alex, and all participants 

discussed its role in the BFA. Megan appreciated the inclusion of ‘Improv’ in her first 

semester schedule and the amount of class time devoted to it: 

I knew a little about what it was going to be like, but it’s really nice that 

we have it twice a week, and it’s an hour and a half both times. That’s a 

lot of improv, 3 hours a week, which is a lot of time for you to just be 

completely free. But it’s cool… it’s interesting to see what everyone does 

when they’re not being told what to do, because sometimes you’re like, “I 

didn’t know that person liked to move that way; that’s not how they 

usually move.” (Megan, Interview 1, p. 6) 

 

Charlotte, Anna, and Megan viewed Improvisation as a class that brings out their 

artistry and creativity. Charlotte stated that “it opens up our creativities,” and “having 

improv is a great way to explore and be creative” (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 4). Although 
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Anna struggled in adjusting to improvisation, she also stated, “I understand how improv 

helps me every class that I have it” (Anna, Interview 1, p. 12). She added, “It’s going to 

help my creativity; it’s going to help me get out of my comfort zone” (p. 14). Megan 

noted, “I’m learning more about myself and the way I like to move…to become more 

creative” (p. 5). Courtney felt that Improvisation was building her skills as a 

choreographer. She described her gradual adjustment to the class: 

At first I didn’t like Improv. I was like, “There’s no structure.” But as the 

weeks have gone by, I really like it. I like the different techniques he’s 

been teaching us about building off of other people’s movements and 

telling a story with the movements. And I think I can use some of the 

techniques when I’m choreographing a dance. (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 

21) 

 

Alex shared his contrasting perspective as an experienced improviser: 

 

So many people when they improv will stick to their comfort zone. But to 

be a great dancer, you have to think outside of your comfort zone, outside 

of that circle of movements that you know well. Think about movements 

that feel so weird, but maybe look really cool. (Alex, Interview 1, p. 4) 

 

Within her Dance program classes, Courtney was surprised by her enjoyment of 

Dance Production and the ways that working in the theater enhanced her ability to 

critique dance, to make new meanings from dance as an audience member, and to 

evaluate aspects of others’ dancing that she wished to emulate: 

I was in Production class this semester, and was surprised that I really 

enjoyed working in the theater. I got to learn about the theater and about 

lighting, and also watching the dancers, their different points of view, and 

watching people’s pieces, whether I liked them or not. It was just watching 

it over and over and really seeing, “Oh, that’s what that means,” or “Oh, I 

didn’t see that before.” I think that has helped me grow as a dancer, but 

also as a critic of dancing, not on their technique, but like, “Oh wow, that 

was interesting how they made that shape and this concept,” and finding 

things I like about other people’s dancing, to reflect on them and how I 

could use them in the future. (Courtney, Interview 3, p. 10) 
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At the end of her second semester, Charlotte was looking forward to taking Dance 

Composition in her second year to develop her choreography skills and continue to 

explore her identity as a dance artist and scholar: 

I’m excited about Comp because I have things I want to say with 

movement. I want to hone my skills in that. I want to use dance to spark 

social change and to make social commentary. Right now, I see myself as 

a dance artist, but I want to see myself as a dance scholar, and while I 

don’t think those are necessarily independent, I’ve been focusing more on 

the scholarly part of it this year, so I think next year I’ll be working more 

on the artist part of it. (Charlotte, Interview 3, p. 5) 

 

Program Flexibility 

 

At the time of our first interviews, all participants except Alex identified program 

flexibility as an area where they wanted more support from Dance, including options for 

pursuing a double major or a minor. Students who did not express interest in a double 

major or minor still desired greater freedom to explore their individual interests inside 

and outside of dance. At the same time, they spoke favorably of their set program of 

Dance major classes and understood the rationale for them.  

Charlotte described the difficulties she encountered with her initial plan to pursue 

a double major, noting, “The Dance curriculum is so major-intensive…it’s probably not 

going to fit in my schedule, and that bothers me a bit” (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 14). 

While she desired more space in her schedule to pursue interests outside of Dance, she 

also noted that “a lot, if not most, of the Dance curriculum” was important to learn (p. 

14). Jessica also desired more curricular options, stating, “I understand that we have to 

take all these Dance classes…, but it would be nice if we could have a little more 

flexibility” (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 13).  
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Whereas Charlotte and Jessica wanted to take courses outside of the Dance 

program, Courtney desired greater flexibility within the program. When asked how she 

would improve the curriculum for first-year Dance majors, she responded: “I would offer 

students as many options as possible…in the first semester at least” (Courtney, Interview 

1, p. 19). Megan also expressed a desire for more Dance elective options, stating, 

“There’s one more thing that I wish we could have as freshmen. I wish we had one 

elective, just one, like Jazz…I love Jazz” (Megan, Interview 1, p. 15).  

Jessica had entered university with the “fallback” option of switching to another 

major. She explained, 

I really love math and the sciences, so I always wanted to go to a school 

that has Dance but also an engineering program, in case... It would be cool 

if I could double major, but it’s so much and I don’t want to do that right 

now. I want to stick to dancing for as long as possible. (p. 2) 

 

Similar to Charlotte and Jessica, Anna desired greater flexibility in Dance course 

scheduling to be able to devote more time to academic classes. She expressed interest in a 

double major but was concerned about the workload this would entail. Her first semester 

workload was “stressful, but... not unbearable,” but she was “nervous” about being able 

to meet the demands of an additional major: 

It’s hard on your body, and at the end of the day you’re exhausted. And 

you have to eat right. You have to sleep. I would like to double major, but 

as the days go on, I keep wondering how I’d do that…it’s so much work. 

And then you have rehearsal time if you are in a piece, and you do have 

homework. (Anna, Interview 1, pp. 4-5) 

 

Anna had not intended to major in Dance initially: 

I didn’t choose the Dance program, but then I decided to switch from a 

Nursing major. So I never auditioned for any other school, and I didn’t 

know what I wanted to do…the Dance program just happened by chance. 
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So, if asked the question, I’m like, “I don’t know, I just like to dance.” 

That was me, personally. (Anna, Interview 2, p. 14) 

 

At mid-year Charlotte, Jessica, and Anna returned to the topic of program 

flexibility and options for additional studies. Megan had started a minor in Business and 

was taking a macroeconomics class. Charlotte was no longer following the standard 

course progression for the BFA Dance, creating a schedule that allowed her to move 

“towards a more academic path,” omitting Dance Repertory in favor of Liberal Arts 

classes and “experiencing kind of a balance of Dance and Liberal Arts” (Charlotte, 

Interview 2, p. 2). She felt uncertain about how to “handle” the decision process, stating, 

Right now I’m in between two areas. … To be honest, it is difficult” (p. 6). 

Jessica also revisited the possibility of pursuing a second major in Chemistry as 

something she was “trying to figure out” at mid-year: 

Everyone’s always like, “Why?” If I really go through with getting a 

second major, I want to figure out how I can integrate Dance into 

Chemistry or Chemistry into Dance. I want to spend a lot of time on 

figuring that out. (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 15) 

 

Anna, too, was still uncertain about her future career path in Dance and her 

purpose in double majoring. She had found comfort in the idea of having a double major 

as a “backup” in her first semester, but at mid-year had rejected the backup rationale:  

I don’t really know. I definitely want to be a professional dancer, but I’m 

struggling with how to do it, and that scares me. And I want to double 

major, but I don’t want it to be a backup. I just want it to help me later on. 

I’m struggling to find what I want that to be in Dance, whether I want to 

be a dance teacher, or…I really don’t know how I see myself. I consider 

myself a dancer wholeheartedly, but I don’t know what that means for me. 

(Anna, Interview 2, p. 5) 
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At the end of second semester, Charlotte, Jessica, and Anna again returned to the 

subject of pursuing a double major. Alex had not discussed the topic previously, but 

briefly considered it in second semester. Charlotte continued to struggle with whether to 

stay in the Dance program or pursue other academic interests. Jessica also pursued 

academic interests outside of Dance in second semester. While Charlotte was undecided 

about which course of study she preferred, Jessica expressed her preference for Dance: 

“In a perfect world, all I will ever have to do is dance. … When it comes down to it, I’d 

rather be out moving than sitting behind a desk and taking notes, even though it’s really 

interesting. (Jessica, Interview 3, p. 5) 

Alex did not consider double majoring until his second semester in the Dance 

program. He decided against it when he realized his motivation was fear: 

Two weeks ago, I was thinking, “I should be a Communications major 

next semester, a double major. I can do it.” I was so sure of it. I was totally 

focused, I was getting information, I went to a Communications 

meeting… Then I was like, “I don’t want to do this.” Of course, maybe I 

could do it. But I’m definitely a type-B person, and this does not sound 

fun, like writing papers all the time. I like to write papers, and I think I’m 

a decent writer, but I did that out of fear. Going to that meeting was out of 

fear for my future. (Alex, Interview 3, p. 10) 

 

Over the course of her first-year experience, Megan had doubts about her choice 

to pursue Dance in university due to seemingly poor future career prospects. In 

retrospect, however, she reflected on her choice of major as a source of “joy”: 

I’m so happy that I picked to come to this school because I’m a very 

indecisive person and it was hard for me to actually pick a school. I 

wondered if I would regret it, but I don’t think I will because this school 

definitely has a very strong Dance department, and I’m happy that I’m 

here... I feel like there’s always that little voice, where it’s like, “Are you 

going to be able to get a job? How is this going to work?” But at the end 

of the day, this is what I enjoy doing. And this school and being in a major 
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city...I have chances to get myself out there and to make this a career. It’s 

good, and that’s why I feel joy for being at this school. (Megan, Interview 

3, p. 12) 

 

Courtney discussed her doubts and eventual resolution in her choice to attend 

university for Dance: 

Am I supposed to be in a university setting? That happened a few times at 

the beginning of semester when everybody was starting to be in rehearsals, 

and I hadn’t been picked to perform: “Should I really be in the university 

setting if I’m not going to be performing?” But that was a small portion of 

time. Soon I was like, “It’s important for me.” I would like a degree, and I 

want to be here. Just going to auditions or being at one dance school is not 

going to open me to opportunities to learn different things. That’s really 

important to me – to absorb everything and get all the information I can, 

before I start auditioning for companies and different things. So, I had a 

doubt, but that was triggered by not performing, and now I’m like, “I 

should be here.” (Courtney, Interview 3, p. 10) 

 

Course-level Experiences 

 

At the start of first semester, five of the six interview participants (all except 

Anna) discussed structural aspects of their Dance program core classes that they felt 

influenced their learning. These included repetition and individualization (Charlotte, 

Jessica, and Megan) and inclusion of movement activities in non-movement-based 

classes (Courtney, Jessica, and Alex). 

Repetition and Individualization  

For Charlotte, Jessica, and Megan, repetition of movement material in technique 

classes contributed to their comfort level with material. Once they felt comfortable with 

the material, they were able to add their individual interpretations to the movement; 

development of individual movement preferences will also be discussed in Chapter 6. For 
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instance, Charlotte liked the structure of her technique classes, based on the repetition of 

material over several classes, which allowed her to process details:  

When we’re given a phrase or a combination, we get to work on it a few 

times, at least a few classes, so we keep working on specific parts of it and 

hone in on the technical components. It’s a lot better than switching from 

one piece of choreography to the next without getting into the details. 

That’s something that’s been standing out to me...something I really like 

about the Dance program. (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 3) 

 

Repetition of phrases also allowed her to become more familiar with her teachers’ 

styles, and her growing comfort level allowed her to infuse her own style into the 

phrases, or to be her own “director” (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 7). 

Jessica also saw repetition of phrases as beneficial to her learning, stating, “I 

definitely like to continue to repeat what I see” (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 7). She needed 

time to process the material: “Sometimes I’m a little slower when I’m picking up the 

choreography, but I usually get it eventually” (p. 7). Similar to Charlotte and Jessica, 

Megan described her technique classes as very structured with movement material 

repeating but also building in each class. She viewed this kind of class structure as a 

balance between feeling comfortable and being challenged to perform outside of your 

comfort zone. 

Inclusion of Movement Activities in Non-Movement Courses  

Courtney, Jessica, and Alex discussed movement activities in courses that were 

not primarily movement-based, such as Music for Dance and First-Year Dance Seminar. 

Courtney and Jessica appreciated the incorporation of movement activities into the Music 

for Dance class. Both were familiar with music theory prior to the Music for Dance class. 
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Courtney appreciated being able to physically experience the concepts she knew from her 

prior training: 

I took piano when I was little, and I know notes and key signatures and all 

that stuff. But in Music for Dancers, I can see that and then experience it 

in dancing and also in a song rather than just people teaching me, “Oh, 

what does this mean?” I think it’s really cool to learn that because you 

have to have musicality as a dancer. (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 21) 

 

Jessica described how the class was designed for dancers to physically integrate 

the material, stating, “He puts it in our bodies. He gives us an exercise. We’re moving in 

his class” (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 13). She added that the class was “learning about 

music with dancers – not just music” (p. 13). She perceived that some of her peers “don’t 

understand why we’re doing it,” but she found it applicable to her dance learning: “It will 

definitely help me in the future because I listen to music sometimes and I can’t count it at 

all, I have no idea what it is” (p. 13). Likewise, Courtney related that “for some people, 

it’s hard to be on the music,” and “this class is really going to help with that” (Courtney, 

Interview 1, p. 21). 

Alex offered the opposite perspective to Courtney and Jessica on the inclusion of 

movement into non-movement-based classes. He would have appreciated the chance to 

“kind of let my mind do all the work” in some classes: 

I don’t know why, but all of our teachers who aren’t dance teachers, 

they’re all like “You guys are dancers; you want to be on your feet, right?” 

No, actually, it would be nice to have a class where I can just sit and kind 

of let my mind do all the work, but that doesn’t happen too much. (Alex, 

Interview 1, p. 5) 

 

Alex challenged what he saw as an assumption that dancers want to learn solely 

through kinesthetic experience to the exclusion of other learning modes. 
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Individual-level Student Experiences 

 

Dance and Non-Dance Connections 

In their initial interviews, Jessica and Alex discussed similarities between modes 

of learning in dance and another discipline. Jessica connected her visual learning process 

in dance with that in math. When learning new movements, Jessica needed to observe 

first and then practice for herself. She described watching a teacher do a math problem on 

the board, when after observing the process, it “just clicks in my brain” and she’d 

understand how to do it. She might not get the correct answer immediately, but can “go 

back and fix it” (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 7). Alex connected his learning in Music for 

Dancers to learning to write: 

We talk about how we love music and the feeling that comes from it, like 

how if you love writing, but nobody can understand what you’re writing, 

how are you going to communicate with others? It’s the same concept, but 

with music. How are you going to communicate with anybody? Even if 

you are an amazing dancer, people are going to be like, “OK, you’re 

talented, but we can’t work with you and get anywhere, because you’re 

not making any sense.” (Alex, Interview 1, p. 6) 

 

At mid-year, Charlotte was enjoying the hybrid schedule she created rather than 

following the set course progression for the BFA Dance degree. She made connections 

between her introduction to dance studies course and her sociology class: 

We’re learning a lot about dance ethnography and how culture and dance 

influence each other. Then in my sociology class, I’m learning about how 

we practice religion, and how rituals exist to help bring people together, 

and I feel like dance also does that, and there are just little connections 

like that. (Charlotte, Interview 2, pp. 2-3) 
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Megan also related her learning process in dance to non-dance classes. While she 

described herself as a visual learner, she talked about the use of “comparisons” in her 

Dance and General Education classes: 

Most of us dancers, we’re visual learners, I would say…that’s just how 

we’re taught. You watch someone dance and then you learn it yourself in 

your own body, so I like seeing comparisons and stuff like that. In my Gen 

Ed classes, it’s not as visual. Comparisons help a lot I think. Even in 

dance, they’ll say, “Your body is mostly made of water; just think about 

that and use that.” I like when they use comparisons in my Gen Ed classes 

between two different things. (Megan, Interview 2, pp. 6-7) 

 

Reflecting on her two courses outside of the Dance department, Megan noted that 

her learning depended on both her interest in the topic and her connection with her 

teacher: “I’m not a big fan of my Humanities professor. But I like my Macroeconomics 

class a lot, and I’m interested in Business. Humanities is mandatory. It’s not an elective. 

It’s not a choice” (p. 7). 

As at the year’s start, Jessica compared her learning processes in dance and math. 

However, at mid-year, she differentiated between requiring the “right” answer in math 

and her gradual acceptance of doing something “wrong” in Dance because “it’s still 

growth” (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 5).  

At the end of the second semester, Charlotte in particular emphasized the 

importance of connecting her various interests across her dance courses, her non-dance 

courses, and her extra-curricular activities.  

I found interests in the dance studies speaker series as well as dance and 

musical theater. And I’m looking for ways within the Department to 

combine my interests in race and diversity, world cultures, musical 

theater, and dance education, all of those. I’m also part of the ballroom 

dance performance scene, and that’s something I want to continue. So, I 
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think it’s just finding, generally speaking, finding who you want to be as 

an artist and scholar. (Charlotte, Interview 3, pp. 3-4) 

 

Megan found “translating” knowledge between non-dance classes less straight-

forward than between her dance classes, but still viewed her “way of learning” as a 

potential through-line between them: “They were pretty different, writing and 

economics….they didn’t really go together, but I translate my way of learning in all of 

my classes” (Megan, Interview 3, p. 9). 

Dance to Dance Connections 

At mid-year, Courtney, Jessica, Megan, and Alex all discussed connections they 

were making between first and second semester Dance classes, including dance academic 

seminars, improvisation, and technique. Courtney connected first semester’s First Year 

Dance Seminar and second semester’s introduction to dance theory class, stating that 

these had a strong impact on her educational experience. She explained: 

Those classes are similarly structured with discussions and readings about 

dancers and choreographers, and I think that’s really important to know… 

where the dance history comes from and what people are doing with their 

work. (Courtney, Interview 2, p. 14) 

 

Jessica and Megan connected their learning in dance technique classes across first 

and second semesters. While Jessica’s development was related to her internal debate 

about “right and wrong” movement, Megan focused on comparing and contrasting 

faculty teaching styles: 

Over time, in every class I would learn more and become more 

comfortable with it, and so now I find myself in new classes, I’m like, 

“Oh, I used this in my old class,” like I can compare the teachers to each 

other, compare their movement styles. I can remember a comment a 

teacher said previously about a movement and then consider what my new 

teacher says about the same movement and see the differences and 
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similarities between what they say and teach. (Megan, Interview 2, pp. 11-

12) 

     

Students’ experiences of faculty will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5.  

Alex described connections between Improvisation class and technique classes 

from the perspective that improvements he made in technique made his improvisation 

work “feel a lot better.” He viewed the concept of technique as individualized and unique 

to each dancer (Alex, Interview 2, p. 3).  

At the end of second semester, all participants described finding opportunities to 

apply learning across Dance classes during second semester. Megan explained, 

I don’t want to just learn something in one class and then completely 

throw it away for the next class. I want to work more on taking what I 

learned in one class and translating it into another class to see how they 

can come together (Megan, Interview 3, p. 8) 

 

For example, Megan looked for opportunities to apply the concept of “letting go” 

that she was working on in one of her Modern classes to other classes where she had to 

be “more upright,” explaining, “I’ve been trying to find a healthy balance between the 

two” (p. 10).  

Dance Coursework and Professional Practices and Opportunities 

In our initial interviews, connections between course/program structures and 

professional practices, as well as opportunities to put their dance knowledge and skills 

into practice, were significant to Charlotte, Courtney, and Megan. For instance, Charlotte 

expressed an interest in gaining practical experience outside of the Dance program, 

stating, “I like getting involved in the community, so maybe just more options for field 

experiences? There was one I tried to get involved with, but it didn’t fit into my schedule 
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this semester” (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 15). She explained, “I want to know if this is 

something I want to be doing,” (p. 15), implying that practical experience would help her 

to explore that question.  

At the start of her first semester, Courtney linked her learning experiences in the 

university Dance program to the larger professional dance world in terms of both her 

general knowledge of the field and specific examples of practices that she felt would be 

beneficial to a future professional dance career. For her, first-year experience in higher 

education Dance meant “to know the professional dance world in a different way” and to 

situate herself within it:  

I’ve come from very professional schools and we had a set thing, it was 

very strict rules about attire and hair, and here it’s more relaxed than what 

I’m used to. I like that…you can really have your freedom. And you’re 

finding yourself as a dancer, you’re finding who you want to be, what type 

of dance really speaks to you, what types you want to combine in your 

own choreography work. And how you can contribute to the Dance world. 

(Courtney, Interview 1, p. 4) 

 

Specifically, Courtney worked on modifying new movements to make them work 

for her own body so that she could perform them with confidence, which she felt would 

benefit her in auditions: 

In an audition, I can figure out how to make myself look the best even 

though I may not have my leg the highest, and to be comfortable in my 

dance and not to question when others around me are maybe better at one 

thing or another, and not lose my confidence in something that I know I 

am confident in, even though there are other people around me. (p. 5) 

 

Courtney also adopted a learning strategy of writing down notes on class 

combinations to review outside of class. While she found it more difficult than she 
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anticipated and “a little annoying,” she viewed this practice as potentially helpful to her 

for future work in the professional dance field: 

I started at the beginning of the year writing down most of the 

combinations we do in class, which is harder than I thought it would be. I 

can’t always remember what comes next. I’ll get most of it and then 

there’s a little gray area in some of the combinations, like, “Oh, blank.” 

But that has helped me…I can look back through before the next class and 

I know what my little symbols mean, so in class I know what could be 

coming next, how we transition from one move to the next. It’s helpful but 

also a little annoying to do it. Someone told me that you should start 

writing things down when you get into a company or into a professional 

work so the next day the choreographer comes, you can be right on top of 

it. But sometimes it’s hard to remember, like if I have three classes in a 

row I have to remember all this stuff for and then write it down. But I 

think it works, and I’m glad someone told me that. (pp. 6-7) 

 

Megan believed that exposure to different teachers’ movement styles and teaching 

practices in university would contribute to her versatility as a future dance teacher:  

One of the things I want to do when I get older is own a studio, so I like 

how my teachers aren’t the same as how they used to be, because I went to 

that one studio and the arts high school and I was on the twirling and 

dance team. So, I’ve had different teachers and they all had different ways 

and different styles, and now here I have different examples of teaching... 

If I do eventually own my own studio, I’ll be able to take what I like from 

each teacher, from what they’ve taught me, and use that with my students. 

(Megan, Interview 1, p. 12)  

 

At the start of the second semester, all interview participants except Jessica 

connected their current experiences as university Dance majors with the larger 

professional dance world. Anna described the impact of watching a performance from a 

professional dance company and attending her first professional audition with the same 

company, and Alex discussed the work of a professional dance company as his 

inspiration for studying dance and motivation to improve in technique. 
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In keeping with her interest in field experiences outside of the Dance program in 

first semester, Charlotte continued to seek out additional opportunities to develop her 

skills as a performer, choreographer, and teacher. She detailed her experience of working 

with a student-run organization outside of the Dance Department to choreograph and 

teach theater dance at a local high school. She considered her experiences of “teaching 

others, as well as learning new material myself, to be my most successful moments” as a 

university Dance student (Charlotte, Interview 2, p. 5). 

As in our first interview, Courtney connected the work she was doing in the BFA 

Dance program with preparation for auditions: 

I feel more confident in my dancing, more outgoing to try new things. I 

think what I’ve had here has prepared me more for auditions. I could 

always nail a ballet audition, but in other styles or if something’s different, 

that was hard for me. I feel like here, going through stuff in class and 

learning new things has helped me to grasp the concepts at auditions, so 

it’s easier to get the combination more quickly, and then I can work on it 

more in the audition. (Courtney, Interview 2, pp. 3-4) 

 

Courtney planned to seek out auditions for “theater dance or Modern companies,” 

even if she might be unsuccessful in them, for the sake of gaining experience beyond 

ballet. 

Courtney had recently auditioned for the same summer intensive she attended the 

previous year, and felt “more comfortable and confident” due to her broader repertoire of 

styles: 

Last summer was different as I had never done Horton or Graham before. 

And since I have now, in the audition I felt more comfortable and 

confident. So, that has helped me a lot, especially in auditions, especially 

for that, because I really loved it last summer, and I look forward to 

hopefully doing it again. (p. 7) 
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Unlike our first interview, Megan did not refer to her own teaching practices or to 

the prospect of owning a dance studio in the future, but returned to the general concept of 

appreciating and learning from a variety of teaching styles. When asked which ideas or 

concepts had the strongest impact on her first-year experience at the start of second 

semester, she responded as follows: 

The idea of using what you’ve learned and adding to it I think is 

important. In the past, I went to the same studio where all the teachers 

taught us the same styles and in the same way. We only had one ballet 

teacher there, so it was always the same kind of ballet and we knew what 

to expect. I really enjoyed coming here and learning different moves in 

ballet and different ways of being taught ballet. The same goes for Modern 

and everything else. (Megan, Interview 2, p. 17) 

 

Megan also connected first-year dance students’ commitment and involvement in 

the Dance program with “really wanting to be a dancer,” noting, “You have to be 

dedicated…” (p. 9). 

For Anna, her second semester of university dance had increased her confidence 

in her ability to pursue dance as a professional career. At the start of the second semester, 

she had described attending a professional audition for the first time as an “eye-opening” 

experience, and she viewed the dancers from that dance company as role models for her 

potential career.       

For Alex, “acro-balance was really the thing that got me into” dance (Alex, 

Interview 2, p. 5), and seeing a professional dance company perform this type of work 

motivated and inspired him to continue to improve his technique and become more 

versatile as a dancer: 

When I saw this company... I fell in love, and I really wanted to do that. I 

wanted to throw people and lift people and just be crazy and connect in 
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weird and obscure places in the body. And I need to have the technique 

still; I just want to have the technique. That will first of all make me 

stronger and help me understand my body. Technique is something all 

people understand. Before you talk, you need to know the language, and I 

feel it’s important to have the basics of all techniques. I’m not one of those 

people who is anti-ballet, or anti-Modern, or anti-tap, and when they’re all 

put together, it looks really cool. (p. 5) 

 

Alex could envision himself dancing in a similar company to the one that initially 

inspired his desire to dance: “I just see myself as being a very good dancer, but I am still 

wanting to chase that circus dream and be in some sort of physical, circus-y company or 

have a one-man show and have a dance part in it” (p. 5). His plans for a dance career 

after university were open-ended: 

I’ll always have a degree, and I can always go back and get a master's in 

business or something, for when I want to settle down somewhere. I can 

always do that. I know money is important, but I feel people fixate their 

lives around just the end goal and it’s about the journey, not the 

destination. So, that’s my dance right now. I just see myself getting good 

at dance and seeing where that takes me. (pp. 5-6) 

 

Alex was certain, however, that he wanted to be a dance teacher at some point in 

the future. He described the ways that teaching movement to others improved his own 

understanding of it: 

I definitely will be a teacher... When I teach, even if it’s selfish, I give 

myself a lesson. I’m consciously saying - when you’re in class and doing 

exercises, all you’re doing is listening, but when you’re talking to yourself 

and listening to yourself, you teach yourself. It’s a conversation with 

yourself…how it feels to teach a class. You have to be like, “Wait, is that 

the right way to do this move?” Being a teacher is, at some point, 

something that I would definitely enjoy. (p. 6) 

 

At the end of the second semester, all interview participants except Jessica 

discussed developing their professional practices during the semester or through their 

intended summer plans. Charlotte followed up on teaching and choreographing for a local 
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high school’s musical theater production, calling this “probably the highlight of my 

semester, if not the highlight of my year” (Charlotte, Interview 3, p. 1). The experience 

“solidified my passion for dance education”: 

It was a tiny theater, a very new program, in a charter school...so they 

don’t have a lot of resources. But the kids were so fun to work with, and of 

course they weren’t extremely serious about it. But you have to have a 

sense of humor with them, I found, as you can’t expect everything to be 

totally perfect, and when they mess up, it’s funny. And a lot of them really 

picked up on the choreography. It had an Afro-Caribbean feel, so I could 

teach a lot of the dance I learned in the guest workshops in the BFA. The 

people at the school, the teachers, were really great to work with; the 

students were great to work with. I’m lucky to have experienced it, 

honestly. (Charlotte, Interview 3, p. 2) 

 

For Charlotte, the experience of choreographing and teaching for the musical 

created “a really nice flow” and gave her a “sense of total involvement” in her work: 

I think the first thing that comes to mind is just a sense of total 

involvement in it. For example, I was teaching one of the dancers a solo 

part, and I felt a really nice flow, if that makes sense. So, I would be 

demonstrating the movement, saying words to go along - something that I 

found really helpful in my technique classes, the audio cues. I find that 

those are helpful – So, I would say like, “Kick, kick, back, back, inside, 

outside.” I would say it over and over again. So, I’m saying this stuff to 

her, I’m doing it with her, and then I feel like I’m making corrections, and 

everything is flowing. It just feels great. (p. 3) 

 

Courtney and Anna also connected their learning as a first-year Dance major with 

working in the professional field. As in her earlier interviews, Courtney focused on 

becoming a more versatile dancer to help her feel confident in professional auditions: 

Being a dancer that can move around, I think that’s important, especially 

going to auditions. Dance is hard to get a job in; traditionally, that’s what 

it’s supposed to be like. But if you’ve been exposed to all different things, 

a choreographer could be like, “Improv,” and now you have all this 

information you can improv to. And you can create something that’s your 

own, and whether you get picked for the job or not doesn’t matter. It just 

matters that you were comfortable in yourself, that you felt confident and 
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not like, “Oh, I’ve never done that before, so that was hard.” It’s more like 

“Oh, I can try that, I can do that, or I can do it the best way I can,” and 

that’s good enough for that time right then. (Courtney, Interview 3, p. 4) 

    

At the end of the second semester, Alex again reflected on the professional dance 

company that had inspired his interest in dance. He planned to take a master class with 

them and possibly audition with them in the future, but becoming a company member 

was not the sole “outcome” he envisioned for himself in the dance field: 

I’m going to see the company in May, and I’m taking a master class with 

them that’s free that I’m so excited about. But those are big, major 

influences to me; there’s a part of me that definitely wants to audition for 

them at some point in my life, but I’m not holding onto it as the end-all, 

be-all. If I’m not in that, I’ll take it as a sign that I need to do this. I have 

things I want to spend energy and time doing, but not as an outcome. 

(Alex, Interview 3, p. 15) 

 

Conclusion 

    Throughout the year, interview participants discussed their experiences of 

curriculum. They offered insights into their desires to individualize their program of 

study while also voicing appreciation for the courses included in their first-year course 

schedules. Within their dance program courses, they described course structures that they 

perceived as contributing to their learning. They also shared the connections they made 

between dance and non-dance courses, between different dance courses, and from 

coursework to the professional dance field.  
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CHAPTER 5 

  

‘AFFECTING’ TEACHING - FIRST-YEAR STUDENTS’  

EXPERIENCES OF DANCE FACULTY 

     

This chapter continues the analysis by extending the previous chapter highlighting 

programmatic and curricular experiences (Chapter 4) to focus on students’ lived 

experiences with Dance faculty over their first year as university Dance majors. Students’ 

experiential narratives illustrate collective meanings in relation to the interrelated themes 

of faculty affective engagement in students’ learning, teaching philosophy and language, 

and individualized instruction and feedback. 

 

Preview 

Some students contrasted their pre-college expectations of faculty with their lived 

experiences in the BFA Dance program. In our initial interview, Jessica described anxiety 

about what her teachers would be like: 

I was so nervous if the teachers were going to be mean or strict, or if they 

wouldn’t give us a moment to take a breath. But they are so 

understanding. They’ve been through this, and they know what I’m 

feeling, and they know that I need to trust my body and follow up with 

how I feel. They don’t yell at anyone. (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 12) 

 

Megan reflected on her pre-university expectations later in the year—how 

different they were from ‘reality’: 

I wasn’t expecting my teachers to be how they were. A lot of them are 

more laidback than I thought, but not in a bad way. I was expecting strict 

professors who would analyze our movements...and how we’re doing 

them. But they more analyze us against us, and not us against each other. 

(Megan, Interview 3, pp. 9-10) 
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Faculty Affective Engagement in Students’ Learning 

    All but one interview participant described dance faculty’s affective or ‘felt’ 

engagement in students’ learning at some point of the year. Courtney, Jessica, and Megan 

discussed the topic in initial interviews. Courtney said that faculty “want to help you if 

you have questions” and “want you to do your best,” describing them as “really 

accommodating” (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 22). She added,  

And it’s really beautiful to see that…the teachers are rooting for each and 

every one of us to do our best. We can come into our own and be the best 

we can be in a particular style or particular dance. (p. 22) 

 

Jessica felt “supported” in her Dance classes by motivated and “encouraging” 

instructors: 

Walking into the classroom, I felt it right away. I saw my professors and 

they felt the same way. They clearly want to be doing this. They want to 

be teaching us, and encouraging us, and making us the best dancers that 

we can be. And I just knew it the moment I walked into the room the first 

day. (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 4) 

 

Similarly, Megan noted that the Dance faculty “really do care,” adding, “It’s not 

just like ‘I’m getting paid for this.’ They care about us” (Megan, Interview 1, p. 4). 

Jessica noted that her teachers were responsive outside of class time: “I know that I can 

email my teachers and they email me back right away” (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 6). 

At mid-year, Jessica and Megan returned to the topic, and Alex and Anna also 

reflected on faculty affective engagement in their learning. Jessica stated, 

They want me to improve. They want me to do well. And knowing that 

made me feel like I had so much more support. Having my instructors tell 

me that they want me to do well opened my eyes and made me feel like 

they care about me. And I like that. (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 13) 
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Similarly, Megan noted, “Here the professors are really interested in you 

progressing” (Megan, Interview 2, pp. 3-4). Alex spoke specifically of one of his Modern 

teachers who strongly affected him, commenting on “how much she cares about you 

getting it” (Alex, Interview 2, p. 22).     

In her final interview, Megan expressed her overall surprise at the level of faculty 

caring for the students as dancers: 

I was just surprised that the professors cared so much about us as dancers 

and not necessarily how we looked compared to everyone else, but as 

compared to ourselves, and how they were really invested in our growth 

and our potential. (Megan, Interview 3, p. 12) 

 

Teaching Philosophy: Concepts, Language and Strategies 

Throughout the interview process, participants described how Dance faculty 

conveyed their philosophical perspectives through the concepts, language, and strategies 

they employed to teach. Megan articulated her sense of shared instructional values among 

Dance faculty:   

Everything they want us to do is very controlled but with a balance of 

freedom. They don’t want us to be a robot, but they’re very particular… 

Body alignment is a big deal, as it should be; if something is supposed to 

stay down, it stays down. (Megan, Interview 1, pp. 11-12) 

 

Alex related that one of his Modern teachers had introduced him to the concept of 

navel radiation, or movement emanating out from the core through to the limbs (Cohen, 

1993/2014), and he connected this with what it means to be a great dancer: 

She’s always talking about navel radiation, and to me that’s so, “Yes!” I 

love that metaphor and think about it so much. Just like the Vitruvian man, 

so many arms and legs, it’s the same thing but with your whole 

being/body. That’s what I think about when I think about being a great 

dancer. (Alex, Interview 1, pp. 3-4) 
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Describing the same teacher, Alex found the language she used in class to be 

“weird,” but also “awesome”: 

We start off the class on the floor, but we do these weird “X” moves. 

Everything is an “X,” and everything radiates from your core. A lot of it is 

moving with the floor and the floor being your friend. She has even said, 

“Lick the floor,” not with your tongue but with your toes and your feet, 

lick it like it’s a popsicle or something. It’s weird, but I love it; it’s 

awesome. (p. 8) 

 

At mid-year, interview participants had more to say about faculty’s ways of 

thinking and being as expressed in their teaching. Alex valued one teacher for  “her 

spirit…who she really is…the way she teaches, and the way she analyzes things.” (Alex, 

Interview 2, p. 22). Charlotte noticed new experiences of body awareness: “I’m able to be 

more aware of different parts of my body. You know in [modern] class, she always says 

‘Be aware of your pinky toe,’ or other things I never thought about…” (Charlotte, 

Interview 2, p. 10).  

Anna was learning how to accept criticism in Dance Repertory class. While she 

initially feared the professor, she came to appreciate that through their philosophy of hard 

work, she was being prepared like a future professional. 

She’s tough. She will work you really hard, and she will criticize you. I 

think she’s a really great teacher. Some people feel differently and I feel 

take the criticism personally. In this field, you can’t take things so 

personally. Yes, it is directed towards you, but it’s constructive to make 

you better – you’re not being insulted. (Anna, Interview 2, p. 10) 

 

Courtney highlighted one of her Modern teachers who helped her to frame 

moments of uncertainty as a chance to engage in “research” and to explore the unique 

ways her body could move: 
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It’s about being in your body and getting to know each part and not being 

afraid. She always says, “Don’t be afraid to mess up. Make something up 

to that part that you don’t know. That’s how you can do research on your 

body.” A lot of times it’s, “Put your arm here,” but you don’t know where 

that’s coming from, and when you touch your shoulder and you explore in 

your back where that’s coming from, then...you understand. It’s a really 

open class. She calls it a lab – an  exploration lab. That’s really 

helpful…you don’t always get that. A lot of times it’s either you’re right 

or wrong. And she encourages us to watch others and to learn from others, 

and I think that’s really important. (Courtney, Interview 2, pp. 14-15). 

 

This philosophy of exploration encouraged Courtney to focus on her body’s 

capabilities rather than its limitations, and she began to consider that her perceived 

limitations might be self-imposed: 

I limit myself but don’t always realize. Her thinking is maybe your leg 

does only go there, but if you keep reaching it and growing your limbs out 

or growing in your body, then that’s what people notice, not that your leg 

is low. And you just move past those limitations. Whether you have them 

or not, just think that you don’t have them. That’s really awesome…a lot 

of people don’t think like that. Other teachers, they’ll be, “You put your 

leg here at 90 degrees,” and then that’s it. She is like “Just stretch it; if it 

goes to 90, it goes to 90, and if it doesn’t, then that’s where your body 

feels comfortable.” (p. 16) 

 

Courtney offered another example of this teacher’s encouragement to use 

unfamiliar circumstances as research into how she could move: 

Some of us were wearing socks yesterday, and she was like, “Move 

through the slipperiness. If you’re wearing socks, use that as a tool, use 

that as how your body moves.” And I thought that goes with almost 

anything. If your shoulder hurts, then move the way your shoulder doesn’t 

hurt, and modify what you’re doing to get the beneficial movements out of 

it, but also not hurting yourself. (p. 16) 

 

Jessica described how one of her Modern teachers incorporated vocalizations into 

the movement, asking dancers to “sing your song” in class. This strategy helped her feel 



111 

 

“comfortable” and willing to open up in class… “a great start” to her university dance 

experiences:  

She has made me feel so comfortable to share my personality and not just 

be a girl in the class that’s quiet. We were encouraged to make noise; she 

said, “Sing your song when you’re doing this exercise. I want to hear you. 

I want to hear how you feel.” It helped with breath. The way she taught 

was almost secretly making us do things that were necessary for dancing, 

like “Sing your song,” so you have to breathe, obviously. And “Make 

these deep noises like a roar,” and we would always do them when we 

were doing a plié, so drop your pelvis, let yourself go down... I love how 

she dances. I love how she teaches. I love her class. It was a great start to 

this school. (Jessica, Interview 2, pp. 13-14) 

 

Continuing in the same theme, Jessica also offered an example from her second 

semester Modern class in which focus on her individual movement preferences enabled 

her to shift her views of what was “right” in dance. Like Courtney, Jessica struggled with 

feeling like she was “faking it,” and her teacher’s response to her comment about this 

encouraged her to investigate how and why certain postures and movements felt ‘right’ to 

her and what the meanings behind those might be: 

Today in Modern I said, “I feel like I’m faking it,” and she got into telling 

us about how in society there’s a certain way that we’re expected to stand 

and to move. And ballet training – that’s seen as the building block for 

everything, but then why do we throw everything away from ballet? Not 

everything, but a lot of things are almost shut out when you’re in Modern. 

Having her say “You’re not faking it” helped me know what she meant 

when she’s telling us to let go…helped me see that the reason it feels like 

it’s not right is because of what everyone has taught me. But it’s not fake... 

How could it be fake if I’m choosing to do it? I know I’m going to spend a 

lot of time thinking about that. I have felt that this doesn’t feel “right,” but 

what is “right?” I don’t know. (p. 14) 

 

Jessica commented on her experience of “organic” movement, describing it as, “it 

just felt like something inside of me was initiating everything without me,” and she 
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wasn’t consciously controlling it. In ballet, in contrast, she had to mentally coach herself 

to maintain her posture while dancing: 

In Ballet, I constantly have to remind myself to stand up, belly button to 

spine, pull up your ribs, collarbone to the ceiling. But in her class, I just 

feel like it’s natural, what we’re doing, recognizing it now as natural, 

rather than ballet supposedly being what’s right. (p. 15) 

 

Megan appreciated that the feedback from her teachers was consistent, in that 

they observed similar strengths as well as similar areas for improvement in her dancing: 

Both of my Modern teachers had similar corrections to give to me, which I 

thought was a good thing because that means that they’re both seeing the 

same thing. And they hadn’t interacted or talked about it, so it really was a 

correction that I need to work on if they both see it. And they both saw 

similar strengths in me also. (Megan, Interview 2, p. 3) 

 

She also appreciated that teacher feedback was “detail-oriented” and specific to 

her, which differed from her prior experiences of generalized corrections: “They say 

things in such a different way than I have heard before. In the past, they would basically 

say the same thing to everyone. It didn’t feel personal” (pp. 3-4). 

Like Courtney, Megan described the influence of one of her Modern dance 

teachers, with whom she felt “a strong connection” (p. 17). This teacher’s language 

encouraged her to explore her own approach to movement material without worrying 

about it being right or wrong: 

Her class has been awesome. She gives a lot of space to do what we want. 

And I like how she says, “Nothing is wrong; it’s just different.”... 

Sometimes I disagree with that, but I also appreciate that if your body 

naturally wants to move a specific way, who’s to say it’s right or wrong? I 

really like the way she speaks to us and the tone of voice. The class makes 

me feel like I can explore and I won’t be judged for it. And if she doesn’t 

necessarily like it, she’ll just say, “Why don’t you try doing this instead of 

this?” She doesn’t say, “That’s wrong; you can’t do that anymore.” She 
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just says, “OK, let’s try and add to this” or “Let’s try and take away 

something from this.” (pp. 12-13) 

 

Expanding on the idea of right and wrong in movement, Megan continued: 

If someone does a bent leg with a sickled foot, I think it can be wrong if 

that’s not what they taught. But “wrong” can be a harsh word, especially if 

you hear it too many times; it’s like, “Well, everything I’m doing is 

wrong.” That’s why I like it when she says “different” instead of “wrong.” 

(p. 13) 

 

Megan contrasted her freeing experiences in Modern with those in Ballet, where 

the teacher provided specific tactile corrections. She found her ballet teacher’s approach 

helpful as well:  

My teacher is very hands-on, so they would literally put your body in the 

right position, and I like that sometimes. Sometimes when they just show 

it or they just say it, you don’t really get it, but when they actually move it, 

then you understand because you’re forced to be there. (p. 1) 

  

Megan also discussed her teachers’ uses of imagery or “comparisons” for 

movement. While she saw herself as primarily a visual learner, language that “makes 

sense and gives you an idea” of the movement quality was also helpful to her learning: 

They’ll be like, “I want you to move like water,”... Instead of just saying, 

“I want you to move in a fluid way.” And they’ll say, “Your body is 

mostly made of water; just think about that and use that.” They’ll say 

something that makes sense and give you an idea. (pp. 6-7) 

 

As introduced earlier, Anna reflected at the start of her second semester on the 

impact of both her regular professor and a substitute teacher in her Dance Repertory 

class. She had heard from upper-level dance students that the professor was “so nice” but 

“a little rough” in her critiques. The substitute teacher also critiqued the students on their 

dancing, as well as asking them about their individual dance journeys and goals. Class 

discussion with this teacher motivated Anna to take responsibility for her own goals. 
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He sat us down in the beginning and asked, “Why are you here?” We 

didn’t know how to answer. And then he said, “Why this city? For you, 

why here?” And just having him put us on the spot and make us answer 

why we chose here... was different and demanding…almost a slap in the 

face. You have to find yourself. If you want to be in this field, you have to 

have a purpose for everything you’re doing. He told us, “Honestly, I don’t 

like anything.” Then, “I’m going to critique you, but it’s nothing 

personal.”  

 

And he’s very inspiring in a sense of “Get off your butt and go do it.” 

Instead of waiting for someone to tell you to go to New York and audition, 

go take classes and get yourself out there with choreographers and 

teachers. What are you waiting for? No one is holding you back. He was 

awesome. (Anna, Interview 2, pp. 13-14) 

 

The Repertory substitute teacher influenced her by emphasizing that each person 

needed to be responsible for their own progress: “You’ll have a little help along the way, 

but you need to get yourself to the point that you want to be” (p. 14). 

Early in second semester, Alex discussed the importance of feedback in technique 

classes as helping to make his movements easier and to infuse them with new energy. 

The “realizations of bodily awareness” that resulted from receiving teachers’ feedback 

stood out as “eye-opening” and significant to him: 

Realizations of bodily awareness...are the moments that stand out to me. 

You can be doing something wrong for so long and then when you fix it, 

it’s a lot easier, and it makes you feel this whole new energy in the way 

you interpret certain movements... Those were probably the most eye-

opening moments, like there’s such simplicity to it, but I was making it 

hard for myself. (Alex, Interview 2, p. 1) 

 

Another example of teacher feedback was from someone who was able to “really 

break... down” concepts, such as “using the floor” and ”grounding yourself,” which he 

had heard in other classes but not fully grasped: 

He said, “Everybody touch the floor for a minute. The ground and the sky 

will be here from the day you’re born to the day you die. You can always 
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rely on the floor.” It made me want to use the floor more. He kind of did 

that for me. (pp. 23-24) 

 

While Alex grew more confident in his dancing at the start of second semester, he 

wondered if he was relying too heavily on feedback from others, including his teachers. 

He admitted that he needed reassurance to feel that he was doing well: 

I feel like I’ve gotten really good with some movement recently, and that I 

look good with certain moves and phrases. I’ve finally gotten better at 

memorizing the phrase. Part of me wants reassurance from…the teacher, 

and if I don’t get that, I don’t know how to feel. This makes me wonder 

whether I’m dancing for reassurance. Reassurance feels good, but 

sometimes you get reassurance on stuff you don’t feel you did well... I 

know that I feel good about myself, like I delivered it well, but if I don’t 

get reassurance, do I know that I’m doing it well? Am I doing it well? (p. 

20) 

 

At the end of the first year, five of the six interview participants (all except Anna) 

reflected on the feedback they had received from their dance teachers or their teachers’ 

language in class. For example, Charlotte discussed the ways that her teachers’ verbal 

cues had helped her to integrate movements more fully:  

Audio cues have been helping a lot in dance, so teachers will… associate 

different phrases, different spoken phrases, with different movements, 

like, “See it, grab it.” That will make me fully integrate myself into the 

movement, which is something I’m working on in my classes. (Charlotte, 

Interview 3, p. 5) 

 

Additionally, she investigated the topic of teachers’ language in the dance 

classroom as part of a research project on body image in dancers. For this project, she 

interviewed one of her Modern technique teachers about how a teacher’s language can 

perpetuate students’ negative body images. She anticipated continuing to research the 

topic of teacher language in her sophomore-year dance education coursework.  
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Courtney discussed her Modern teacher’s instruction that dancers modify the class 

material to accommodate their individual bodies, which she found helpful and important: 

She’s like, “Do what’s best for you,” so you have to modify something. I 

feel that’s really important as everybody’s different. It’s important to 

really reflect on your own body, know your body, and feel the movement. 

You shouldn’t be rough on your body or be pulling muscles. It should feel 

good that you can move through the movements and create your own 

work. Even though it might be a little different than what the teacher’s 

asking for, it’s what you feel…and then you can create something new 

from that. (Courtney, Interview 3, pp. 1-2) 

 

Jessica described a “really good” day in technique class, and how her teacher’s 

feedback reinforced that feeling: 

It was a really good change, and that day has stood out to me. It wasn’t 

just clear to me, it was clear; the teacher said something to me. And it was 

great to know that all the progress I’ve been working for has paid off, and 

I’m not the only one who feels that way. So, it was nice to get the 

feedback, recognizing that I’m not just feeling crazy. (Jessica, Interview 3, 

p. 1) 

   

Jessica also reflected on the feedback from one of her Modern teachers that 

inspired her to rethink her own self-talk; she had struggled throughout the year with 

harshly criticizing herself and her dancing. Her teacher emphasized that the dancers 

should take care of themselves and be kind to themselves: 

Every time she says anything, I think, “Wow, she’s so smart. I would 

never think of these things.” It’s nice to have someone telling you that 

you’re doing a great job even when you feel terrible. It’s nice to be told 

that I can be nice to myself and I don’t have to be so hard on myself. It’s 

just nice to be reminded that you shouldn’t be that way to yourself because 

you wouldn’t be that way to anybody else. (pp. 4-5) 

 

Looking back on the first year, Jessica identified two of her Modern dance 

teachers as having the most significant impact on her educational experiences. Her 

professor from her first semester class helped her to discover “new connections” to 
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movement through vocalizations: “She had a huge effect on me, the way that she moved, 

the way she taught” (p. 11). From her second semester class, as aforementioned, the 

teacher encouraged her to approach movement as an exploration aimed at greater 

knowledge of herself and her own body: 

Not only her class, but her herself. Her approach to dancing, how you are 

doing this for your own body. Just reminding yourself to be nice to 

yourself. And just exploring your own boundaries. And knowing yourself, 

knowing how you move, and not feeling insecure. I hope we have her 

again, because I really loved her class. It was amazing. I’m sad that it’s 

over. (p. 11) 

 

Megan highlighted the same Modern teacher as influential in her first year 

learning, explaining: 

She wants you to let go of your core. This is the physical aspect, just 

letting go and letting things land where they land instead of always 

holding - of course, you release and engage your muscles no matter what - 

but she was a lot about the release and not as much about the engaging. 

And it wasn’t forced. And then, with the mental mindset, just to relax. 

You have to feed off of each other’s energies, but also keep it your own 

and keep it unique. So, she allowed me to really explore my own 

movement and what my own body naturally wants to do, instead of 

forcing it to do all these different things... I’ve noticed that I like to do 

spirals, and being more free and loose, and not always aiming to get the 

perfect pirouette or the perfect high leg. Dance is about more than that, 

and I’ve realized that by being here, especially in her class. (Megan, 

Interview 3, pp. 6-7) 

 

She described this teacher’s approach to giving feedback as different from her 

past experiences. 

Her class, I see it as almost like a refresher and a way to relax and enjoy 

yourself and enjoy the movement, as she’s not so strict with counts or 

even the movement, really. If you don’t do her exact movement, she won’t 

be upset and or call you out on it. She’ll just say, “I noticed you doing this, 

and maybe you should try this.” She never really scolds anybody. Her 

style is just very different and her approach to being a dance teacher is 

pretty unique. (pp. 5-6) 
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Feedback from her teachers was highlighted in Megan’s interviews throughout the 

year. She described integrating feedback from a one-on-one meeting with one of her 

Modern teachers:  

I’ve been trying to work on taking up space... This was a correction that 

she gave me when we had our mid-semester meetings, and I’ve been 

working on it a lot since then. She said, “You know, since you’re short, 

you have to make sure you’re moving a lot,” so I just work on using my 

plié and lengthening. And when there’s running in the combination, I 

really run. A plié is a deep plié... just always use as much of your length as 

you can, basically. (p. 10) 

 

Megan viewed herself as a very different dancer from the start of the year because 

of her exposure to her studio teachers’ variety of styles: 

I’ve gained a lot of experience and a lot of knowledge, from physical to 

mental, just the whole entirety of dance. She really opened my eyes to a 

completely different style of Modern, just letting go and being free. So, 

I’ve just learned a lot about the different styles and what Modern dance is. 

There really isn’t anything you can label it as because there are so many 

different ways of doing it. With jazz and hip-hop and ballet, it’s more 

concrete, but Modern can mean so many things. (p. 5) 

 

Anna appreciated being expected to pick up choreography quickly in technique 

classes. In reflecting on various teachers she had studied with in her first year of college 

dance, two teachers’ classes stood out as “fast-paced,” and she described the benefits of 

this teaching style as follows: 

I think I’ve learned to really just accept all the different styles that every 

teacher brings in because every teacher is different... [Two of the teachers’ 

classes] are fast paced. They’ll just show it and keep showing it, and 

you’re just doing it. All of a sudden, you’re like, “OK, I’m doing this 

movement,” and then you just go across the floor, and you’re doing it. 

And I really like that style of learning because I think it’s much more 

beneficial for auditions and things like that. I auditioned for [the dance 

company], their study abroad program... And they were very fast paced, 

and it was a big combination, and they’re a big company, and you’re 
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already terrified. So, to have to then try and balance your nerves with 

learning a combination... I think just from the get-go of learning in your 

classes how to learn a combination very quickly is so crucial. I’m happy 

that I’m able to pick up those combinations, and sometimes I have a little 

trouble, but I think I’m an OK learner. (Anna, Interview 3, pp. 4-5) 

 

For Alex, receiving tactile feedback from a guest teacher in ballet was a 

significant experience of his second semester: “We had a master class with a New York 

City Ballet lady. She took my feet and did this thing that made me feel a whole different 

way of doing a battement” (Alex, Interview 3, p. 8). Continuing along these lines, Alex 

felt that his Modern dance teachers had made him more aware of movement details over 

the course of the year: 

I wanted to match the movement style of my Modern teacher in first 

semester. And there were certain moments in class when she would make 

corrections - going through the toes, or something really minute, that you 

realized the whole connectivity. And the same thing goes for second 

semester Modern for sure. I noticed that there are certain little things—a 

spiral, or some sort of undulation, or just positioning, or checking in, or 

closing your eyes, or some sort of embodiment, that she would do. There’s 

been a lot of acceptance of weight, energy transfer, and breathing into the 

ground and making it your friend, as opposed to just always being in a 

shape-oriented world. (p. 1) 

 

 

Individualized Feedback and Instruction 

 

In their initial interviews, both Courtney and Megan described their dance 

professors as encouraging their individual growth rather than comparing them to their 

classmates. For Courtney, her teachers viewed the dancers as “coming into their own” as 

individuals:  

I really like the program. I like the people. The teachers are very 

accommodating; they want to help you if you have questions, they want 

you to do your best, and there’s not a standard that everyone has to meet. 

It’s what you can accomplish, what you are getting to, what your goals are, 
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and how you are improving. You may not look like someone else, but you 

have improved just the same. And it’s really beautiful to see that, because 

the teachers are rooting for each and every one of us to do our best. And 

we don’t all have to be uniform and look the same, and we can really 

come into our own and be the best we can be in that particular style or that 

particular dance. (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 22) 

 

Megan also discussed this idea of ‘not everyone having to look the same’ in the 

context of her Improvisation class:  

I really like that class. You’re allowed to use whatever kind of technique 

you want, as much or as little as you want. And it’s very expressive 

because it’s not everyone must look the same. It’s the opposite. Everyone 

must look different, or hypothetically, everyone will probably look 

different because none of us move the exact same way. (Megan, Interview 

1, p. 2) 

 

Megan perceived that her teachers noticed differences in the students’ movement 

and tailored their instruction to individual students’ needs: “They know different things 

about different people based on the way they move, and they know what to say and how 

to say it and how to get you to understand what they’re saying” (Megan, Interview 1, p. 

4). She described her teachers’ emphasis on body awareness – what bodies can feel and 

do. As an example, she noted a technique correction in which a teacher preferred that 

dancers find the appropriate alignment for their own bodies:  

Here, if someone kicks high, the teachers are like “No, no.” It’s very 

structured, but that’s a good thing because we really learn what our body 

should feel like, and what it actually can do compared to what we thought 

it could do. Sometimes you might think your leg is supposed to be here, 

but it’s really not because your hip isn’t down. So, it’s interesting to see 

the different styles and ways they teach compared to my other teachers. (p. 

11) 

 

Courtney expressed appreciation for the Dance faculty’s non-standardized 

approach, which was different from her pre-university experience: 
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There’s not a standard that everyone has to meet. It’s what you can 

accomplish, what you are getting to, what your goals are, and how you are 

improving. You might not look like someone else, but you have improved 

just the same. (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 22) 

 

In our initial interview, Jessica appreciated her teachers’ positive feedback: “It 

was nice that they noticed I was working hard. … It’s good to get positive feedback once 

in a while” (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 10). She described moments of receiving her 

teachers’ recognition as “awesome, just great.” Teachers’ feedback reinforced her belief 

in herself: “I love these moments because it reminds me of why I’m here. I love to dance 

and I’m enjoying myself in class every day, and those moments make it that much better. 

(p. 10) 

At mid-year, all interview participants discussed teaching concepts and feedback. 

Having had only one year of Modern dance prior to university, Charlotte had been 

adjusting to the “culture shock” of the university Dance program, but by early second 

semester was ready to reflect on and apply the feedback she was receiving from teachers. 

I feel like I’m really starting to sink into it more. I got really good 

feedback from my teachers about taking risks and not being so timid or 

careful. I’d say the moments that stand out to me are the ones when, even 

in class, today even, I just felt like I got it, I got the movement, and I got 

what I was supposed to be doing. (Charlotte, Interview 2, p. 1) 

 

While receiving feedback was challenging at the time, it was beneficial in 

preparing for second semester: 

It's more of a retrospective impact. At the end of first semester, we had 

meetings with a panel of faculty. I told them I was taking on a lot of styles 

and trying to do a lot, and they suggested that I don’t do that. I felt like, 

“Oh gosh, I’m doing the wrong thing.” But, looking back, it sort of taught 

me how to prepare myself and how to handle myself for this semester. I 

am grateful for it, but it was one of those not-so-easy moments. (pp. 8-9) 
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Similar to Charlotte, individual meetings with faculty were significant to Jessica. 

As in our first interview, positive comments from Dance faculty increased Jessica’s 

confidence for second semester: 

At first I was happy where I was with everything going on, but then again, 

I wasn’t sure of myself. I’m not crazy confident, like “Oh my God, I’m 

amazing.” I was able to get that positive feedback one-on-one. They were 

able to instill in me a confidence that I needed to move forward. I’m really 

happy that they have us meet with our professors to talk to them and have 

them give us feedback and advice. (Jessica, Interview 2, pp. 12-13) 

  

Like Charlotte, Jessica was initially “really nervous” about these meetings with 

her professors because she feared that the feedback would be negative, so she was 

relieved when the faculty were “really nice” to her:  

They were meeting with us after they watched the video, and I was really 

nervous. I was like, “They’re going to tell me I suck and that I shouldn’t 

be here. This is going to be terrible. I’m going to cry.” And then I got 

there, and they were really nice, like, “So, you’re doing really well with 

grounding yourself. Of course, there’s room to move forward, but that is 

something you’re doing really well. You’re recognizing the fact that 

you’re able to find the floor and use your plié.” (p. 13) 

 

For Megan, the moments from her first semester and the start of her second 

semester that stood out to her were when “something just clicked” in response to her 

teachers’ feedback: 

Sometimes a teacher will correct you in such a way that how they say it 

and the way they teach it to you is really different. And I’ve had an 

experience like that with all my teachers... It just felt like I was aligned 

and in the right position, and they helped me a lot to understand why it 

was different from what I had been doing before, why it was right. 

(Megan, Interview 2, p. 1) 

 

Megan described the personal interaction with her teachers in the feedback 

process: “It felt exciting because I was really interacting with the professor, and they 
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were really teaching me, and I was understanding what they were trying to get across” (p. 

1). She contrasted this with teacher feedback she had received in her pre-university 

experiences: “In the past, teachers would basically say the same thing to everyone. It was 

not really that different and didn’t feel personal” (pp. 3-4). 

Similar to both Charlotte and Jessica, Megan found her individual meetings with 

Dance faculty significant to her educational experiences: 

At the end of the semester, we had an individual meeting with some of our 

professors, whoever could come, and they shared about how we have been 

growing  and where they thought we might be going... It was nice to have 

a time to just sit down with them one-on-one. In class, there’s a lot of 

people, so it could be overwhelming for them to have to look at and say 

something to everyone every single class. So, it was nice to sit down for a 

few minutes and hear them say what they really think about me 

personally. (p. 3) 

 

Teacher feedback helped Courtney become less anxious about making mistakes. 

She appreciated that they acknowledged her mistakes in class, while also noticing her 

attempts to work through mistakes: 

It feels good. Because even if I mess up, I can laugh it off or do something 

else and get back on the right track. Sometimes it works, and sometimes it 

doesn’t. And sometimes teachers say, like, “Oh, that was wrong, but that 

was a good save.” (Courtney, Interview 2, p. 5) 

 

The teacher’s recognition that she was trying something new and that she might 

feel she wasn’t “doing it right” was “really helpful” and encouraged her to continue: 

Sometimes I feel like I’m not doing something to the fullest or putting 

enough energy into it, but then she will say something like, “Oh, that was 

good.” And I’m like, “Oh, really? OK then, I’ll try that again.” That’s 

really helpful for a teacher to notice that. Then you can see, “Oh, maybe I 

was supposed to be doing that instead of what I thought I was doing.” It’s 

helpful to research about that. (Courtney, Interview 2, p. 18) 
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Alex continued with an example of a teacher’s correction that helped him to 

understand movement through the interconnections of his muscles rather than in 

isolation:  

With just a tendu, when she was doing it and then I did it, she said, 

“You’re not working through your feet/initiating from your core and 

lengthening out your hamstring, and calf, and then to your feet. You’re 

only isolating your lower portion.” Sometimes you need to know how to 

isolate, but as far as ballet goes and, in general, if you want to get your leg 

higher, you have to think of it all being connected... The tendu comes from 

your core and not the idea of just your foot being isolated, even though it 

looks like that. (Alex, Interview 2, pp. 1-2) 

  

Alex described his experience of applying this correction as attempting to 

lengthen through the movement rather than using his strength to “muscle through” 

without considering where the movement came from. While this process was “weird” at 

first, he was able to improve his understanding of how “the body organizes itself” and 

how various systems of the body work together in movement: 

Length is different than strength. It’s kind of when you realize how the 

whole body works as a unit, but is still all these different muscle groups. 

Basically, what my teacher did was she showed me, and at first, it feels 

like, “Whoa, this is weird” and you don’t have that muscle there, but you 

do have the muscle…it just isn’t used to working that way. At first, I was 

like, “Oh, no. My legs are going to be so low for a while, because I don’t 

know how to lift properly.”... But if you’re just muscling through, it’s not 

going to be as good as when you think, “OK, I have my muscular system, 

and that intertwines with my skeletal system, and that interacts with my 

nervous system, and…” The body is crazy, so when you have one sort of 

realization, it’s a breakthrough for many other things. (p. 2) 

 

At the end of the second semester, Charlotte connected teacher feedback to take 

risks and approach technique from a movement- rather than a shape-oriented perspective 

to the changes in her dancing as well as to her increased “kinesthetic confidence” over 

the course of the year (Charlotte, Interview 3, p. 13).  
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Anna described continuing to work with her Dance Repertory professor, whom 

she had initially feared as harsh, but from whom she learned to accept constructive 

criticism during her first semester experiences. At the end of the year, Anna looked 

forward to involvement in a new project with this teacher, an opportunity to perform in a 

piece and to work with guest artists: 

She invited me to do a piece with her in the upcoming spring semester, so 

I’m really looking forward to that. We’ll be working with [two guest 

artists], and I’m so excited for that, and I love working with [this 

professor]. I worked with her in the fall semester this year, and I think 

she’s a good connection and teacher and choreographer. She’s just a great 

woman to have in your life if you have the opportunity, so I’m looking 

forward to working with her. And she’s a really nice person. I’m really 

excited for that. (Anna, Interview 3, p. 14) 

 

Alex worked on developing his abilities to pick up others’ choreography over the 

course of the first year. One of his teachers helped him to connect the concepts from 

technique class into his improvisations, which was significant to him: 

The biggest part for me is integrating that dropping down and awareness 

into actual phrases of movement or what you would do in the real world... 

This past week we had an improv class during technique, and she came up 

to me and said, “As fast as you’re going, and you’re really moving 

beautifully and audaciously, just make sure right now, even though you’re 

kind of checking out in a sense and not thinking about it, consciously keep 

moving how you are, but think about it. When you think about it, what 

your bones and your structure is doing, you’ll start to realize how your 

body can do that with other people’s movement too.” That was something 

I took in. (Alex, Interview 3, p. 6) 

 

Conclusion 

 

First-year students in this study were impacted by faculty’s teaching philosophies, 

feedback, and language of instruction. Students generally felt supported in their 

individual learning, with several students attributing increased self-confidence and self-
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responsibility as a result of their interactions with faculty. Faculty’s teaching philosophies 

and language helped to shape the classroom learning environments these students 

experienced; these learning environments and other educational experiences outside of 

the classroom will be further discussed in Chapter 6 on peer relationships and peer 

learning. 
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CHAPTER 6 

  

EXPERIENCING PEERS 

 

Developmental theorists have long posited the importance of peer relations in 

undergraduates’ growth and development, with Astin (1993) calling them “the single 

most potent source of influence” (p. 398). This chapter presents interview participants’ 

reflections on their experiences with Dance program peers who influenced their first year 

of BFA studies. Participants described experiences with their first-year Dance cohort, 

along with upper-level undergraduates, and graduate students in the MFA Dance 

program. Students’ lived experiences of peer relations are narrated chronologically within 

these categories, employing rich examples from the 18 interviews to illustrate each 

relational domain.   

First-Year BFA Dance Cohort 

Over the course of the year, each interview participant discussed their 18 member 

first-year Dance cohort in some detail. They described the development of their 

relationships with one another and aspects that influenced these relationships. Two major 

themes emerged from interviews—cohort diversity and “connectivity”— a continuum of 

affective social meanings, from supportive, nonjudgmental co-reliance to alienation. 

Cohort Diversity  

Dance Backgrounds 

As introduced in Chapter 1, within the overall cohort of 18 Dance majors, 

students had studied a large variety of styles, including modern, jazz, contemporary, hip 

hop, tap, ballet, pointe, lyrical, musical theater, African diasporic dances, Indian folk 
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dance, ballroom, improvisation, and liturgical dance. Some had little formal dance 

training and considered themselves self-taught. Some had been part of private dance 

studios, dance competition teams, performing arts high school programs, and pre-

professional ballet company training programs. During our initial interviews in early first 

semester four of the six interview participants discussed the diverse dance backgrounds 

of the first-year cohort. Courtney, Jessica, and Megan viewed this diversity as 

contributing to each member’s individual learning, while Alex saw some limitations in 

his peers’ appreciation for cohort diversity.  

Coming from a ballet background Courtney initially “felt intimidated” in her two 

first-semester Modern classes, stating, 

Some of the dancers have had modern, come from competition studios, 

know how to do the tricks and how to move their bodies that way. Once 

the first week was over, I realized that other people had not had modern, 

and some people had not had ballet. Everybody has been trained 

differently. (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 9) 

 

During the first week she came to realize that her peers were coming from a 

variety of backgrounds and she was not the only one unfamiliar with modern dance: 

“Everybody brings something different. Some are from hip hop, some have never danced 

in a studio before—they’ve taught themselves or learned from theater and different things 

like that” (p. 12). She began to see each dancer’s unique style as inspiration that can 

“make your own grow” (p. 3) and felt optimistic that she would be able to adjust to 

modern dance.  

Jessica echoed these reflections: 

I’m pushing myself to catch up. I can watch someone and say, “I want to 

look like that,” or “I really like the fluidity of her movement,” and I can 
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take it and put it on my body… It’s really cool to be taking classes with so 

many different people and styles. (Jessica, Interview 1, pp. 6-7) 

 

She connected the range of styles within her cohort to the choreographic process 

she was involved in with a group of first-year peers: “We were learning from each other” 

(p. 8). The variety of dance styles in their collaborative choreography challenged Jessica 

to move in new ways:  

One of the girls likes fast and jerky movements and I’ve always been more 

of a flowy dancer, although I really like jazz. When I’m dancing, I like to 

flow through everything, and they think it’s really cool. I like to be around 

people with opposite styles from me—it inspires me to think outside of 

what I’m used to doing for myself and to try new things. (p. 8) 

 

Similar to Courtney and Jessica, Megan linked the differences in her group’s 

dance backgrounds to different meanings the dancers made from movements, particularly 

in their Improvisation class: 

Someone might like jazz; someone might like modern... And the different 

ways we look at movement…like in Improv, someone will see a flower 

coming up or someone might see the sun. … When someone does a 

movement, we all see it as a different example from our memories…yet 

they all connect to the same idea. (Megan, Interview 1, pp. 7-8) 

 

She connected the diversity of cohort dance backgrounds to the topic of dance 

communities discussed in First Year Seminar. As she summarized, members of the group 

differed in “what race you are, what religion, where you’re from,” but when they came 

into dance, they became a “new community” (p. 16). She viewed her peers’ individual 

differences as beneficial:  

If someone excels at a certain movement, they’re always happy to help 

others who don’t naturally move that way, and then vice versa. Everybody 

works together to make everything look as good as it can for everybody. 

(p. 9)  
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Overall, Courtney, Jessica, and Megan viewed the range of backgrounds within 

their cohort in a positive light, as it could broaden their experience and knowledge of 

dance. In contrast, for Alex the experience of coming from a different background than 

his BFA cohort felt alienating. Specific differences were his familiarity with 

improvisation and his extroversion as a “musical theater kid”: 

I did musical theater my entire life, which is a lot of being on the spot. 

Here, a lot of the dancers have been mostly technically trained…and 

improv, it’s not as pounded on like in theater. And I feel like dancers are a 

little bit, they can be aloof—that has negative connotations, but they can 

be more to themselves…, if that makes sense. (Alex, Interview 1, p. 5) 

 

While Alex did not state that he himself was “always singing or being loud or on 

the spot,” he felt that some of his cohort found his outgoing personality “forced” and 

were “irritated” by it. He elaborated, 

I was told today—people were like, “I feel like he’s too happy sometimes; 

it seems forced.” I agree with that, but I would rather force happiness than 

be upset and make other people upset, because you feed off energy, off the 

connections in life. More people are going to want to feed off somebody 

that’s happy than somebody that's upset. (p. 7) 

 

At mid-year, Charlotte, Courtney, Megan, and Alex returned to the topic of 

background diversity. Alex continued to perceive himself as more of a “theater person,” 

and implied that his differences were “looked down upon” by his dance cohort. He 

worried that a lack of peer acceptance of his “kookiness” would be “bad in the long run,” 

stating, “If I don’t feel people are seeing or accepting or appreciating it, I do it even more. 

But that doesn’t work. It’s like an audience—if you give them too much, they’ll be like, 

‘Back off’” (Alex, Interview 2, p. 19). In contrast to Alex’s struggle for acceptance 

within his overwhelmingly female peer group, Charlotte emphasized that first-year 
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experience in university Dance was “going to be different for everyone” (Charlotte, 

Interview 2, p. 2).  

Courtney continued to see her first-year cohort as “open” and “welcoming.” She 

thought it was “awesome” that her peers wanted to know more about where everyone 

came from and which dance styles they preferred; and she viewed the group as united in 

being “passionate” about dance: 

You’re from everywhere and you’re coming here because you’re 

passionate about it... And everybody wants to talk about their experiences 

and to know your background, like what you’ve learned before, your 

dance style. And I think that’s awesome to see. Even if you’re from a 

studio that does everything, I don’t think you see the diversity that you 

have here. (Courtney, Interview 2, pp. 10-11) 

 

In our end-of-year interviews, four of the six interview participants discussed the 

impact of cohort diversity on their first-year experience in university Dance. Courtney 

summed up her appreciation for the diversity of the group: 

Everybody’s coming from different backgrounds, so learning new types of 

dance and taking bits and pieces from the other students. Taking that and 

responding to that and creating your own style but incorporating other 

peoples’ and really watching and listening to what they have to say 

because everybody can add something, and that will make you a better 

choreographer and a better dancer. (Courtney, Interview 3, p. 3) 

 

For Megan, interacting with dancers from a range of dance backgrounds and 

learning new dance styles was part of a “new beginning.” She contrasted the diversity of 

her dance cohort with the similarity of backgrounds she had worked with previously: 

Usually you come from a place where everyone did the same styles, and 

you were working with a lot of the same people over and over again. So, it 

was a lot of fun to come here, and someone’s from ballet and someone’s 

from hip hop. (Megan, Interview 3, p. 4) 
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Racial and Ethnic Diversity 

 

In addition to highlighting diversity of dance backgrounds, students reflected on 

other differences in the peer group, in particular race and ethnicity. Over half of the group 

were other-than-white, and Courtney struggled with discussions of race in her second 

semester dance studies class: 

We talked a lot about race and diversity, about how black dancers aren’t 

always treated as white dancers are. I felt like some of the black girls in 

our class had a really strong standpoint, and it was hard for some of the 

white girls to talk about it, to respond... It was hard to say what I felt about 

it. (Courtney, Interview 2, pp. 11-12) 

 

Despite the difficulties of these conversations, she felt it was beneficial to learn 

about the ways that discrimination affected her black peers: 

It was a hard conversation to keep having over and over, and people got 

upset about different things. It was frustrating…I didn’t know what to say 

without offending someone or not being able to get my point across. But it 

needs to be talked about. There’s not going to be a resolution anytime 

soon, but it’s good to talk about it and see what people are feeling. (p. 12) 

 

While cohort diversity had not come up in Charlotte’s prior interviews, she 

reflected on the topic of race for the first time in her summary of first-year experiences, 

stating,  

I come from a very—not secluded, but homogeneous area, in terms of 

wealth and affluence, and it’s been incredibly eye-opening to see different 

perspectives on race and...a very strong sense of a fight for racial justice 

and social justice. (Charlotte, Interview 3, p. 12) 

 

Connectivity: Nonjudgmental Support to Social Alienation 

From the start of their first semester, the first-year cohort developed relationships 

with one another through shared Dance coursework. While some felt supported by their 
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classmates and viewed the atmosphere of the Dance program as non-judgmental, the sole 

male student felt alienated from the cohort group, as noted in earlier theme narratives. 

At the time of the first interview, five of the six interview participants discussed 

the nonjudgmental atmosphere of their Dance classes. Charlotte summarized the 

experience of working with her cohort: 

I don’t feel like there’s any judgment between us...We’re all taking class 

together, we’re all learning and we’re all making mistakes, and I feel 

comfortable. I don’t feel freaked-out if I make a huge mistake because I 

know that they won’t think any less of me, because I wouldn’t think any 

less of them if they made a mistake. (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 3) 

 

Along with not feeling judged by their classmates, both Courtney and Megan felt 

confident that if they were struggling in class, they could rely on their peers for help. 

Courtney stated, “If you have a problem, you can talk to anybody about it. You don’t 

have to be afraid to learn from other people—everyone is willing to help you and you’re 

willing to help them as well” (Courtney, Interview 1, pp. 2-3).         

Even within this nonjudgmental atmosphere, however, Megan remarked that she 

did not want to “stand out” or to draw “negative attention” to herself; her strategy in class 

was to try to “make everything look like I know what I’m doing” (Megan, Interview 1, p. 

8). At the same time she appreciated that, within the “community,” her peers would help 

her without judgment: 

I try to use my peripheral vision to see what everybody else is doing. And 

nobody will judge you…we’ve all had a moment when we’re like, “Wait, 

what?” That’s why I like our community – the Dance majors of my class. I 

think we’re all close…whenever we’re in groups, whenever the other 

group is watching, I never feel like, “Oh no, they’re going to judge me.” 

They’re my friends, and if I mess up, somebody will help me. (p. 8) 
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Courtney was surprised by the ease of connecting with certain members of her 

cohort, beginning with their Orientation program, where she had “clicked” with specific 

dancers, and they were comfortable to do things together outside of dance.  

Almost all of us… like we all can talk to each other… But the girls in my 

Orientation, who are the ones I’m working with on a piece for the Student 

Concert, we click very well. We can do things outside of the dance world, 

and it’s not weird, it’s like we’re really  friends. ... I would say it’s almost 

like an old friend that you haven’t seen for a while and you just start 

picking up conversation. (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 15) 

 

Along the same lines, Jessica spoke of the “comfortable feeling” and sense of a 

“common goal” within the group from the start of her first semester:  

There was just this comfortable feeling in the room. And there was already 

this atmosphere, this common goal that everybody had. We were all here, 

not just as a hobby, not just to spend some time, and we’re all here 

because we want dance in our lives. (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 4) 

  

Anna concurred that everyone in the dance cohort was “getting along” as Jessica 

described, depicting them as “blood, sweat, and tears together every day” (Anna, 

Interview 1, p. 13). 

Thinking back on first semester during her second interview, Jessica summarized 

her technique class experiences as “no one’s judging” (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 10). 

Courtney did not refer specifically to the “no judgment” mindset of the group at mid-

year, but described her cohort as “really connected.” For her, the new semester offered a 

fresh start, but with the familiarity and continuity of the same peer group: 

You’re starting fresh. Your grades are done, you have all new classes, all 

new teachers, but you’re with the same people, so you can reflect on your 

experiences from last semester, but also build and continue to build on 

what’s new. (Courtney, Interview 2, p. 11)  

 

Courtney felt a “sense of community” within her cohort:  
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I like that you can walk in and talk to anybody, and everybody is willing 

to listen, and everybody wants to know about everybody’s business, in a 

good way. It’s good to feel a sense of community, especially in a college 

setting when you’re not seeing the same people over and over again, but 

here we are, in our Dance classes. It’s nice to see that people care about 

each other and that we all want to be here to dance and to create 

friendships as well. (p. 1) 

  

In contrast, Anna perceived that the bond the group had developed in first 

semester was starting to break down: 

Last semester we were bonded a lot more. Our group has split into many 

little groups, so I feel like it’s kind of oddly separated and a little 

uncomfortable. I missed a lot of them. I missed dancing and being in the 

studios with everybody because I really love our class. (Anna, Interview 2, 

pp. 11-12) 

 

At mid-year Alex was feeling “more comfortable” making mistakes in class, 

instead of dwelling on what his peers might think, which “sucked” in first semester 

(Alex, Interview 2, pp. 18-19). Alex realized that he had been making judgments about 

his peers during first semester and offered an explanation: “I think…I was envious” (p. 

22). He summarized how one peer friendship had helped him to learn more about 

himself, stating,  

She’s kind of shown me through that conflict... That has been significant 

because you learn through your peers the most, and she’s one of the peers 

I want to keep around. I learn things about myself because of the person 

she is. (p. 22) 

 

Countering the lived experiences of the five female interview participants, Alex 

saw the connections between the first-year Dance majors in first semester as not 

“genuine,” but he felt the group was making more of an effort to understand one another 

in their second semester. Alex acknowledged that he had compared his BFA cohort to his 
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peer group at home, which could have prevented him from connecting with his new 

peers: 

That was the hardest part. On the day to day, wanting to love dance, but 

having to face what I saw as the inconveniences, which I’ll be honest, was 

my peers… I think now we’re all like, “Okay, let’s understand who we 

are,” instead of just trying to compare your past to what’s happening now. 

That’s what I did to people here, and I’m sure it was vice-versa. And that’s 

probably why no one got along; well, people did, but it wasn’t genuine. (p. 

18) 

 

At the end of the year, four of the six interview participants again identified 

supportive relationships within their first-year dance cohort as highly influential in their 

first-year experiences as university Dance majors. Charlotte focused on the bonds within 

the cohort, which she described as a developing “web of support” throughout her first 

year: 

I feel a lot closer to them now. There’s a nice web of support, and it feels 

nice to be going into classes every day with the same people, and I just 

feel a strong sense of camaraderie…really great. (Charlotte, Interview 3, p. 

12) 

 

Courtney echoed Charlotte, describing the group’s shared learning experiences, 

which created “something in common” that could continue beyond the Dance program:  

Just as a whole class, in being together, learning together, and 

experiencing things, that creates a bond, and I think that’s important just to 

have those friends. And people go other places, but you still were in that 

class together, and you can still reach out to them, and you have 

something in common. (Courtney, Interview 3, p. 1) 

 

When asked how it felt to dance with this group, she responded, “It feels good, 

like free. You have freedom in your movement, and you’re not being judged” (p. 1). 

Jessica talked about trust in her peers and their feedback. She pointed out that 

other first-year dancers could be a source of support if she were open to their insights: 
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“They’re doing exactly what I’m doing; they’re feeling what I’m feeling. If they see 

something they want to share, I can listen to them…be open, trust”  (Jessica, Interview 3, 

p. 13). 

In our final interview, Alex acknowledged the significance of his peers more than 

he had previously, “the good ones and the bad ones,” as affecting his educational 

experiences over the year by challenging him to think independently: 

The ones I’ve connected with, I’ve learned a lot from…they’ve reshaped 

what I think about certain things, challenged my beliefs, and pushed me to 

be a beautifully solo-minded, thinking individual—self-reliant, I guess you 

could say. (Alex, Interview 3, p. 10) 

 

He continued, offering examples where his peers’ had provoked him to “invest 

into” thinking through his beliefs and being open to change: 

I like to argue, but I like to find common ground towards the end. But now 

I’m like, “It’s okay not to find a common ground.” Maybe that will stick 

with them and they’ll go through their day thinking, “Oh, maybe I’m 

wrong.” Or they’ll think, “No, I’m completely right,” which is fine. But 

maybe they’ll think, “Maybe I’m wrong,” and that’s what happened to me 

with certain ones. I’ve also been like, “Wait, I really respect them, and 

they view this thing in a different way. Maybe I view it in the wrong 

way.” But it makes me invest into it, as opposed to being like, “No, I’m 

right. I know this and this and this about life.” Because the beauty of life is 

that you are constantly changing. (p. 11) 

  

Looking back on the entire year, he acknowledged that he had felt judged by his 

cohort and that the feeling was reciprocal. 

Especially in first semester Improv—I come from a theater background 

that was improv-y and crazy, so sometimes I want to incorporate both, and 

they have this look like, “What are you doing?” And I think, “What are 

you doing? You’re just being judgy, judgy.” (p. 2) 

 

Alex reflected back on his struggles to connect with his peers as stressful, stating, 

“It was social anxiety. And now... it’s not me being weird; it’s them reacting to my 
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weirdness in a negative way instead of embracing it.” (p. 3) Another realization for Alex 

at the end of the year was that he judged his dance peers as “closed-minded” about “what 

is and isn’t ‘good’ movement:” 

Some of the ways that people constitute what is and isn’t “good” 

movement doesn’t make me super-ecstatic. Not in an “I’m judging” way, 

but sometimes people – usually it’s not teachers – it’s more the students – 

are closed-minded about what can be done with dance and what it takes to 

get to that place. So, that’s been a realization…very significant, too. (p. 1) 

 

Absence of Peer Competition 

 

In keeping with the nonjudgmental atmosphere of their Dance learning 

environments described by five interview participants, an unexpected absence of 

competition among the cohort was a related theme. Previously, Courtney had experienced 

competition with other dancers who were focused on getting into ballet companies; 

within the university Dance program, however, she wanted to emphasize learning from 

others:  

There’s so many other things that you can contribute to the arts world that 

you have to go to school to learn, and learn from other people than just 

being in competition with other people at your studio, with other people 

getting into companies. (Courtney, Interview 1, pp. 4-5)  

 

Similarly, Megan stated, “At studios, it’s always like a competition, who can kick 

the highest, or leap the best, or do the most turns. And here it’s not about that at all” 

(Megan, Interview 1, p. 11).  

While Megan did not describe “competition” with other dancers in her cohort, she 

did compare herself to dancers both in the larger dance world and in her cohort. When 

asked how she viewed herself as a dancer, Megan described having “some work to do,” 

but also as “not the best or the worst” in her cohort:  
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I feel I fit in with my class. I’m not the best or the worst. I’m average. I 

know I have a long way to go, but I want to keep pushing and keep 

improving because it’s what I love to do. I have some work to do, but 

compared to my class, I think I’m doing a good job. (Megan, p. 4) 

 

Charlotte did not enter the college Dance program with an expectation of 

competition with her peers, but found motivation in the dedication of her cohort to 

working beyond class requirements: 

I think my fellow Dance majors are very intent on improving. They’ll 

spend extra time in the studio; they’ll stretch outside of class. It feels great 

to be with groups of motivated people who have the same interests, or not 

the same interests, but are just still motivated to learn. (Charlotte, 

Interview 1, p. 8) 

 

Both Anna and Alex mentioned the competitive nature of the dance field, which 

affected Anna’s confidence in her dancing. She perceived herself to be in competition 

with “millions of extremely talented people” (Anna, Interview 1, p. 9). Alex also saw 

“so much competition, competitiveness out there” in the dance field in general (Alex, 

Interview 1, p. 1). At the beginning of the year Jessica had experienced anxiety about her 

“level” as compared with her peers, but did not identify her dance classes as competitive 

or non-competitive. At mid-year she expressed surprise that she did not have to feel the 

pressure of a competitive field in her in college dance classes:  

Knowing dance as a field and that everything is basically a competition 

against your peers, I was surprised at how we all were able to just get 

along, and I was really happy about that. I didn’t want to be taking classes 

every day with girls that I was competing against. And knowing that I 

don’t have to feel the pressure of competition. (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 10) 

 

During her mid-year interview Courtney reinforced her belief that learning from 

peers was vital to her educational experience—rather than competing with them. 
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Everybody is on your side here. You’re not competing against them; 

they’re not your enemy. They’re your friends... Talk to other people, learn 

about where they come from, what they want to do with their life as a 

dancer or life in general, and you can better understand why you’re here 

and what you want for the future, whether it’s the same as someone else or 

different. You write your own story, so you have to make it what you want 

and not what somebody else is telling you that you want. (Courtney, 

Interview 2, p. 6) 

 

Jessica described her cohort’s sharing of constructive feedback, as well as her 

sense that her classmates were dancing “really just for [themselves].” She viewed the 

group as learning from one another “like a family”:  

It’s always positive, always “Yes, you can do this, and you can even do 

more.” There’s no, “Okay, that’s wrong; you’re doing it wrong.” Of 

course, “Maybe try it this way”...And everybody in the program, even in 

class, we compliment each other, like, “Wow, what you just did was 

beautiful, I loved it.” Knowing there are so many people around who love 

what I love, and…you don’t feel competition. You don’t feel pressure to 

be the best…, you don’t, at least in my class, feel the whole, “Oh, she’s 

the best, and she’s not so good.” (Jessica, Interview 2, pp. 3-4) 

 

Similar to Charlotte in her first interview, Jessica felt motivated by the work ethic 

of other dancers and performers, viewing them as “really dedicated people” who “know 

what they want” and work hard for it (p. 17). 

While Alex had discussed the competitive aspects of the dance field in a general 

way during our initial interview, at mid-year he reflected on how in first semester he did 

not feel “amazing” or “on top” in the Dance program. Coming from a background in 

Theater rather than Dance, his transition into university dance was challenging. 

There have been many moments when I felt not accepted by my peers, by 

the program. I didn’t like it that I wasn’t amazing at something like I was 

with musical theater at my school. Not being on top. I’m just trying to say 

I felt very comfortable back at home and here I felt very uncomfortable 

first semester. (Alex, Interview 2, p. 18) 
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During our end-of-year interview, Courtney again reiterated that taking class with 

her cohort and not feeling pressured to be “in a competitive mode” were significant to her 

overall educational experience of her first year. She contrasted the non-competitiveness 

of an academic dance setting with the competitiveness of “a professional-type" setting, 

where each dancer is “fighting for a spot, which can be very stressful” (Courtney, 

Interview 3, p. 1). 

In contrast to earlier interviews with Charlotte and Jessica, where they had 

discussed the dedication of their cohort as motivating their desire for self-improvement, 

Alex expressed surprise by instances where his cohort displayed what he saw as a lack of 

motivation to seek out challenges in class. He gave a specific example from Ballet class: 

Some of these girls—it’s not my place to judge, even though I am—but if 

you aren’t working really hard, especially as a girl, it is so much harder to 

make it in the dance world. In class sometimes I’d be like, “Let’s have a 

really hard barre today.” And our teacher would be like, “So, we’re going 

to do this on the left right away,” and some people are, “No, no.” You’re 

not going to get that choice in an audition. Push yourself. You should be 

wanting the harder option all the time. (Alex, Interview 3, p. 7) 

 

Influences of Upper-Level Students on First-Year Experience  

Throughout the interview process, first-year dance students identified both upper-

level undergraduate and graduate students as influential in their educational experiences. 

Themes that arose in relation to upper-level BFA and graduate student associations 

included: 1) as advisors and role models; 2) first-year students being “seen” and their 

work appreciated; and 3) inclusion in choreographic and performance processes. 
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Advisors and Role Models 

Of the six interview participants, five identified instances over the course of their 

first-year when they connected with, sought advice from, or viewed upper-level students 

(undergraduate and graduate) as role models. In our first interview, Jessica described the 

impact of interacting with an upper-level student volunteer at an audition, an encounter 

that finalized her decision to attend the university. Her college search had focused on 

institutions that offered degrees in both Dance and Engineering, in case she decided to 

double major. She found “a bunch of schools that [she] liked with dance,” but her visit to 

campus and audition for the Dance program solidified her choice: 

I came for a tour...and I loved the environment, all the people on campus. 

And I came for my audition, and the way that it was set up was so 

comfortable and a great atmosphere…I loved it. After we took classes, 

they had us in a separate room waiting to do our solos and a current Dance 

major was talking to us in the room. I think that’s what sold it for me. She 

was talking up the whole program and experiences outside of the Dance 

program and how she was enjoying herself so much. It seemed right. 

(Jessica, Interview 1, p. 2) 

 

In addition, during her first semester, Jessica described the ease she was feeling 

with upper-level dancers. As a first-year student, she didn’t know “the ins and outs of 

everything” and it was “nice to be able to talk to the older girls about my questions.” She 

commented also on her senior buddy: “I can go to her and ask her any questions… 

anything” (p. 6). 

While Alex struggled initially to connect with his first-year dance cohort, he took 

comfort in the fact that there were dancers in other levels with whom he could connect: 

“So you’ve got 100 or so people. If you can’t find one of those people to connect with, 

you’ve got some bad odds” (Alex, Interview 1, p. 14). 
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Several weeks into the second semester, Charlotte, Megan, and Anna discussed 

their interactions with upper-level students in the Dance program. At that point, Charlotte 

was beginning to expand her social network in the department.  

First semester I was trying to find my way, but now I feel like I'm making 

more connections...with my classmates and the other students in the 

department. I’m talking to PhD students because I’m interested in dance 

theory. I’m starting to talk to other people in the department and get to 

know them, and that’s been really nice so far. (Charlotte, Interview 2, p. 

11) 

 

When asked to describe “first-year experience in Dance” Megan included learning 

from upper-level majors. She sought to gain as much knowledge as possible through 

interactions outside of her cohort:  

It’s been really fun—they’ve been through much more and have a lot to 

give. And the professors, of course, have been through a lot, and they have 

so much knowledge to give to us, and I’m just trying to absorb it all, as 

much as I can. (Megan, Interview 2, p. 2) 

 

Choreographing for and performing in the first semester Student Dance Concert 

gave Megan more opportunities to interact with upper-level students, and she had been 

asked to be in a graduating student’s piece for the senior BFA concert. She had also been 

paired with a senior buddy who helped her “get introduced to the upperclassmen” (p. 2). 

While she stated that she hadn’t spoken to every student in the BFA program, she had 

had “nice conversations” with the ones she had met, and she felt that, “people at least 

know who I am and that I’m a Dance major” (p. 7). Upper-level students filled her in on 

the city’s dance scene, such as “where to go and how to get yourself out there” (p. 2), and 

she felt “pretty connected” within the Dance program at the start of second semester (p. 

7).  
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Anna reflected on how upper-level students’ comments about the professor for 

her Dance Repertory class had influenced her view of the class. She described feeling 

fear and intimidation at the start of the semester:  

Everybody was like, “Oh, she’s so nice, but she’s a little rough.” And I 

had no idea what that meant. Hearing it from all the upperclassmen, you’re 

like, “What are you talking about? Oh my God, she’s going to kill me.” 

So, that was really nerve-wracking coming into that class. (Anna, 

Interview 2, p. 10) 

  

At the end of first year, five of the six interview participants (all but Courtney) 

reflected on the roles of upper-level BFA and graduate students as advisors and role 

models. Charlotte commented on her attendance at a Dance Department speaker series as 

significant for her. In addition to expanding her knowledge of dance studies, she felt “so 

welcomed” by graduate students there, such as an MFA student she knew from a 

technique class: 

I was interested in a lot of what they were speaking about, and I think just 

going to those and feeling so welcomed stood out... Going there and 

feeling welcomed and getting to learn about dance ethnography...and 

sociology and anthropology through the lens of dance, I found those to be 

really interesting…a good experience. (Charlotte, Interview 3, p. 1) 

 

When Charlotte reflected on her process of finding who she wanted to be as a 

dancer and a scholar over the course of her first-year experience, making connections 

with students across degree programs was important to her. This included “talking with 

[her] instructors who are PhD students and seeing what their opinions are on things,” and 

asking for “book recommendation[s]” on topics that interested her (p. 4). 
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Like Charlotte, Jessica appreciated making connections with upper-level BFA 

students and graduate students. At the end of her first year, she was looking forward to 

working with an MFA choreographer who she viewed as experienced in the dance field: 

Hopefully I’ll be able to dance for another senior’s piece next year. An 

MFA student asked me to be in a piece, ...that’s awesome, and I feel like 

that will help with connections. And it’s nice to not only be attached to the 

BFA program but also take class with the MFAs. It’s nice because then we 

get to meet other people who have already been out in the field. (Jessica, 

Interview 3, p. 6) 

 

Similarly, Megan concluded our final interview by emphasizing how dancers “all 

come together,” from across the country and internationally: 

It was a great experience, and I feel like I’ve grown and learned a lot. It 

was awesome to see how we all come together from different parts of the 

country, even international…some MFAs come from outside of the 

country. (Megan, Interview 3, p. 16) 

 

In our final interview, Anna described the relationship of trust she had built with 

her senior BFA choreographer over the course of second semester: 

She said, “If you want to be in other senior pieces, I don’t want you in 

mine. It’s nothing against you—if you want to, you do that, and it’s 

completely okay.” And I trusted her to take care of me almost. I said, 

“Okay, I’ll be in only yours,” and I think I made the best decision. I knew 

she would take me to another level. So, I think you have to pick and 

choose wisely. (Anna, Interview 3, p. 15) 

   

As she considered plans for her upcoming second year, including potential 

performance projects, Anna turned to this senior choreographer for advice on 

finding the right opportunities to challenge her and to help her to grow as a 

dancer. She reflected: 

First year was awesome and I don’t want to backtrack. I’m really looking 

forward to Repertory and to auditioning and taking classes, but I’m 

nervous... My BFA choreographer gave me important advice. She said, 
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“Don’t take opportunities that won’t fit you, because you won’t have time 

for other things. Be true to who you are…you will have other 

opportunities. And if they’re not going to bring you to a higher level, then 

it’s not worth it.” (pp. 14-15) 

 

Alex discussed the influence of an MFA choreographer who had become a role 

model for the type of choreography he was interested in creating. He felt that trying out 

movements that were “weird or kind of uncomfortable” was a phase in the choreographic 

process, “even if it isn’t amazing yet.” He appreciated the MFA student’s choreography 

for being “out there” and wondered about the creative process behind her work as 

something he could potentially emulate: 

Her pieces are very out there and weird and bizarre, and people like that, 

but to get to that point, it had to go through a baby steps phase. Some of 

her work probably started as something and then changed because of how 

it evolved and went with the idea. But if you’re not even open to the initial 

idea of things being weird or kind of uncomfortable, then you’re never 

going to get that place. (Alex, Interview 3, p. 2) 

 

Alex viewed work similar to this MFA’s choreography as among the “certain 

things I need to do” as a dancer. He stated, “When I saw one of her pieces, I said, ‘Yes, 

I’m going to be doing stuff like that’” (p. 15). 

Upper-level undergraduate students and graduate students in the Dance program 

offered first-year BFA students examples of role models in choreography and dance 

scholarship. In keeping with the value placed on the opinions of the upper-level and 

graduate students, first-year dancers were concerned about how they were “seen” by 

upper-level students. 
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“Being Seen” Versus Being Watched 

 

The construct of “being seen” by upper-level dancers did not emerge in the first 

round of interviews. In the second set of interviews, however, Courtney, Jessica, Megan, 

and Anna all associated  “being seen” with experiences of approval or appreciation by 

upper-level dancers. This is distinct from ‘being watched’ for purposes of judgment, as 

reported in initial interviews when Jessica and Anna expressed discomfort with upper-

level dancers watching their technique class through the studio window to select dancers 

for their choreography. For them, this intrusion shifted the in-class dynamic away from a 

“no judgment” mindset. Jessica described this situation as “frustrating”:  

In class, I’m in the zone, I’m trying to learn, especially when they come 

into modern–this isn’t my style. I know what I can do; if you ask me to 

audition, I will show you the best I can do. In class, I’m trying to learn so I 

get it right, and my body feels right. It’s frustrating that we don’t get a 

chance to show them what we can do; they just come in for 20 minutes 

and watch and … leave. (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 9)  

 

Anna stated, “When nobody’s watching, it’s a lot more free, you’re able to feel 

stupid, and it’s okay to mess up and to work through something” (Anna, Interview 1, p. 

9). She felt that she was supposed to be “just practicing” in technique class, not 

performing in an audition, viewing such intrusive observations as a “flaw in the system.” 

They’re just watching through the window. I’m not really a fan of that… 

when you’re dancing in class, you’re supposed to be experimenting and 

working and not worried about somebody watching you – you’re just 

practicing. … In practice, I want to work on certain things and take care of 

myself and rebuild myself instead of being worried about what other 

people think. So, I think that’s kind of a flaw in the system. (p. 8) 

 

She explained further:   

When someone’s looking through a window… and you don’t know when 

they’re going to stop looking through a window, so if you mess up, they 
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may just stop, and that’s that. And, all of a sudden, it’s not OK to make 

mistakes; it’s not okay to work through things that you need to work on. 

And if you mess up they may just stop, and that’s that. (p. 9) 

 

Choreographing, auditioning, and performing a group piece in the Student Dance 

Concert was a significant experience for Courtney, Jessica, Megan, and Anna, and they 

each described the experience in their second interviews at mid-year. They valued the 

recognition they received from upper-level dance peers and the new opportunities 

afforded them as a result. For Courtney, these responses to the piece gave her a sense of 

acceptance. She felt that the Dance program community was “a good place to belong,” a 

supportive learning environment: 

I really enjoyed performing that, and we got a lot of positive feedback, 

especially from students who aren’t freshmen—sophomores and stuff. 

They were impressed that we could come up with that…it was comforting 

that other people are supportive of what we’re doing...  

 

People aren’t hostile and don’t put others down. They try to build each 

other up, and that’s a good environment to learn to dance in, before you 

have to go to the professional world where it may not always be that way. 

(Courtney, Interview 2, p. 1) 

 

Similarly, Jessica listed getting to “meet a lot of people in the department, and 

talk to them, and sort of get to know them, and get my name out there a little bit” as 

among the significant moments of her first-year experience in university dance (Jessica, 

Interview 2, p. 2). Being involved in the collaborative choreography for the Student 

Dance Concert helped her to connect with upper-level dance peers, and it was “a really 

good start to being in this school.” That experience “got the ball rolling” for her and for 

her group; from there, they were invited to perform in senior dancers’ choreography: 

When we auditioned we were like, “We’re freshmen; nobody’s really 

going to know us. Whatever, why not try?” And then we got in, and we 
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were freaking out. That was so exciting…a really good start to being in 

this school and having people know who we are. A lot of people were like, 

“I really liked your piece.” We did it to spoken word, and people were 

impressed by what we were capable of creating at our level. After we 

performed it, a lot of seniors asked us to be in their concert dances. This 

was great and got the ball rolling for all of us. … I’m really excited for 

what’s going to come next. (p. 1) 

 

While Jessica felt “welcomed” in the Dance program at the start of the second 

semester, she also stated that she was making an effort to “be more involved.” One way 

would be to volunteer for the Dance program auditions, which would enable her to meet 

more upper-level dance students: 

I volunteered to help with the BFA audition...just to be more involved and 

to know more about the workings, meet more people… Most of the people 

I hang out with are freshmen, and I want to network and meet and know 

more people. I definitely feel welcomed, but I need to put more effort into 

not just being welcomed but being a part of this community. (p. 6) 

 

Megan also reflected on the impact of being seen by her upper-level dance peers 

in the Student Dance Concert. For her, auditioning was “pretty stressful,” making her 

want to “put my best self out there” and show what she and her group could do: 

It was kind of nerve-wracking. All the upperclassmen knew each other, so 

they knew how the others were going to move and what to expect from 

each other. But from us, they wanted to watch closely since they didn’t 

know us yet. … So I wanted to put my best self out there and do the best I 

could do. It was really nerve-wracking, but then we got in—that was 

exciting. (Megan, Interview 2, p. 9) 

 

Megan was proud of her group’s success: “We ended up being the only freshmen 

piece in the show, so it was really exciting to be the freshmen who did it and got in.” (p. 

10). 

Megan established “a really good connection” with her fellow first-year 

dancer/choreographers, who all had comparable levels of choreographic experience. 
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While she appreciated being “seen” by upper-level Dance majors, she would have felt 

“pressure” if dancers “who knew more” than she did had been part of the group, and she 

enjoyed working only with members of her own cohort: “We were all in the same boat of 

being new and not understanding everything, so it was nice to be in an all-freshmen 

dance in the student concert” (p. 10). In addition to the experience of participating in the 

concert as a dancer/choreographer, Megan enjoyed watching concert rehearsals where 

she got to see upper-level Dance majors perform:  

During dress rehearsal, we were all able to sit in the audience and watch 

the other performers. I really liked seeing them. We’ve gotten 

opportunities to speak to them throughout the semester, but we never got 

to see them dance. (p. 16) 

 

For Anna, the Student Dance Concert was a “turning point” within the Dance 

program—the point where she began to feel “noticed.” She saw it as a process of the 

program “opening up” to her as she had begun to connect with upper-level dancers and 

explore new performance opportunities: 

Before, it was like none of the upperclassmen knew who I was or the 

group of girls I was performing with and choreographed with, and all of a 

sudden, when we put that piece out there, we were noticed. From then on, 

I’ve built relationships and they’ve asked me to be in their pieces... The 

Dance department opened up to me and let me move forward for myself. 

(Anna, Interview 2, p. 1) 

 

Anna described her group of first-year choreographers being “seen” and respected 

by the upper-level dance students as a result of presenting their work: 

Immediately when they saw - I mean, when you look at freshmen versus 

senior pieces, there are different levels of maturity. So I think that their 

seeing what we could do as freshmen, a lot of them gained respect for who 

we were and wanted to get to know us and welcome us into the 

community. We had shown at least a glimpse of something that we’re 

capable of. (p. 2) 
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During our second interview, the concept of being “seen” again featured in the 

advice Anna offered for prospective students. She suggested incoming first-year dancers 

should “be independent” and “don’t be afraid to take chances.” As an example of taking 

chances, she referred to her group’s audition for the Student Dance Concert: 

When the six of us created that piece, we were all freshmen, and the whole 

point of it was so that we would be recognized and people would see who 

we were, but none of the other freshmen did that. And our goal, it worked. 

Taking that chance was the biggest benefit I’ve had. It helps you build 

those relationships that you need to move forward, and if you’re 

independent and you stay away from any drama – you do you – you just 

stay grounded and keep focused, you’re going to be fine. (p. 8) 

 

At the end of their first year, Megan and Anna reflected again on the significance 

of being “seen” by upper-level dance peers, and Courtney switched perspectives from 

being “seen” to her anticipation of seeing the incoming class of first-year dancers from 

the perspective of an upper-level student. Anna’s “concept of first-year experience in 

Dance” was being willing to “put herself out there” in the student concert audition, which 

enabled her to “be seen” by upper-level dancers: 

I feel proud that I can say I’ve performed a lot this year. I don’t 

necessarily know how I got there, but I feel like it’s because the first 

semester six freshmen, including myself, ...created a piece and put it in the 

Student Dance Concert. (Anna, Interview 3, p. 3) 

 

Similarly, Megan connected being seen at the Student Dance Concert with her 

social integration into the Dance program:  

I see myself as part of the community now. I was just at an audition today 

for the BFA senior showcase for next year…and they all have seen me 

dance before, or they’ve seen my face, so they’ll say “Hi” to me in the 

hallways and stuff. (Megan, Interview 3, p. 7) 
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While Courtney did not return to her own experience of “being seen” by the 

upper-level students, she instead anticipated being the upper-level student “seeing” the 

new class of first-year students. Describing what she was looking forward to in her 

second year of university, she stated: 

I’m looking forward to the new freshmen coming in, to see what their 

strengths are and what they have to offer. I think that will be awesome, to 

see a new group coming in and experiencing what we experienced this 

first year, and also finding their place and what they have to bring - are 

they a strong class, are they lacking in something, but as a whole, what are 

they bringing to the department? I’m excited to see that. (Courtney, 

Interview 3, p. 13) 

 

The construct of “being seen” by the upper-level students implied appreciation for 

first-year students’ abilities as performers and choreographers, as opposed to “being 

watched,” which connoted being judged. The participants who discussed “being seen” 

sought the approval of upper-level students as a sign of their inclusion and belonging in 

the dance program, and the first-year students’ involvement in the choreographic and 

performance processes of the upper-level students offered a further opportunity for this.  

Influences of Upper Level Students on First Year Performers and Choreographic 

Processes 

The first mentions of upper level students’ influence on first years’ performing 

and choreographic processes were in the second interviews. Charlotte did not discuss the 

topic at any point. Choreographing and performing a piece for the Fall Student Concert 

led to Megan, Jessica, and Anna being asked to perform in a work in the Spring BFA 

Senior Concert. During her second interview, Megan described her senior choreographer 

as “super welcoming” and was excited about the opportunity. 
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I’m excited to be in a senior’s piece. I really am the dancer and she’s 

choreographing something for us. I like her style. It’s different from mine, 

and it’s different from what the professors have taught us. She does a lot 

of jumps and high energy, and I really like that a lot. It’s fun to work with 

the professors and then work with other students. (Megan, Interview 2, p. 

18) 

 

Jessica was also performing in a Senior Concert piece, which she portrayed as “a 

lot of hard work” and “a lot of drama” with the choreographer (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 7). 

Anna was invited to perform both in a senior’s final work and in a duet with the same 

senior. The process of creating the duet was challenging Anna. She described having to 

confront fear and insecurities in choreography and improvisation as she tried to move 

past them to collaborate in the duet: 

Right now, there is a senior who asked me to be in a piece—a duet with 

her; she taught me the duet, and now we’re adding on. She’s not exactly 

African dance, but she’s not modern or ballet. She’s just her, so seeing her 

improvise and just do her, it’s so different from me. I can pick up 

choreography and I can kill it, but I get scared by the idea of doing 

something on my own. I don’t know what to do with my arms, my body 

just kind of flops around and it’s not good...  

 

Going through that process has been challenging. I don’t want to come up 

with something that is just ridiculous... I feel insecure and intimidated. 

She’s a senior and I’m a freshman. Improvisation is her thing—and 

picking up choreography is mine. She’s helped me a lot, so it’s not an 

outward insecurity; it’s more in my mind. I’m trying to push past it, and 

she’s very open-minded to me and to my movement…it’s a collaboration. 

(Anna, Interview 2, pp. 5-6) 

 

While the duet pushed her boundaries in terms of dance styles, improvisation, and 

choreography, the senior’s final concert work pushed Anna beyond her known limits as it 

involved researching racism within the city’s communities outside of the university. She 

stated,  
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Working with her has been a lot, and to take in what racism is like here, 

she wants to take us out to nightclubs or out to neighborhoods...just so we 

can observe...to see how we can incorporate it into this piece and see how 

our emotions towards what we see can affect how we perform. (pp. 7-8) 

  

She knew how meaningful the piece was to this choreographer: “I really want to 

make her proud…this is a huge deal to her, a really big topic that’s so important to her” 

(p. 15). 

In their final interviews, all three first-years who performed in senior concerts 

reflected on those experiences. Jessica emphasized the challenges of participation:  

The process was hard. The person I danced for asked us not to be in 

anyone else’s piece, and I sacrificed meeting a lot of people by choosing 

that piece rather than anyone else’s. I’m glad that I did her piece, it was 

just hard…, and it was stressful and frustrating. (Jessica, Interview 3, p. 7) 

 

The choreographer required time commitments outside of scheduled rehearsal 

times, which sometimes conflicted with Jessica’s academic workload. After speaking up 

about her other commitments, she felt the choreographer showed a “negative attitude” 

towards her, Jessica wondered whether the choreographer viewed her tendency to voice 

her opinions as a challenge to her authority.  

A lot of freshmen were in her piece, and she would treat us like we were 

way younger than we are. … It was her piece and I had to listen to her, 

and I did what she asked, I did everything she asked... I didn’t like how 

she treated me... Other people said, “I don’t understand why she’s treating 

you this way.” (pp. 7-8) 

 

Jessica discussed a specific instance where she felt “uncomfortable” and 

“pressured” to go along with what the choreographer asked: 

There was one night where she wanted everyone to watch a movie, and I 

had 45 homework problems due by midnight, and I was like, “I cannot,” 

but I was so uncomfortable that I had to bring my homework. She was 

like, “You can bring your homework. I’m okay with you bringing your 
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homework and doing it here while we watch the movie.” I was like, “How 

am I supposed to get 45 Calculus problems done by midnight if you’re 

going to be watching this movie?” (pp. 7-8) 

 

Despite the challenges, Jessica “did always like the dancing and the movement,” 

and said that “when I was mad at her, it just made me look better,” as she channeled her 

anger into the movement. In the end, Jessica was “glad” to have been in the piece and 

considered the concert a success of her first year: 

It was a great piece—a challenging piece. I’m just glad I was able to do 

it;  The concert was successful...The dancing was great. I loved her 

movement. A lot of jumping and running. And very athletic—I  really like 

athletic movement. And strength, very strong movement. I really liked the 

dancing itself. (p. 8) 

 

For Megan, the senior BFA piece “was a lot of fun because it was nice to work 

with someone in the department who wasn’t an instructor but also wasn’t my own age” 

(Megan, Interview 3, p. 1). She enjoyed learning from an upper-level choreographer as 

well as collaborating with the other dancers, and she appreciated the blend of styles 

within the choreography: 

It was very hard-hitting…more modern, but not what you think of as 

modern dance. It was very hard-hitting and intense, and a lot of different 

styles. I don’t know what she would label it as…so many different things 

coming together. I liked that. It was a lot of fun and interesting to see how 

she worked with all the different styles and people. The people in the piece 

were from very different dance backgrounds as well, so it was interesting 

to see how she worked with us all and how we all danced together. (p. 3) 

 

Megan elaborated on how each dancer performed a variety of styles within the 

piece: “Everybody did all the styles. She didn’t divide us by the styles. It was divided in 

different ways, but everyone did every style at some point” (p. 3). For Megan, adapting to 

every style in the piece “wasn’t as hard as I was expecting” (p. 3). She appreciated the 
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connections between the choreographer’s movements and the “story” of her piece, which 

was Racism in the City: “You had to use your face and your acting to project to the 

audience the difference between the movement styles” (p. 3). She elaborated, “The ideas 

I learned from being in the piece were strong. They had a pretty intense effect” (p. 11). 

Anna identified the relationship she built with the senior student choreographer as 

a significant experience of her first year of university dance. She performed in the three 

pieces for her: a duet performed at American College Dance Festival; an excerpt of the 

duet performed in the Spring Student Dance Concert; and a group piece for the BFA 

Senior Concert. As noted by Jessica and Megan, the group work was physically and 

mentally challenging, and Anna described the duet as “the hardest piece I’ve ever done” 

(Anna, Interview 3, p. 1), elaborating:  

After the performance I ran off-stage and I was like, “I need to get water,” 

and I was about to pass out... The movement was very intense. Her 

choreography is constantly you are running, and you’re jumping... I guess 

you could say it’s modern with some African twists. And for me, coming 

from a ballet background, you’re asking me to do what? That was so 

challenging, but it was amazing to accomplish it and realize what I am 

capable of. She pulled that out of me—she literally tore it out of me. It 

was about a seven-minute piece, and I was just pushing myself the whole 

time. It was rough. (p. 1) 

 

She felt nervous about being exhausted, but pushed past those feelings through 

her connection with the choreographer and the positive feedback from the audience: 

I was mainly, honestly, nervous to not make it through, to just collapse… 

or, by the end, being so exhausted that I can’t do it to the best of my 

ability. When the first song ended, we walked offstage and put these really 

cool pants on. And everyone thought it was done, like the crowd cheered 

so loud, and it was the best feeling I’ve had on stage. I’m dancing with 

this girl who has become like my sister. And we’re having this experience 

on stage together where it’s not just dancing; it’s like we are surviving 

through this piece together, and we’re getting through it, and we’re close 
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to collapsing, but we haven’t, and the crowd loves it. It was amazing. (p. 

2) 

 

The group piece was also challenging for Anna, based on its theme of racism in 

the city. Anna viewed the work as “pushing the boundaries” of her familiarity with that 

issue. She described the process of creating the piece, as well as developing a closer 

connection with the choreographer, as follows: 

That process was a lot mentally—talking about race every day. We 

weren’t beating around the bush. It was very straight to the point. There 

was no sugar coating anything...and how we each felt about it. She would 

interview us. We all went to a party together and then talked about how 

we felt. It was pushing boundaries that I’ve never experienced coming 

from my hometown where the majority of people are white. Once we 

performed that piece, it felt like we were all a family fighting for this 

cause. I haven’t been part of this cause in any way, so to be able to 

contribute was great. (pp. 2-3) 

 

Being at the university and then learning more about racism through a 

choreographic process and performance affected Anna greatly:  

Being here...has changed my life—the diversity, and everything with 

Black Lives Matter and that entire movement. I’m beyond grateful to be 

here because I know that when I grow up and tell my kids about my life, I 

will be telling them about this, about this time in history, and that I was a 

part of that piece as part of the movement. (p. 10) 

 

Despite her strong connection to the piece and the choreographer, like Jessica, 

Anna found the rehearsal process difficult: 

A lot of the times, working with her was really hard. Some days were 

good, but some days were awful, awful. As a group, we were all like, 

“Listen, we need to go home right now.” It started in January, all the way 

up until last weekend—every single week, every weekend. And it wasn’t 

just rehearsals; it was meeting up outside of rehearsals, and showings on 

Fridays and Mondays, which were extremely stressful. (p. 9) 
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Anna felt at times that she was “being beat down” by the choreographer she 

admired: 

She wanted her piece to be, with every right, the best of the best. Having 

her push us to the extent that she did was rough. That was probably 

equally as challenging as the time management…you’re also being beat 

down by somebody who is very experienced, and four years older than 

you, and a very hard choreographer. (p. 9) 

 

Even with the challenges, Anna stated, “I think working with her has been the 

highlight of my year, and not just because she’s my friend or because it was fun. It was 

such a learning experience.” She reflected further that the experience “helped me grow as 

a performer and dancer—just as a person in general” (p. 1). Anna’s metaphor for her first 

year, “breaking boundaries,” bridged the ideas of developing relationships with upper-

level dancers, “being seen” by them, and learning through their choreographic and 

performance processes. 

Neither Courtney nor Alex were involved in performing for upper-level BFA 

choreographers in second semester, but both described being influenced by student 

performance or choreography as audience members. Courtney viewed the work created 

by a guest artist during a winter break residency. In her final interview, she reflected on 

how the piece brought together dancers across class and program levels, stating, “That 

was really cool to see all different students and levels working together. I really liked 

that, to see that and recognize that, and the work that went into that, working together. 

(Courtney, Interview 3, p. 11) 

Alex described the work of one of the MFA student choreographers as something 

he could emulate. He considered the choreographic process behind her work: 
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Things like that piece are very out there and weird and bizarre, and people 

like that, but to get to that point, it had to go through baby steps. Some of 

her work probably started as something and then just completely changed 

because of how it evolved and went with the idea. But if you’re not open 

to the initial idea of things being weird or kind of uncomfortable, then 

you’re never going to get that place. (Alex, Interview 3, p. 2) 

 

Influences of Non-Dance Peers on First-Year Experience 

Social interactions outside of the dance cohort had a significant impact on 

interview participants’ educational experiences. In the initial interviews, three of the six 

participants described building relationships with non-dance majors through their 

residence hall living and learning communities (Charlotte and Jessica), college honors 

program (Charlotte), New Student Orientation (Courtney), and a faith-based student 

group (Courtney). This topic emerged primarily as part of the students’ initial transition 

to college in the first semester. Topics that arose in participants’ further discussion of 

interactions with non-dance majors included: 1) views of dance as a major and career 

choice; 2) lack of understanding for the demands of a Dance program; and 3) the impact 

of social connections on student experience.  

Building Relationships with Non-Dance Peers   

In our first interviews, Charlotte, Courtney, and Jessica described building 

relationships with non-dance peers. Charlotte, who described herself as “very 

academically driven,” participated in the college honors program and honors Living and 

Learning community (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 6). Her honors program peers became “a 

really close group” that was separate from her dance cohort since she was “the only [first-

year] dance major in the honors program” (pp. 2-3). She appreciated the focus and work 

ethic of both peer groups: “There’s a lot of push for going above and beyond what the 
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norm is, which is great, to be around such motivated people in and out of the Dance 

program” (p. 8).  

Before the start of classes, Courtney struggled to connect with other students on 

campus. She attended mass at the Catholic Center during her first weekend at college and 

began to get involved in that community: 

The first week or two I was struggling a little bit finding myself. I don’t 

really know anyone here, so it was a little hard before classes started to 

find people and talk to people. But now it’s fine. The dance department, 

you get to know these people, but then you can also break away. I go to 

the Catholic Center a lot, so I see some of the dancers there, and I have 

another community there. I think I fit in very well there. (Courtney, 

Interview 1, p. 9) 

 

Courtney also met peers from her college in her New Student Orientation group; 

they quickly became a “support system” for her both within and outside of Dance: 

It was really cool to be in Orientation with your school, because there 

were both music majors and dance majors. You know you’re going to be 

with them, it’s not just a two-day thing where you meet people and you’re 

never going to see them again. When we get together now, it’s like an old 

friend even though we’ve only known each other for a month.  

 

And you know you have a support system behind you for whatever you 

need to do; whether it’s dance related or not, you have someone you can 

call if you need help, or if you’re having a bad day, or if you want to 

celebrate. You have people who may or may not in the future be your best 

friends, but you still have them as a friend and good group of people to 

have in your life who can really lift you up when you need it. (Courtney, 

Interview 1, p. 15-16) 

 

Similar to Charlotte, Jessica participated in the arts Living and Learning 

Community, which was important to her transition into college. She saw the connections 

made with the music students as potentially beneficial to future dance projects: 

I like it a lot and it’s good to know music majors if you want live 

accompaniment or original music for a piece you’re doing... It’s a cool 
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experience…, even though they practice their music at 2am. (Jessica, 

Interview 1, p. 14) 

 

Her LLC peer group felt like “a big family” who shared “common interests” (p. 15).  

Non-Dancers' Views on Dance as a Major or Career Choice 

At the time of our first interview, non-dance peers’ views of Dance as a major or 

career choice, ranging from supportive to questioning to dismissive, were discussed by 

five participants. Charlotte envisioned a career with a non-profit organization, improving 

access to arts education in public schools. Non-dancers’ reactions to this career ambition 

included some sarcastic or dismissive responses (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 11). 

Courtney’s experiences echoed Charlotte’s: “A lot of people our age, in college or a little 

older... They’re like, ‘What are you going to do with that?’ It’s hard when people dismiss 

dance when you say you’re a dance major. (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 17) 

Megan felt that her friends outside of dance supported her choice to major in 

Dance, but that “other people who don’t know you, those are usually the people who will 

judge you the hardest” (Megan, Interview 1, p. 15). However, she had not received any 

“mean” reactions from non-dancers (p. 15). When asked what she intended to do in 

Dance, Anna struggled with self-confidence in her major choice: “I just tell them how it 

is, and I’m not as confident as I should be, I know I have a weird vibe” (Anna, Interview 

1, pp. 17-18). Like Anna, Alex viewed others’ negative reactions to his major choice as 

centered in doubts about future career and economic prospects in dance: “They just shrug 

it off – ‘OK, I’m not going to get a job; I’m not going to make money.’ ...I value the 

experience that dance gives me” (Alex, Interview 1, p. 13). 
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At the start of the second semester, only Charlotte and Jessica referenced non-

dance peers’ reactions to their major choice. Charlotte felt “ambiguous”  about being “in 

between” as she followed a hybrid schedule of dance and liberal arts. Jessica felt 

frustrated about being “looked down on” as a dancer. She doubted that the peers who 

disparaged her would be able to do what she did as a dance major, whereas she felt 

confident that she could succeed in a non-dance major, stating “ I know I can take your 

classes. I know I can do well. And I do not accept bad grades, so I know I will get an ‘A’ 

if I take your class, because I will not accept anything less” (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 16). 

More generally, Jessica felt frustrated when others assumed that she wasn’t smart 

academically or wasn’t capable or pursuing other areas of study: 

Most of the dancers I know are really smart. I came through high school 

not just book-smart, but smart in other ways. I came to college with twelve 

credits from AP classes...and when I say I’m taking Chem and Calc, and I 

took AP Calculus last year, and Organic Chemistry, they say, “What? 

You’re a dancer.”... I want people to not see dancers as those dumb girls 

that can’t do anything else. (p. 16) 

 

At the end of the first year, only Charlotte returned to others’ negative reactions to 

her choice of study. While her choices were “nobody else’s business” but her own, she 

also described getting “some not-good reactions” from peers regarding future job 

prospects in dance (Charlotte, Interview 3, p. 9-10). In addition, seeing other more 

experienced dancers choose not to pursue dance as a major due to concerns about job 

prospects affected her confidence: 

Seeing people who are into dance, interested in dance, but don’t major in 

it, I think to myself, “Why can’t I also do that?” But then I say to myself, 

“Well, it’s because I want to work in the field of dance.” But when I hear 

people who decided not to major in dance say so because they’re not 
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going to get a job, well, then I think to myself, “What the heck am I doing 

here?” (Charlotte, Interview 3, p. 10) 

 

In summary, non-dancers’ views of the first-year students’ choice of major 

ranged from supportive to dismissive. The basis of most non-dancers’ negative 

reactions centered on future job prospects in dance.  

Lack of Understanding for the Demands of a Dance Program 

At the start of first semester, Courtney, Megan, and Anna all talked about non-

dance peers’ lack of understanding for the demands of the Dance program and the 

separation between Dance majors and other university students. For Courtney, non-dance 

peers were unaware of the importance she had to place on staying physically healthy to 

be able to dance: “Other people, like my roommates will talk about, ‘Oh, I don’t feel well 

today, but it’s OK because I just have to sit in my class and listen.’ I was like, ‘I can’t get 

sick, so you can’t get me sick, because I have to dance’” (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 3). 

She elaborated, “I’m dancing all day, using my body, not just sitting in class taking 

notes... You have to explain to them what is equivalent to them, and even then, 

sometimes they don’t understand” (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 18).  

Courtney described a lack of understanding of her workload as a dance major, 

stating that non-majors thought she didn’t have “real classes” (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 

17). Megan experienced similar misunderstanding of her workload: 

Some people don’t understand that it’s hard work... Although I might not 

have as much homework as them, I still have as much to do outside of the 

class, whether I’m at rehearsal or have to physically take care of myself. I 

have to stretch, and I have to go to the gym. I have to make sure I’m 

physically and emotionally prepared when I’m not even in class. (Megan, 

Interview 1, p. 15) 
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Anna felt separated from students outside of Dance because of a mutual lack of 

understanding of what the other’s college experience entailed: 

I feel like it’s a whole different world. People don’t understand what we 

go through every day in classes, and to be honest, I don’t know what 

others go through in their classes. I have English, and I have a professor, 

but I don’t know what a big lecture hall is like. I have no idea what a 

psychology class is. I don’t know. People will ask me, “Do you just dance 

all day?” Yeah, but there’s other things too. And they don’t understand 

how it helps us grow. I do, we as dancers do; I understand how Improv 

helps me every class, but somebody else… (Anna, Interview 1, p. 12) 

 

Lack of understanding of the demands of the Dance program was not a prominent 

theme at the beginning of second semester. Jessica referred to this topic indirectly in 

voicing her wish to challenge non-dancers' assumptions about dance majors, including 

the assumption that their workload was minimal, as Courtney had identified previously. 

Jessica stated, “A lot of times when I say I’m a dance major, they’ll say, ‘Oh, that must 

be fun. I guess you don’t have any work. What do you do during the day?’” (Jessica, 

Interview 2, p. 15).  

At the end of the year, Charlotte and Courtney both challenged the assumption 

that dance students “don’t have any work.” Charlotte informed her non-dance peer, 

“While we’re in class, it’s a lot of work. You have to be fully present” (Charlotte, 

Interview 3, p. 10).While Courtney thought it was important to take classes with non-

dancers, she felt frustrated in some of her other classes by her peers’ lack of respect for 

dance: 

It’s frustrating…we’re used to dancing in the studio all day and talking 

about dance all day, and you come to this academic class and there’s all 

these people and it’s not really a focused conversation about one thing. 

Everybody has all these different ideas, and some people don’t respect that 

you’re a dance major... It’s hard to be in academic classes, but I think it’s 
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a good thing because you’re going to have to interact with non-dancers 

eventually... But also, it’s hard when you come for dance, and you have to 

take other classes that aren’t in your major, and it’s taking time away from 

what you would like to do. (Courtney, Interview 3, p. 6) 

 

Despite feeling that her non-dance peers did not always understand her major, she 

appreciated the “mixture” of perspectives she encountered in the university setting, which 

she saw as a precursor to “real world” interactions with people outside of dance. 

It’s good to have the mixture and be with other students in a university 

setting. I think it’s important to learn other peoples’ majors, and 

sometimes our paths will cross, and sometimes not. It’s important to be 

with other people because in the real world, everyone’s different. 

(Courtney, Interview 3, p. 14) 

 

A recurring theme throughout these conversations was the assumption that the 

first-year dancers had a lighter workload than other majors, which was rooted in a lack of 

respect for dance as work.  

Impact of Non-Dance Social Connections on Student Experience 

Some aspects of non-dance social connections described at the start of the year 

were introduced in the ‘Building Relationships with Non-dance Peers’ section, such as 

motivation to excel academically (Charlotte), creation of a social support network 

(Courtney), and connections with other arts students (Jessica). Additional aspects of 

participants’ non-dance social connections emerged at mid-year for Charlotte and Alex. 

Charlotte described making time for her social connections in general as part of the 

challenge of not “overdoing” and overscheduling herself; this will be discussed in 

Chapter 7. Alex had followed his intuition about taking a general education dance 

appreciation class, which as a dance major he was not required to take, where he 

developed a friendship with one of his classmates: 
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There’s this girl who sits next to me... and I got a good vibe from her and I 

asked her if she wanted to hang out... So, I went over... and I’m telling her 

everything. Sometimes, certain people are just channels for being able to 

tell everything. You can’t tell your good friends certain aspects about your 

life, but then you meet somebody and right away you’re blabbing like 

crazy. (Alex, Interview 2, p. 16) 

 

Reflecting back on his first semester, Alex also realized that he had been 

harboring fears about losing friendships from home when he moved to a new city and 

new part of the country for college. He felt relieved that he was able to reconnect with 

some of his old friends over winter break, and realized he had made the separation from 

home friends more difficult than it needed to be: 

I came here last semester, being like, “I’m leaving everything.” I go back 

for winter break, and nothing changed. Certain friendships have started to 

die, but they had already started to die in high school. It’s sad, but it’s life. 

Then, there are certain friendships that are stronger now... I was coming 

here like, “Oh, it’s going to be so hard.” I made it harder for myself, just 

like I made the whole “losing my friends” thing so hard. I didn’t lose 

them, it’s just a different relationship now. (pp. 17-18) 

 

While he consciously projected a positive attitude, lack of this support system was 

“the hardest part” of Alex’s first semester:  

Even though I have this persona like, “Life is beautiful,” there’s a flipside 

to that. And I am hurting right now. I need people who have known me 

my whole life, and I don’t have that out here. A phone call is different 

than a genuine human looking into your eyes. That was the hardest part. 

(p. 18) 

 

In his second semester, Alex felt more confident with his “friend group” and his 

“safety nets” in the college community outside of dance. In first semester, he had seen 

dance as “all he had,” but as he began to feel more comfortable, he viewed himself as 

more able to “learn really well through people”: 
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I’ve been more at a place where I know where my friend group is; I know 

where my safety nets are in this community. Whereas before I didn’t know 

where it was, so I had more money in the bank with dance, like, “OK, this 

is all I have right now, so I really have to focus on it.” Now I have 

connections, I have things, I can still dance on a Friday night, but maybe 

I’ll go out to a salsa club instead of the studio again and being alone. Not 

like that’s a bad thing, you need that, but it’s nice to find connection. I’ve 

learned I’m a pretty big extrovert, so with that, I learn really well through 

people and asking people for reassurance. Maybe I’m not like, “Tell me 

this, tell me that,” but I’ll find myself having the same conversation a lot 

until I find the answer. (pp. 13-14) 

 

At the end of the first year, Jessica, Anna, and Alex described the importance of 

social connections beyond their dance cohort. Jessica and Anna identified the 

performance they did with dancers from the Musical Theater department as a success of 

the second semester. Jessica was proud of herself for pursuing this opportunity: 

I’m happy that I was able to go and do that and audition, and then I made 

it. I met so many new people through it. It was just an amazing 

experience... Every day, I was like, “I have to go to rehearsal; I can’t 

wait.” It was so much fun... That was successful; the whole experience, 

the show, everything felt amazing. (Jessica, Interview 3, p. 9) 

 

She developed trust in the other performers so that she was able to “open up” and 

“fully let go.” Her fellow performers had contributed to her growth through this 

experience:  

I was surprised at how much I connected with these people because I tend 

to put up walls and not open up and give people a chance. I feel like I 

grew a lot through meeting and working with these people, as they were 

looking for a lot of acting. But it was a little hard; these are people I’ve 

never worked with before, and they threw me in, and I had to be in love 

with this kid… And I was a little timid at first to be able to do it all full-

out with the people I was dancing with. But by the end, I am just very 

proud of myself for going about it the way that I did and not running 

away. (p. 10) 
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Jessica viewed her performance experiences in both the Dance department and the 

Theater department as important to her integration within the university community and 

the dance community outside of her first-year dance cohort: 

I feel more integrated after being able to perform. I had two performances 

last semester and two this semester, and three of them were for the Dance 

department and one of them was through the Theater department. And 

after being able to perform for the Dance department, I feel more 

comfortable with everybody. And I always felt this was a great 

community, but I only really knew my own class, and through all of these 

other things, I’ve been able to meet other people. (pp. 5-6) 

 

Similar to Jessica, Anna had a successful experience in the Musical Theater 

performance. She appreciated the connections made with students in the Musical Theater 

department, and wished that the two departments could collaborate more. 

I looked forward to going to those rehearsals because of the new friends I 

made. And I wish the Dance department was more involved with the 

Musical Theater department because I really loved them, and I loved 

working with them, and I loved seeing their world a little bit. Being able, 

for that little time, to have dancers and the Musical Theater department be 

working together was wonderful. It’s needed, I think. I feel like you have 

strength in numbers. If you mix these musical people, these creative 

people, it would create incredible things…we created a really cool, 

amazing show. (Anna, Interview 3, p. 7) 

 

In our final interview, Anna also reflected on the impact of her social life on her 

education in the advice that she would give to herself if she could go back to the 

beginning of her first year. Her advice to herself was to “stay focused” and to manage her 

time between social life and academic demands: 

I’d say, stay focused, and you can still go and hang out with your friends 

another weekend. That’s another hard thing, being at school. With 

performing almost every weekend, I really didn’t get to go out with my 

friends. So then when I wasn’t performing and I did have time to do my 

academic work, I would be so relieved that I had free time, I’d go out with 

my friends and then compromise the time that I had for my school work. 
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And I think if I’m going to give myself any kind of advice, it’s just like, 

“You will have time, another weekend or another time, when you actually 

have time because, right now, you don’t. You have to do this essay; you 

have to study for this test. Just concentrate on that.” That I think is going 

to help me with my business double major, if I decide to pursue that, or 

anything really. Again, it’s time management. (pp. 13-14) 

 

For Alex, one of the challenges of his second semester related to his friend group 

outside of dance. While his non-dance friends “not talking to me, intentionally” made 

him “re-think my trust with people,” he also felt that it was “OK to take time for myself” 

and to be comfortable without one set “crew” of friends: 

I was very, “I need to have a group.” I had a crew that wasn’t in the dance 

department that I hung out with a lot in the first semester. And now I’m 

starting to realize that it’s totally OK to be a nomad and not have a friend 

group, because randomly some of them just started not talking to me, I 

think intentionally. I took that as, “I gave you this much time,” and there 

wasn’t even a falling out... It kind of just made me rethink my trust with 

people…it’s OK to take time for yourself and be comfortable with not 

having a group. When you have a group, you are sometimes restrained by 

them.  

 

I feel I’m breaking free and letting go, but still being friendly and wanting 

to meet new people. Looking into people’s eyes and seeing their energy, 

not surface-level. And that’s translated to certain relationships lately. I 

used to be very, “Oh, I really want to have a significant other,” and now, I 

just won’t know until I can see and feel that energy in another person. It 

sucks, in a sense, but it’s a good realization too. I’m trying to think of 

other challenges or uncomfortable moments. I’d say that’s a pretty big 

one. (Alex, Interview 3, p. 9) 

 

While the influence of his peers was important, Alex also appreciated having “a 

lot of time to think” on his own. He contrasted his experiences at college to those with his 

peer group at home: 

I have a lot of time to think here, looking back on it. I’m going, going, 

going, all the time, but alone. Back home I was always surrounded by a 

group of friends... I was with people I could talk to about my day. It’s not 

like I don’t have that here, but I have less of it... I mean, that’s college too, 
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because people find what works for them and do things on their own time. 

(p. 11) 

 

Conclusion 

Social connections within the first-year dance cohort, among upper-level dance 

students, and with non-dance students shaped the first-year dance students’ educational 

experiences. Peers offered support and motivation, exposed them to diverse perspectives, 

challenged their previously-held beliefs and values, and led them to self-examine their 

current academic paths and future career goals. Whether they experienced peers as a 

family, a web of non-competitive support, or a source of frustration or annoyance, peer 

relationships were deeply impactful on their learning experiences of the first year. As 

Alex concluded in our final interview: “The connections that need to happen will always 

be there... No matter where you are in life, the right people will be there at the right time” 

(Alex, Interview 3, p. 14). 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

ILLUMINATING PRACTICE        

 

This chapter offers six ‘practice narratives,’ one for each interview participant. 

Each begins with a background sketch followed by a chronological account of each 

dancer’s significant experiences in the related practices of dance, self-care, and time over 

the course of their first year as university Dance majors. Relying on phenomenological 

methods discussed in Chapter 3, narratives emphasize dancers’ embodied affective 

engagement—their lived experience—as they cope with the challenges and opportunities 

of their transition to university Dance. Narratives capture continuities, changes, pivotal 

moments, and transformations in students’ practice of their dancing lives. 

As noted in Chapter 3, the six self-selected interview participants were all 

traditional college age and represented a balance of dance backgrounds from pre-

professional ballet training (Anna and Courtney), to musical theater (Alex and Charlotte), 

to competition dance (Jessica and Megan), to arts high school programs (Alex and 

Megan). 

 

Charlotte 

There’s Something About Dance 

Prior to becoming a university Dance major, Charlotte had danced “mostly 

recreationally,” taking one or two classes per week in a “relaxed” private studio setting. 

She also co-choreographed three musicals for her high school. During her pre-university 

year, she began to take more dance classes, “five to seven times a week.” Midway 
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through the summer, she decided, “I really don’t want to let this go – I want to keep 

doing it throughout college” (Interview 1, p. 1). Charlotte described the “great feeling” 

and the “rush” she got from dancing: 

There’s something about dance that gives me a great feeling, like a rush. I 

like expression without using words, and performing and having fun on 

stage... It’s hard to explain, but it’s a feeling that I’m doing something that 

I love. (pp. 1-2) 

 

These feelings fueled her interest in dance prior to university as well as her desire 

to continue studying dance in higher education. 

Early First Semester 

Holistic Immersion 

For Charlotte, the start of her university Dance experience was “an immersion… 

we’re learning so much about dance and we’re in the studio all the time” (p. 4). She 

appreciated the BFA’s “holistic approach”:  

It doesn’t just include technique classes. Improvisation, it opens up our 

creativities; and the whole thing is cool because as a dancer, even though 

you’re in a ballet class and told to do everything as it’s supposed to be, 

having Improv is a great way to explore and be creative. (p. 4) 

 

This distinction between “everything as it’s supposed to be” and creative 

exploration continued in our discussion of her Improvisation class. She started out by 

repeating movements she had previously learned but then began to explore generating her 

own: “I’m making up my own steps and feel like I’m getting to look past traditional 

notions of what dance is and create new movements” (p. 5). She was interested in 

exploring post-modern dance and “movement from a feeling” (p. 5). 
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In technique classes, Charlotte appreciated repeating choreography over a series 

of classes, which allowed her to “go deep” into details of movement performance and 

meaning (p. 9). Repetition of movement material enabled her to experiment with putting 

her own style and expression into class choreography. Charlotte also explored 

“mind/body connection” as a pathway to enhancing her technique and artistry, noting: 

Having this mind/body connection is interesting. When I’m thinking about 

the steps,…I’ll go through the motions, but I won’t focus in on the very 

technical aspects of it. Focusing on technical aspects, I feel more in 

control and comfortable with the steps so that I’m able to work on the little 

things. (p. 10) 

  

She differentiated between thinking about movement to discover its nuances and 

over-thinking it, which could be counter-productive: “In Modern, a lot of the times I’m 

thinking so much about the movement that I get tense and don’t relax enough…” (p. 10). 

She identified a spectrum of learning, from “going through the motions” to mindful 

awareness of movement complexities to overthinking/inhibited movement.  

Charlotte described herself as a primarily kinesthetic learner: “I learn by doing 

things” (p. 6), as well as a “selfish learner,” meaning that she would devote her time and 

attention to what she deemed valuable to learn.  

Throughout first year Charlotte struggled with time management and self-care, 

which she saw as interconnected. The number of hours devoted to class time for the BFA 

program made it difficult for her to get adequate rest, heal from injuries, and take time for 

herself. She noted the difference between her class hours and those of students in other 

programs: 

I’m in class for 23 hours a week, and my friends in other majors are in 

class for 14, 15; I‘m only taking 16 credits and they’re taking the same. So 
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time management is definitely something I need to work on. I’d also say 

taking care of myself. I should be getting more sleep. I just started having 

some knee pain. (Interview 1, pp. 8-9) 

 

Charlotte entered the Dance program with a holistic vision to pursue both 

scholarly and artistic interests, and this was a recurring theme in our interviews. She had 

an image of herself as a dancer, teacher, scholar, and urban arts advocate. She envisioned 

a career that combined her interests and passions, inspired by past experiences working 

with kids in a community theater education program.  

Early Second Semester 

From Culture Shock to Getting It 

Reflecting on her first semester at mid-year, Charlotte described her foray into 

university dance as an experience of “stress” and “culture shock.” (Interview 2, p. 1). She 

again referred to her experience as “an immersion,” as well as “growth and hard work” 

(p. 1). Readjustment to the demands of her dance classes was a “physical shock” since 

she had not danced much over winter break. Her first week required “a lot of sleep, a lot 

of stretching, and taking it easy outside of class, just slowly building up” (p. 8). 

Charlotte felt “flustered” upon returning to campus for second semester. She 

stated, “I don’t know what I’m going to do, and it did feel scary coming back. I felt really 

unsure and uncertain” (p. 8). She felt she could handle a more academic program as “you 

can do more of it and not burn out as quickly as with physical work” (p. 6). Ultimately, 

Charlotte created a hybrid roster for second semester that combined her multiple interests 

in Dance, Musical Theater, and Liberal Arts. To do this, she had to forego some 
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performance opportunities in second semester and worried that this might affect her 

“dancer identity” (p. 8).  

Charlotte entered her Dance major “more as a recreational dancer…so it’s a build-

up of technique and refinement, of finding new ways to allow my body to move” (p. 2). 

She identified significant moments in her technique classes: “I’d say the moments that 

stand out to me are when, even in class today, I felt like I got it, I got the movement” (p. 

1). Physically, moments of “I got it” felt different depending on the class: “In Modern, it 

feels like I have a lot of freedom in my movements, and in Ballet it feels more stable” (p. 

1). She elaborated: “First semester was rough. I was behind technically. But when I got 

the movement and felt like I did it well, I felt successful” (p. 1). She added, “To look at 

how I’m able to do stuff now that I wasn’t able to do before..., it’s a nice feeling of 

growth” (p. 10). 

Charlotte’s goal for second semester was to apply the feedback received from 

Dance faculty before winter break. In particular, she wanted to explore her “internal 

experience” of movement and not be “stuck in the mirror”: 

I had more ballet than modern training, and I focused too much on the 

shapes rather than the movements and pathways. I would look in the 

mirror to see if I was making the right shape. Now I’m trying to use the 

mirror as just a thing that's there...not so much to look for shapes but for 

internal experience. (p. 9) 

 

She associated “being able to look inwardly” with increased awareness of her 

body parts and body center: 

I’m more aware of different parts of my body. You know in Modern, 

she’ll say, “Be aware of your pinky toe,” or other things I never thought 

about... I feel more grounded, more centered, which was one of my 
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technical goals for first semester. Now that I'm able to look inwardly and 

observe myself in that way, I’m more able to establish my center. (p. 10) 

 

Charlotte pursued teaching and choreography opportunities outside of the Dance 

program. She created and taught a theater dance workshop for a local high school, and 

was invited to choreograph the school’s musical in spring semester. These experiences of 

teaching and choreography were “successful moments” for Charlotte: 

I’m going there tomorrow to start rehearsals, and that will be fun. Through 

that teaching and through feeling like other people get the material I’m 

teaching, and I am getting the material that people are teaching me…these 

are my most successful moments. (p. 5) 

 

She also sought extra-curricular dance experiences, including hip hop, Irish 

dance, and Latin dance, as she was “interested in learning about different cultures” (p. 5). 

While exploring a variety of dance styles was fun, it “took time and energy” and 

“distracted her” from her Dance major curriculum (pp. 5-6). Charlotte viewed this as part 

of a larger tendency to “overdo” it, which coincided with her struggles with self-care and 

time management. She elaborated: “I would honestly fill up my calendar and not give 

myself…any ME time” (p. 6). She blamed her “personality type” and continued to strive 

for “a balance” between “doing” and “resting” (pp. 5-6).  

End of Second Semester 

 

Finding the Flow 

 

At the end of second semester, Charlotte described her Theater Dance class and 

her Psychology research project as significant experiences that were similar to the “I got 

it” moments in technique classes. In our final interview, she spoke enthusiastically about 

her full self-expression in the Theater Dance class:  
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The movement was the kind where I feel I can find the most expressivity. 

Theater dance is the great outlet for me. I would always leave with a great 

sense of, “This is amazing; I’m so lucky to be doing this.” (Interview 3, p. 

7) 

 

Creating a dance-related research project in Psychology class made Charlotte 

“feel good about what I was doing,” and she linked this to her experience in Theater 

Dance:  

In “Adolescent Psychology,” I’m doing a research project on body image 

in female adolescent dancers. When I distributed my survey and started 

getting responses and doing research and...literature reviews and 

discoveries…I felt...I can’t put words to it…the same way I felt in Theater 

Dance—just good. (p. 7) 

  

Within her Dance program technique classes, Charlotte had continued to work on 

“full body integration and performance quality” (p. 7), as advised by faculty. She 

celebrated being able to “find a good flow in the movement” and to commit herself fully 

to what she was doing. She struggled to “put words to” her bodily experiences of “finding 

the flow,” describing again “a rush” and elaborating, “a rush of refreshing 

something…here in my chest. A sense of elation” (p. 8).   

These experiences echoed previous interviews where she described “going deep” 

into the details of movements to find greater individual expressivity (Interview 1), and a 

new sense of freedom and availability in her movements (Interview 2), charting a 

through-line of dance development over the course of the year. 

Synthesis of Charlotte’s “First-Year Experience in Dance” 

 

Integration 

 

I asked all six interview participants to create, from an end-of-year vantage point, 

a one-sentence statement encapsulating their first-year experience as a Dance major. 
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Charlotte said, “finding what kind of artist you want to be and what kind of things within 

the department excite you.” (Interview 3, p. 3). Whereas in our first and second 

interviews she had viewed first-year experience as “an immersion” into all aspects of 

dance, in our final conversation, she described an “integration,” stating that, particularly 

in second semester, “everything seemed to gel.” She reflected,  “A lot of first year was 

taking initiative and learning how to make my experience something that’s tailored to 

what I want to be doing…finding out who I want to be as an artist and as a scholar” (pp. 

3-4).  

Over the year, Charlotte discovered that, as a learner, she needed time in her 

dance classes to “fully integrate” herself into the movement. Whereas at the start of first 

semester she described herself as a kinesthetic learner, at the end of the second semester 

she was aware of combining kinesthetic, auditory, and visual learning modes: 

I learn through actively doing... In Modern in particular, when we split 

into groups, I usually go into the first group because that helps me to 

figure out the phrase. And audio cues have been helping a lot. Teachers 

will associate different spoken phrases with different movements, like, 

“See it, grab it.” That makes me integrate myself into the movement, like 

full body integration. (p. 5) 

 

Reflecting back on the entirety of her first year, Charlotte’s most vivid bodily-

sensory memories were related to her shifting approach to movement and expression: 

In my fall classes I felt timid, whereas this semester I was taking risks, and 

going for it, and finding more expressivity. I’m finding my place and, 

again, my flow. I feel – does it make sense if I say, “kinesthetic 

confidence?” (pp. 12-13) 

 

When I asked Charlotte what advice she would give to herself at the beginning of 

her first year of university Dance, she stated: 
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I would say, “Self, at the beginning of the freshman year, don’t be afraid 

to speak out.” Also, “be open to different perspectives.” That’s been a 

general university thing. I’m exposed to more things, and I’m open to 

them, definitely. (p. 13) 

 

Courtney 

 

I Could Be Myself 

Courtney started ballet at age three and attended two pre-professional schools 

prior to university. While most of her ballet peers were homeschooled, she attended high 

school; her commute, school workload, and the time commitment of ballet training 

contributed to a challenging schedule:  

It was a battle trying to balance school and ballet. Only one or two other 

girls were at school, at a real school. And then we’d come to dance, and 

we’d be exhausted, and we still had to work as hard. (Interview 1, p. 14) 

 

Despite the “battle,” Courtney professed, “I honestly couldn’t see myself doing 

something else” (pp. 1-2). She explained, 

I felt at home dancing and going to ballet. I liked that I could be myself, 

and while dancing I could think about my life and other things and put it 

into my movements... I could gather my thoughts and express them 

through dance. It was a little stressful, but mostly calming. (p. 2) 

 

The summer before starting university, Courtney attended a summer intensive 

with a prominent dance company in New York City. She studied dance styles that were 

new to her, which helped to prepare her for a modern-based college Dance program: 

I was introduced to Modern and Jazz and African...an eye-opening 

experience. It prepared me for here. I remember I was very sore from 

dancing without ballet shoes. It was different, but I liked it. (p. 1) 
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Early First Semester 

Expanding Limits 

At first Courtney struggled with comparing herself to her new Dance peers: 

The first week I was struggling in the Modern classes. I felt intimidated. 

Some of the dancers have had Modern, come from competition studios, 

know how to do the tricks and how to move their bodies that way. Ballet is 

more set, and you do the same steps each class, that’s it. Once the first 

week was over, I realized that other people had not had Modern, and some 

people had not had Ballet. Everybody has been trained differently. 

(Interview 1, p. 9) 

 

She began to realize that learning from members of her diverse cohort was going 

to be a significant aspect of her first-year experience. She observed,  “You meet so many 

people who bring their own flair to what they’re dancing, you can see that and…make 

your own dance grow that way” (pp. 2-3). 

Courtney also grappled with adapting to less familiar dance styles, but again saw 

this as part of the learning process, stating,  

I think as the semester goes on, I’ll be able to be more comfortable 

knowing how to move that way, knowing how to turn in bare feet, how to 

do anything in bare feet. I think it will be good…the struggles at the 

beginning are going to help me move forward in the program in a good 

place. (pp. 11-12)   

 

Along with her optimism, Courtney admitted that it was difficult to see herself “as 

good” as she tended to “always pick out the flaws” (p. 6). She elaborated: 

One side of me is saying, “No, you can’t do it,” and the other side is 

saying, “It’s fine.” It’s hard to see myself struggle in different motions. 

Even when I think I’m doing it right, I look in the mirror and it looks 

different than what the teacher is asking or the other students are doing. 

It’s hard to find the problem, and…I get discouraged. (p. 12-13) 
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Courtney contrasted the intensity of her previous training with the “relaxed” 

environment of her university classes: 

We start very relaxed. Sometimes we start on the floor or doing easy 

movements and then we go into more intense stuff—and that surprised 

me. I’m used to working the whole time—you’re sweating, you’re in it. 

There’s no way if you’re sick, if you’re injured, that you can do it. Here I 

feel like I could work through an injury or work through an illness better, 

which is good. (p. 14)  

 

Being “a little bit relaxed” in class, she felt freedom to explore her identity as a 

dancer: “You’re finding yourself as a dancer—who you want to be, what type of dance 

speaks to you, what types you want to combine in your own choreography” (p. 4). For 

Courtney, the emphasis on “finding who you want to be” meant individual dancers could 

progress in their own way, rather than conforming to a “uniform” standard: 

There’s no standard that everyone has to meet. It’s what you can 

accomplish, what your goals are, and how you are improving. You might 

not look like someone else. I think it’s good that the program is based for 

you—for you to advance and to find out what you’re good at, whether you 

want to be a choreographer or dance professionally or teach. (pp. 22-23) 

 

Reflecting on who she wanted to be as a dancer, Courtney stated, “I want to 

expand my limits...” (p. 5) through a variety of dance styles, by gaining confidence in her 

own unique ways of moving, and through acquiring knowledge of professional 

opportunities and ways she could “contribute to the dance world” outside of ballet (pp. 4-

5). She was beginning to view herself as a versatile dancer: 

I can do Modern dance, I can do other dance. I’m not just a ballerina 

anymore, which is really cool. A lot of girls go from high school to being 

in the company...I don’t want to do that. I want to go to school. I want to 

learn other types of dance. (p. 4) 
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Courtney described herself as a visual learner who was “a bit timid in my 

dancing, but also confident after seeing someone do the combination” (p. 5). She worked 

towards putting herself forward in class: 

I struggle when I know the combination but step back. I’m working on 

trying to be in the front...and make myself stand out... I’m getting more 

comfortable doing that, and people can learn from me and I can learn from 

others…it’s a good balance. (pp. 5-6)  

 

She felt comfortable learning and performing others’ work and was “trying to find 

where I fit in as a choreographer” (p. 7), noting that “the creative side” of making her 

own work was more difficult than learning others’ movements. She was excited to 

collaborate with peers on a dance for a student dance concert: 

A few of us are working on a piece to audition. We’re collaborating, 

which is a good way to start out choreographing. Everybody can throw 

their ideas in, and see what looks good and what doesn’t, and we can have 

a conversation instead of one person trying to figure it out. I would be lost 

if I was trying to choreograph a piece from scratch by myself. (p. 8) 

 

Like Charlotte, Courtney was concerned about self-care. She wanted to stay 

healthy so that she would be able to dance, noting, “I’m dancing all day, using my body, 

not just sitting in class taking notes” (p. 18). She felt that peers outside of Dance were 

unaware of “how much effort and strain it takes…physically and mentally” to be a Dance 

major (p. 18).  

Early Second Semester 

 

Diving Deeper 

      

At mid-year, Courtney returned from winter break feeling “excited to be back” 

and to “start fresh” while also expanding on what she had learned in first semester: 
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Your grades are done, you have all new classes and teachers, but you’re 

with the same people, so you can reflect on your past experiences and 

build on what’s new. Every day you walk in and it’s completely different. 

You can do the same material, but the way you feel and the uniqueness of 

what you bring to it is different. I was itching to be back, and I couldn’t 

wait to dance again. (Interview 2, p. 11) 

 

Improvement in comprehending new movement material in technique classes was 

important to Courtney. At mid-year, she stated, “I feel more confident in my dancing, 

more outgoing to try new things” (p. 3). She also felt more comfortable putting herself 

forward in class, noting, “I can ask more questions and really go for something, and if I 

mess up, oh well...” (p. 4). She elaborated, “At the beginning of the year, I stood towards 

the back, especially in Modern, which was iffy for me. Now I can stand in the front…it 

feels good” (pp. 4-5).  

Dancing from a place of confidence and willingness to try new things, Courtney 

felt “free… , and the movements, the transitions just flowed together” (p. 8). She 

described her experience of second semester technique classes as, “I feel happy, I want to 

be there, I’m in a great mood, and my body feels free and generous” (p. 15). Expanding 

on her meaning of generosity, she described, “when I’m standing, reaching further than 

my arm, and just feeling generous with the space and with my body…with the floor and 

others around me” (pp. 15-16). 

With her new focus on body awareness, Courtney was becoming increasingly 

“relaxed in my body” and developing a balance between strength and fluidity: 

I have a tendency to tense my muscles, especially in my legs. To move 

them and let them just be there—to be aware of them and give them a 

break, but also know how to use them. That goes with anything in your 

body, like your arm, if it’s stiff, you can make it light and flowy, and also 
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have control and strength. It’s slowly coming to me—a good technique to 

have and good to notice in my body. (pp. 17-18) 

 

Moving from a place of relaxation was a new experience, and she was starting to 

perceive it as “empowering” (p. 18). Courtney described first-year experience as 

“diving deeper” into her dancing and her body (p. 2) to find ways to make movements 

“my own” (p. 19). She would give the following advice to prospective dance majors: 

I would tell them to try everything and don’t be scared. Talk to people, 

learn about where they come from…where they see themselves, so you 

can better understand why you’re here…and what you want for the future. 

Write your own story. (p. 6) 

 

While she had enjoyed being part of a group of first-year student choreographers 

in first semester, Courtney didn’t see choreography as her “main thing” (p. 4). Her plan 

for second semester was to work on her dancing—flexibility, transitions, and falling to 

the floor, “because it’s in a lot of dancing” (p.13). She was “becoming more 

knowledgeable” about the dance world and wanted to attend auditions in other dance 

styles than ballet, “even though I may not do well in them” (p. 7).  

End of Second Semester 

Just Being in Class 

Reflecting on her first full year of university Dance, Courtney stated that “just 

being in class” was memorable for her: 

If a teacher says something and the students have a good response, and 

people are laughing and learning through that laughter, I think that’s 

important. Those are the moments that I’ll remember, just being in class 

with everybody. (Interview 3, p. 1) 

 

In second semester, Courtney continued to develop individuality in her 

movements and a deeper understanding of her body and movement. She learned more 
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about her strengths as a dancer and that she was “not limited” in her movement 

possibilities: 

I’ve come from a school of ballet, like, “A plié is a plié.” So, it’s been 

good to learn my strengths that somebody else might not have noticed. 

Strictly in ballet, they’ll be like, “If your leg’s not high, then you’re not 

strong,” but you can be strong in other things and in the way you want to 

move. (p. 2) 

 

She also continued to highlight her exploration of unfamiliar styles. Her stand out 

example was “moving on the floor” in Modern, which she hadn’t experienced in her 

previous dance training: 

You can use the floor, and put your weight into the movement. At the 

beginning I was scared to roll on the floor or even go the floor, but it’s 

become second nature. I can create a whole movement sequence on the 

floor that is just as beautiful as standing up. (pp. 2-3) 

 

One of her most vivid physical memories was the sensation of “weightedness” as 

a starting point for moving: 

When we sit on the floor with our legs bent and sink our heads down into 

our shoulders, I can feel the weight of that and the weight of my body as a 

positive thing. Using weight to my advantage and moving in weighted 

ways is something I’ll take with me. I have to be grounded and know in 

my body that this is where I have to start. (p. 12) 

 

As she had throughout the interview process, Courtney saw herself continuing to 

become more versatile and confident with movement, preparing her for future auditions: 

“If you’ve been exposed to all different things, you can create something that’s your own. 

And whether you get picked or not doesn’t matter. It just matters that you were 

comfortable in yourself and felt confident” (p. 4). 

It was “eye-opening” for Courtney to realize that she had more movement 

material and new ideas to draw upon as a choreographer at the end of her first year: “It 
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was like, ‘Oh, I know different stuff now,’ and ‘That would be cool to do.’ Sometimes I 

jot things down in a notebook...I have ideas” (pp. 4-5). She saw this progress as “stepping 

stones”: “I’m not at the point where I want to choreograph by myself, but it’s stepping 

stones, and it’s good to be there and continue to learn” (p. 4). She highlighted an 

appreciation for learning across difference in the advice she would give to herself at the 

beginning of her first year of college dance: 

Be open to new things and find where you belong as a dancer…find 

different movements that you want to hold onto. Don’t judge movements 

before you have done them. Be open and take everything in and find the 

good and the bad. (p. 13) 

 

For Courtney, the year-long challenge of “finding herself” in new movement 

styles was “good and bad” (Interview 3, p. 7). 

Finding myself…has been challenging. I’m not entirely used to that 

concept or to using my body in different ways than straight-up ballet. That 

has been good and bad challenging - more bad challenging - something I 

have to work on. My Modern professor was saying, “It’s going to take 

time to get down in your weight and use your plié to the ground,” and I’ve 

been struggling with that, as I think I’m doing it, but then I watch the 

videos and see, “Oh, I didn’t do that.” 

 

At first, I feel disappointed, thinking, “Why didn’t I notice that in the 

mirror?” But you can’t see everything in the mirror if you’re dancing and 

turning. I go back to my room and video tape a little bit of the part I 

wasn’t doing. It’s been a slow process of trying to figure out, “Why 

doesn’t this look right?” It’s frustrating when I can’t figure it out. (pp. 7-8) 

 

Synthesis of Courtney’s “First-Year Experience in Dance” 

A Good Different 

For Courtney, at the start of the year “first-year experience in dance” meant 

learning about the dance world in new ways and finding out who she wanted to be as a 

dancer through interacting with dancers from different backgrounds. She returned to 
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these concepts at the end of the year, summarizing her first-year experience as centered 

on individual growth through engaging with others’ movement styles and perspectives on 

dance. 

It’s about personal growth. Excelling in your dance and learning new 

types of dance from the other students, who have come from such 

different backgrounds. Taking that and responding and creating your own 

style, but incorporating other peoples’, since everybody can add 

something; and that will make me a better choreographer and a better 

dancer. (Interview 3, p. 3) 

 

When asked to encapsulate her first-year experience in three words, phrases, or 

images, Courtney chose growth, movement exploration, and an image of mountains, 

representing the “highs and lows” (p. 11).  

The mountain image has helped me…a nature kind of aspect, and growth, 

and new life, and finding things. It’s like being out in the wilderness—you 

don’t know what’s going to happen. You find a great thing in your life and 

in your dancing, and you want to hold onto that. And that’s part of the 

movement exploration; I haven’t found something yet, but I’ll notice 

something as I continue to grow. (pp. 11-12) 

 

She concluded that first year of university Dance was “different than what I was 

expecting…a good different” (p. 14). 

 

Jessica 

 

I Was Always Dancing 

Jessica started dancing in “a small-town studio” at three years of age. Dance was 

“something to do” at first, but that changed when she joined her studio’s competition 

team. In high school, she performed in school musicals and on the dance team, took more 

dance classes, and “was able to surround myself with people who had the same passion as 
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me, and it was amazing” (Interview 1, p. 1). She described herself as someone who didn’t 

like to sit still; she was “always dancing in the hallways” and “tapping [her] feet” (p. 1).  

Jessica attended a summer intensive before her senior year and dance conventions 

during her senior year. These opportunities helped her to remember “why I was always 

dancing” (p. 3); 

Over the summer, I didn’t dance much. I was having fun, I was traveling, 

but I wanted to go dance. I wanted to take class. My mind and body 

always goes back there. When I’m upset, I just go dance. I always, always 

feel better if I take class. I could be in the worst mood and then I go to 

class and I feel so much better afterwards. Something about dancing – it 

just feels great. (p. 3) 

 

Jessica brought a love of performing to university dance, describing its power to 

transform:  

Before I go on stage, I’m always a wreck...I’m freaking out. Then the 

lights go on, the music, and I’m a different person. All the worry is gone. I 

just dance and I have the time of my life. It’s the best feeling in the 

world…to be on stage and everyone is watching you... It’s amazing, 

getting that feedback. I put everything out there, like, “I am so vulnerable 

for all of you, and you enjoyed it.” It gives me confidence. If I could be 

performing all the time, I would. (pp. 11-12) 

 

Early First Semester 

There’s a Reason I’m Here 

Initially, Jessica felt apprehensive about her dance classes, but within the first 

week, she began to feel comfortable in the classroom atmosphere: 

I was so nervous to start taking classes. I hadn’t danced for a little while 

over the summer. I didn’t know what the level of my peers would be. And 

then I came to class, and there was such a comfortable feeling in the room. 

There was already this atmosphere, this common goal that everybody had. 

We are all here because we want dance in our lives. (p. 4) 
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With her dance classmates, she felt “like all the girls are really getting along and 

it’s a nice atmosphere” (p. 12). 

Jessica created a routine to further her physical training beyond her dance classes, 

including arriving to class early, going to the gym, and practicing after class. She stated, 

“I don’t like to hit a plateau, so I just keep pushing myself. And I like to stay active” (p. 

5). She went on, 

Most of the time, I’m trying to push myself without getting too drained. 

It’s active, it’s physical, what I do during the day. And thinking about 

everything I’m doing, taking my corrections and going back and working 

on it. I feel like there’s no point being here if I’m not working on myself 

outside of class. (p. 5) 

 

While being a first-year Dance major was tiring, Jessica felt the effort was “worth 

it:”  

It’s exhausting. We’re constantly moving, thrown into this thing where 

we’re taking classes every single day. It’s mentally and physically 

draining, but so far it’s worth it. I’m enjoying myself and I already filmed 

myself getting better. (pp. 5-6) 

 

Like Courtney, observing her peers in Modern helped her to be “constantly 

growing” as a dancer, both in proficiency motivation and the inspiration to try new ways 

of moving. She explained, “I’ve never been a Modern dancer, and this school is Modern-

based. We take modern every day. So, I’m more of a beginner in that style, and I’m 

pushing myself to catch up with other people” (p. 6). Jessica described her process for 

learning new movements. She prefered “to move a little while it’s being shown, but I 

mostly like to see it” (p. 7). After observing, she liked to “put it on my body and practice” 

(p. 7). Practice involved physical and mental repetition, including self-talk: 
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I repeat what I see. I say it in my head, and then put my body to it. I keep 

doing that over and over. Sometimes I’m a little slow picking up the 

choreography, but I get it eventually, as long as I keep watching it and 

putting it in my head. Like in ballet, we do petit allegro and I have to keep 

saying ‘glissade, jeté, pas de chat, pas de chat, pas de bourrée, pas de 

bourrée,’ and then put the movement into it. (p. 7) 

 

Similar to Charlotte, Jessica recalled times in technique class when she “got it” 

and felt “confident” in her movements (p. 10). Times of “putting it out there” reinforced 

her choice of major: 

I know what I’m doing. There’s a reason I’m here. I’m not being stupid. 

Putting myself out there is much better than second-guessing and being 

timid and holding back. I love these moments because they remind me of 

why I’m here. I love to dance and I’m enjoying myself in class every day. 

(p. 10) 

 

For Jessica, the major challenges that arose at the start of her first year were self-

care and negative self-criticism. She wanted to stay physically and emotionally healthy 

without stressing herself to the extent she had in high school, by reminding herself to 

“take it slowly” (p. 10). She shifted her focus from grades to growth and the ability to use 

what she was learning: “I’m still learning and expanding my horizons and trying to bring 

everything in. I want to learn everything. I want to put all of that into something and give 

it away to somebody else” (p. 8).  

Early Second Semester 

Adapting to Modern Dance: Just Do It 

Reflecting on her first semester as a Dance major, Jessica identified performing as 

a highlight. She performed in a faculty repertory piece and in the Fall Student Dance 

Concert, which was “a really good start to being in this school” (p. 1). The repertory 
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piece connected her with members of her cohort, and the “chemistry” they experienced 

on stage, with each other and with the audience, was significant to her: 

It felt right, you know, when you have a group of people that just get 

along well. On the stage, being with them and knowing all of them was 

really nice. And I felt the audience and the energy coming from them. 

(Interview 2, p. 2) 

 

Adapting to Modern dance had been a significant aspect of Jessica’s entire first 

semester. “Classical jazz, musical theater type of dancing” was her “favorite style” and 

“always what I’ve loved” (p. 6). At mid-year, she revealed her struggle with disliking and 

internally critiquing Modern-style movements: “It was so challenging to pick up the 

movement and keep it in my body. I would tell myself, ‘Stop. I know you don’t like it. I 

know it doesn’t feel right, but you need to be able to do this.’” (p. 8). She described her 

body’s resistance to unfamiliar movements: “It was like I was doing something wrong 

because it’s not what I was taught. … My body was just, ‘No.’ I had to tell myself to just 

do it” (p. 9). 

Jessica shared experiences from her classes that encouraged her to look at her 

movement in new ways. In her Modern classes, she had begun to think of certain postures 

and movements that felt ‘right’ to her as “organic,” explaining, “it feels like something 

inside of me is initiating everything without me,” or without conscious control (p. 15). 

She was progressing in her ability to apply what she learned in first semester technique 

classes to her new classes. The movements she had resisted no longer felt “so weird” to 

her, and pushing past her internal criticisms to expand her movement vocabulary: 

One movement was similar to what we were working on last semester, and 

having taken that class, I was able to get over, like, “Oh, this is stupid.” 

I’m doing the movement and recognizing it and, “Wow, I’m familiar with 
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this; this doesn’t feel so weird.” Allowing myself to broaden my dance 

vocabulary was difficult. (p. 8) 

 

 

It’s Okay to be Wrong 

 

Jessica’s second semester schedule included several classes outside of Dance. She 

compared her learning in Dance with learning in math and science: 

I like math and science, so I really like to be right. I don’t like feeling I’m 

not doing it right. In math, there is an answer... It’s hard for me to accept 

that in Dance I can get it wrong yet it’s not wrong. It’s still growth. It’s 

OK to be wrong. It’s OK to fail and mess up because it’s an experience, 

and it’s so hard for me to accept that. I’m still working on it. (p. 5) 

 

The process of stopping her negative self-talk in Dance was both physical and 

mental. She had to physically shake her body and focus on her breath to calm herself, as 

well as mentally remind herself that “you’re not a failure”: 

When I start feeling myself saying, “No, you’re doing it wrong,” I get 

flustered and it throws me off. I have to stop and shake my arms, my legs, 

everything. Shake it out, and take a deep breath, and say, “Calm down. 

You’re OK. You’re not a failure, just because the steps are wrong. This is 

growing. You’re learning. It’s OK to be wrong.” And I just have to remind 

myself and then I feel better. I don’t freak out. (p. 8) 

 

On the other hand, Jessica thought that having “high standards” was a trait of 

being a dancer: “I have friends who are like, ‘I got a C. OK, cool.’ What? Why would 

you not shoot for an A? People look down on dancers and performers and artists, but I 

feel like there’s something that artists have a connection to that other people don’t” (pp. 

16-17). For Jessica, this “connection” unique to artists was, “Knowing yourself... I know 

what I love” (p. 17). She elaborated: 

I’m willing to do almost anything to get what I want. I will work on 

myself until I get to the place I want to be and then some. I want to a 
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career in this field. That is what’s happening. I am not going to accept 

anything less. (p. 17) 

 

 

End of Second Semester 

Am I Supposed to Look Like the Teacher…Or What? 

As at mid-year, Jessica highlighted performing as significant to her first-year 

experience. She was proud of herself for branching out from the Dance department: 

I auditioned for a Theater Department musical. I’m so glad I wasn’t a 

chicken about it. I’m happy I was able to go…and then I made it. I met 

new people through it. It was an amazing experience... Every day, I was 

like, “I have to go to rehearsal…I can’t wait.” It was so much fun—

the  whole experience, the show, everything. (Interview 3, p. 9) 

 

Jessica’s other performance opportunity was in the BFA Senior Dance Concert, 

which she portrayed as “a lot of hard work” and “a lot of drama” with the choreographer 

(p. 7). Despite the “drama,” Jessica was “glad” to have been in the piece: 

I’m glad I did it. It’s a great piece. The concert was successful. I loved her 

high intensity movement—a lot of jumping and running, and very athletic. 

It was hard to make myself go to rehearsal sometimes, but I did like the 

dancing and the movement, and when I was mad at her, it just made me 

look better. (p. 8) 

 

Reflecting on her dance technique classes over the year, Jessica stated, “Every 

day I made a new connection for myself in dance, and learning, and maturity” (p. 1). One 

“good change” she noticed was her ability to move past “feeling fake…and crazy” in 

Modern work: 

All year I was feeling like my movement was almost fake and like I 

wasn’t able to find a genuine connection to what I was doing... Then one 

day I had this connection to my weight, like buoyancy, and was able to 

trust the floor, and allow myself to let go, almost, knowing that I’m doing 

it for myself, my own growth... I’m a lot more secure in what I’m doing, 
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and not second-guessing every single thing and not feeling crazy all the 

time. (p. 1) 

 

Jessica continued to struggle with how to balance accuracy with individual 

interpretation: 

So many questions pop up while I’m trying to connect my body to my 

brain, like the sequence, but then trying to connect to the details, and 

trying to find my own movement in someone else’s. Am I supposed to be 

looking like the teacher, or not? What is the happy medium? (p. 2) 

 

Synthesis of Jessica’s “First-Year Experience in Dance” 

It’s All About Trust 

Jessica experienced a major shift of focus over the course of her first year as a 

university Dance major: 

Early in the year I was so focused on getting everything right and not 

messing up the sequence that I wasn’t focusing on my own artistic mind 

and where I can take myself. I wasn’t able to trust myself and let my 

weight drop and go as far as I can. Being able to connect got rid of so 

many insecurities, like not worrying about looking exactly like the teacher, 

not worrying about getting everything right. (p. 2) 

 

Accordingly, experiences of buoyancy and relaxation were some of Jessica’s most 

vivid physical memories from her first-year experience: 

Buoyancy in my body…feeling okay with jiggling and letting my flesh 

move around... Last semester, I was like, “Hell, no. That is not allowed.” 

Now, I feel my body wanting to do that, wanting to jiggle and relax... I’m 

not going to feel fat if I jiggle. My body can do what it wants, and I’ll go 

with it. (p. 12) 

 

She associated her growth in body awareness and acceptance with the ability to 

distinguish between being “observant” and negative self-judgment.  

Following questions about how my body should be moving health-wise 

rather than telling myself, “You’re doing this wrong... you feel stupid... 

you look stupid.” Rather than all that negativity, just feeling and knowing 
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what I’m doing, and noticing things that may feel weird, but not putting 

myself down for feeling weird. (p. 3) 

 

Her developing ability to observe herself without negativity coincided with 

growth as a learner over the entire year, particularly the ability to move past mistakes:  

I feel that I have grown a lot in learning. I recognize when I’m being mean 

to myself. And it’s not going to stop immediately - it might never stop 

completely. But just because I get one thing wrong, I don’t have to dwell 

on it. I can get it better next time and I can keep pushing through. (p. 4) 

 

Jessica summarized the experiences of her first year as feeling comfortable being 

uncomfortable, trusting everything around you, and being kind to yourself and your body, 

although those three phrases were “not even close to everything” she had experienced 

over the year (p. 11). We had discussed self-kindness throughout the year, and now she 

reflected on the first and second phrases in greater detail. She offered some examples of 

‘feeling comfortable being uncomfortable:’ 

Being okay with not knowing what’s going on. Being in a situation that’s 

the opposite of comfortable, and not getting overwhelmed. Not freaking 

out when my body is doing something it’s never done before and I don’t 

understand why it’s doing what it’s doing. Being okay with not having 

everything go exactly how I planned. (pp. 11-12) 

  

She discussed the second phrase specifically in relation to Dance: trusting other 

dancers, trusting the floor, and trusting her own perceptions: 

In dance I have to trust everybody in the room—that I’m not going to get 

punched in the face or something. And I have to trust that the floor is 

going to be there—and the people around me, and trust my senses. Trust 

the feedback you’re getting, your own observations, seeing what other 

people are doing and then trying to put it on yourself. A lot of things. I 

really mean trust everything around you. (p. 12) 

 

If Jessica could go back to the beginning of her first year, her advice to herself 

would center on this “trust everything” theme: 
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Trust what you’re being told. Remember that they’re here for you to grow, 

not for their own fun. I guess just be more open. Just trust more. Trust 

your body. (p.13) 

 

Megan 

The Best Part of My Day 

Megan started dance at a local private studio at age four. She studied a variety of 

dance styles, including tap, jazz, ballet, pointe, hip hop, and lyrical, and participated in 

the studio’s competition team for two years. In high school, she stopped competing but 

continued to attend classes in addition to joining her school’s twirling and dance team 

and attending summer dance intensives. For her junior and senior year, she attended 

traditional high school in the morning and danced at an arts high school in the afternoon. 

The arts high school dance program was modern dance based. 

During her senior year of high school, Megan did a teaching internship at her 

dance studio and wrote her senior project on the benefits of introducing dance to children, 

which led her to consider teaching as a future career. She stated, “I liked teaching 

children and being able to use my own style to see what they would do with it” 

(Interview 1, p. 12). 

Megan reflected on her dance experiences prior to university: 

It was always the best part of my day – going to dance class. It was an 

uplifting feeling, and it was just fun. After a while it was still fun, but it 

became more of a serious thing... something I want to do as a career. (p. 1) 

 

She felt “excited, passionate, ready to go” when dancing. Whereas traditional 

schooling was “just something I had to do,” dance was “something I really wanted to do” 

(p. 1). 
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Early First Semester 

Changing the Way I Think 

At the outset of her university Dance experience, Megan felt confident in her 

choice, stating “I’m proud to say I’m a Dance major. I love it. I know it’s a risky thing to 

do, but I think it’s cool” (p. 5). During our first interview, she was excited about the new 

teaching approaches she was being exposed to in Modern and Improvisation classes. 

Regarding her Modern classes, she described, 

When they physically go up to you and move you, that’s when it clicks in 

my brain. They do that a lot in both of my Modern classes…it’s really 

helpful. It’s changing the way I think about movement. It’s different than 

when they tell you to do this or that. Sometimes you might take their 

words a different way than what they mean, so it helps when they say it 

and move your body. (pp. 2-3) 

 

In particular, Megan felt she was developing a deeper understanding of 

movements of her spine and pelvis, and also feeling opposition in stretches, such that “the 

stretch would get so much more intense in a good way,” which she hadn’t experienced 

before (p. 3). Further, she was becoming more aware of her tension while dancing, and 

learning “how to breathe through the movement” (p. 4). Megan thought she was “doing a 

good job” in Modern, which she called “my best class” (pp. 4-5). She stated, “I know 

personally that I’m better than I was a month ago. I feel good after all my classes. I never 

feel like I didn’t learn something new about myself” (p. 10). 

Megan described her technique classes as “very structured” (p. 11). Movement 

material was repeated and also built upon so that “it will get slightly harder every class” 

(p. 2). She elaborated, 
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We’ve learned a lot of new moves, and in the beginning when we learn a 

new phrase, everybody struggles. Over time we become more comfortable 

with it, but then as soon as we’re comfortable, they add something new. In 

every class that’s how it is. (p. 8) 

  

She added, “You have to make sure you can transition smoothly from where 

you’re comfortable to where you’re not, and it’s a scary moment when you forget what 

you’re doing in the middle of a movement” (p. 8). 

Improvisation offered Megan another opportunity to learn more about herself as a 

dancer. She enjoyed exploring her movement preferences: 

You’re allowed to use whatever kind of technique you want, as much or as 

little as you want. And it’s very expressive…it’s not everyone must look 

the same. It’s the opposite. Everyone must look different, or 

hypothetically, everyone will probably look different because none of us 

move the exact same way. (p. 2) 

 

She went on to describe Improvisation as the class that “brings out the artistry” 

and “where we have time to discover ourselves” (p. 5). She gradually felt more willing to 

“let go” and explore new movements as she became more familiar with her new 

environment: 

I’m just starting to let go in Improv. During the first few weeks, you’re 

getting to know everyone, so you don’t want to go crazy yet. But each 

class I break out a little more. I do different things that I wouldn’t 

regularly do to see if I like it. Sometimes I’m like, “I’m not doing that 

move again, I don’t like it.” And sometimes I’m, “Wow, that was a cool 

thing. I’m going to try to bring that into other things.” (p. 6) 

 

She added, “I have to continue, I have to bring what I’m learning in Improv to my 

other classes” (p. 5). 
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Like Charlotte, Courtney, and Jessica, Megan expressed concern about self-care 

in our first interview. For her, self-care involved balancing her nutrition and getting 

adequate rest so that she could perform fully in class: 

It’s important. I’m a vegetarian, so I have to make sure I get enough 

protein and enough to eat; that way I don’t ever feel dizzy in class. And I 

need to get enough sleep. Sometimes people are like, “If you’re not 

staying up late, you’re not doing college right,” but no, no, no. I need to go 

to sleep early if I want to dance; otherwise I’m not going to be able to 

push myself in class. (p. 14) 

 

Early Second Semester 

A Very Different Dancer 

Over the first semester, Megan had made changes to her self-care, stating, “I’ve 

learned about what to eat. And I go to the gym a lot. I’ve learned to roll out my muscles, 

and stretch, and everything like that” (p. 11). Like Jessica and Courtney, Megan 

identified her participation in the Fall Student Dance Concert as a significant experience 

of first semester. She found auditioning the piece “pretty stressful” (p. 9) and described 

how she focused on her inner experience, a concept she had been working on in 

technique classes: 

I was trying to go back to the internal thing because, externally, a lot was 

going on with my fellow dancers on the stage and the people who were 

watching and grading us. I just tried to concentrate and do the best I could 

and let everything else fall into place. (p. 9) 

 

She reflected, “I did a good job and put myself out there, and I feel proud that I 

was able to do it and not give up or get overwhelmed” (p. 10). 

At mid-year, Megan saw every technique class as “a new and different 

experience” (p. 1). She realized that “in order to do some things, you have to let go” (p. 
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5) and her adaptability surprised her. She tried “to take in one little thing at a time and 

remember that one thing and add it on to the next class or a different class” (p. 15). She 

felt less stressed while dancing, which she linked with growth in self-knowledge and 

ability to balance her previous training with new information:  

I don’t feel as much stress as I used to. I’ve learned a lot about myself, and 

know how to dance better. Physically, I feel nice—like I really can let go 

and do whatever. I can incorporate being lifted and everything else I 

learned before, and I feel a balance in my body. (pp. 10-11) 

 

As introduced above, Megan was becoming more aware of the internal aspects of 

dancing: 

I see myself as a very different dancer than when I arrived in the fall. I’ve 

learned more about how the inside of my body is working with the 

outside. It’s like a conversation. It’s not just about the big movements. 

I’ve learned to go into myself more. In the past we never closed our eyes 

at dance, but here they tell us to close our eyes all the time and see what it 

feels like. I feel a deeper connection with dance than I did before. (p. 4) 

 

She described her experience of moving with her eyes closed: 

When I close my eyes and really concentrate on myself and my 

movement, I feel extremely connected, and can get into it more and 

discover more. I’m not paying attention to how I look, or anyone else. It’s 

about exploring myself. (pp. 4-5) 

 

Approaching movement as an exploration was affecting Megan’s individual 

movement style: 

I’m surprised at how much I’ve learned and grown. There were so many 

things that I had never thought about before coming to college here. I feel 

like my movement style has changed…the way I like to move. There’s 

things I’ve noticed, like, “I really like the way this feels in my body,” and 

“I like the way I look when I do this.” So, I’ve taken in different 

movements and incorporated them into my personal style. (p. 14) 
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Like Courtney and Jessica, she cited floorwork as a specific example of how her 

movement preferences had changed since she started the Dance major program: “It gives 

a lot of room for different movements that you can’t do while standing up. I like working 

with the floor and working on different levels in general” (p. 15).      

For second semester, Megan planned to build on the entire foundation built during 

first semester: 

Basically I’ll continue to absorb as much as I can from my dance classes... 

continue to work my hardest and do my best. Last semester I never missed 

a class and I have that expectation again, like I don’t want to miss... I just 

want to continue to work hard but not overwhelm myself. (p. 18) 

 

End of Second Semester 

Definitely the Performances 

Like Jessica, Megan’s most significant experiences of first-year Dance were 

“definitely the performances” (Interview 3, p. 1). She was in four performances over the 

year, three in Dance and one in Theater. The Theater performance allowed Megan “to get 

out of the department and do a different style of dance,” which she described as “more 

like jazz and hip hop” (p. 1), and required acting the main role of a child. Her final 

performance of the year was the Senior BFA Concert, which she portrayed as “hard-

hitting and intense, and a lot of different styles,” which she enjoyed (p. 3). 

As at mid-year, Megan again described her experiences of “letting go,” which 

helped her to learn more about her movement preferences: 

This is the physical aspect, just letting go and letting things land where 

they land instead of always holding... And then, with the mental mindset, 

just to relax. You have to feed off each other’s energies, but also keep it 

your own and keep it unique. Letting go allows me to explore my own 

movement and what my own body wants to do, instead of forcing it to do 
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things... I’ve noticed that I like to do spirals, and to be more free and 

loose, and to not always aim for the perfect pirouette or the perfect high 

leg. Dance is about more than that, and I’ve realized that here. (pp. 6-7) 

 

This discussion of dancing as both physical and mental related to the concept of 

internal and external that she was exploring at the start of the semester. Megan was 

“trying to find a balance between what looks good and what feels good” (p. 11). She 

described the contrasting movement qualities between the BFA senior concert piece and 

one of her Modern classes as the most vivid sensory-physical memories of her first-year 

experience: 

The feelings in Modern, I definitely remember those…so relaxing and 

different. Also, being in the senior piece, I remember the way I felt... Her 

piece was extremely hard-hitting; by the end you were sweating and so 

exhausted…the piece was constant go, go, go. I really enjoyed that. It was 

polar opposites, really intense and really fast and then really slow and 

relaxing. I remember those two feelings well. (p. 13) 

 

At the end of her first year, Megan continued to focus on the challenges of 

adapting to different movement styles and teachers: 

I was frustrated, but you just have to work through that and look at the 

greater good, that over time as I continue to work, it will become less 

challenging in a good way. But it was really hard to get myself to 

understand the different styles. (p. 9) 

 

Synthesis of Megan’s “First-Year Experience in Dance” 

Growth, Surprise, and Joy 

At the start of her BFA Dance major, Megan felt nervous and unsure of what to 

expect, but also knew that there was no other major she wanted to do: 

First year, it’s a little scary. I didn’t know what to expect. But I like it 

here, I’m happy with everything... I like all the classes I’m taking, they’re 

all helping, and my teachers are very interactive. I was nervous and I still 

get nervous, just like “What am I going to do with a dance degree one 
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day?” Sometimes it makes me scared, but…I’m going to stick with Dance. 

(Interview 1, pp. 3-4) 

 

She continued on this track in the advice she would give to someone considering 

university dance: 

I would tell them that you have to really want it. It has to be something 

like, “I don’t want to do anything else.” If you don’t really want it, you’re 

going to get tired of it. All we do is dance all day, which I love. So, it’s 

important to make sure you’re willing to push yourself every day, and be 

active every day, and take care of your body, and make sure you’re 

healthy. It’s a lot to think about. It’s not something you can jump right 

into. You have to think about it seriously and make sure it’s a good fit for 

you. (p. 13) 

 

At mid-year, Megan found that “first-year experience in dance” was “different 

from anything else…your studio will not teach you the same kinds of things that the 

dance world at college will teach you” (Interview 2, p. 2). She continued, “It’s been a 

really great experience…and eye-opening. You have to take in as much as you can” (p. 

4).  

For Megan, becoming a university Dance major represented “a new beginning” 

(Interview 3, p. 4) that included moving to a new city, interacting with dancers from a 

wide range of dance backgrounds, and learning new movement styles. Reflecting on her 

“new beginning,” Megan’s perceptions of herself as a dancer changed, along with her 

understanding of modern dance: 

I view myself very differently than I did a year ago. I’ve gained a lot of 

experience and knowledge, physical and mental—the whole entirety of 

dance. One of my professors opened my eyes to a completely different 

style of modern, just letting go and being free. So, I’ve learned a lot about 

what modern dance can be. You can’t label it, as there are so many 

different ways of doing modern dance. (p. 5) 
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Finally, Megan summarized the experiences of her first year in a university Dance 

program in three words: growth, surprise, and joy:  

Growth—I feel like I’m a completely different dancer, and I’ve changed 

the way I look at everything. I was surprised by the teachers and their 

approaches, in a good way... I was surprised that I got into so many 

different pieces. I was surprised in a good way about everything. And then 

joy…I’m very happy that I picked this school. I’m an indecisive person, so 

it was hard for me to pick a school. And I always wondered if I would 

regret it, but I don’t think I will. This school has a very strong dance 

department, and I’m happy that I’m here. (p. 12) 

 

If Megan were to go back to the beginning of her first-year in university dance, 

she would advise herself to be positive and open-minded: “Always have a positive 

approach. You never know what you’re going to get out of anything, and you could end 

up surprising yourself. So just always be open to new ideas” (p. 14). She concluded our 

final interview with a statement of personal and social integration: 

It was a great experience, and I feel like I’ve grown and learned a lot. It 

was awesome to see how we all came together from different parts of the 

country, even international—some of the MFAs come from outside the 

US. We all came together. (p. 16) 

 

 

Anna 

 

So Now I’m Here 

Anna started dance at age three, explaining, “at least around me, everybody starts 

with soccer or dance” (Interview 1, p. 1). She “quickly realized” that she “loved to 

dance” (p. 1). Teachers at a local dance studio referred her to a pre-professional ballet 

program. Anna continued this program until she injured her ankles in her first year of 

high school, “after repeated pounding on my feet, and I wasn’t stretching enough, or 

taking time to take care of my body” (p. 1). Her high school grades slipped: “I was so 
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focused on dance and on getting better that I ended up not doing as well in academics” (p. 

2). She took a break from ballet that “turned into three years” (p. 2).   

After leaving the pre-professional program, Anna tried out classes at other dance 

studios, where she felt “out of place:”  

I did try and do modern at another studio. I didn’t want to do a 

competition school as there’s all those moves that I didn’t know. I found a 

studio, but my level was so much beyond...I felt very out of place. And I 

wasn’t growing; I was spending money and wasn’t pushing myself. (p. 3) 

 

Ultimately, she returned to the same ballet school, but for jazz classes outside of 

the pre-professional program. The jazz teacher helped her regain confidence in her 

dancing: 

He was an amazing teacher... He wouldn’t let me sit there and be easy on 

myself. Before, I felt like I wasn’t quick to learn choreography, and then 

in his class he would just do it, and then “Okay, now you go.” This really 

helped me progress. Just the way he interacted with me, the way he would 

say, “I want you to do a triple,” and then I would try it and I’d do it. He 

believed that I could. Now I feel so much better about myself, and I’m 

excited for the future. He was a huge part of my confidence throughout the 

injury. (pp. 3-4) 

  

During her three years prior to university, Anna took dance classes “here and 

there,” practiced yoga, and participated in her high school’s dance team (p. 1). She was 

not planning to pursue Dance in university until her parents suggested it: “My dad said, 

‘God gave you this gift so you might as well use it’” (p. 17). Anna concluded, “So, now 

I’m here” (p. 2). 
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Early First Semester 

It’s a Good Different 

Beginning the university Dance program after an extended break from ballet 

training, Anna noticed, “I definitely learn dance faster than other things” (Interview 1, p. 

11). She felt good about returning to ballet, now as a university Dance major: 

When I’m in ballet, I feel very comfortable. It’s what I’ve done my whole 

life. My teacher asked if I wanted to move to a higher level, but with my 

injury, I thought it would be better to stay in the level I’m in. It’s a good 

class for me. I can push myself and work on things that I haven’t been able 

to work on for a long time and maybe didn’t pay attention to... I’m ready 

to pay attention. (p. 15) 

 

Experiences in Dance Repertory and Improvisation classes stood out as 

significant early in Anna’s first semester as a Dance major. In Dance Repertory, 

participants had the opportunity to observe another student’s audition process and Anna 

gained from this experience: “I learned so much. To watch her audition somebody, which 

you don’t get to do very often, was really, really a good experience. Everybody should 

have that, be shown what it’s like in the real world” (pp. 6-7).  

She went through a “huge transition” in Improvisation. She explained, “I need 

structure, I need a pattern, I need a schedule,” and without those, she felt self-conscious: 

In Improv, I feel comforted following someone and doing what they’re 

doing…when I mirror. But then...you have to be the leader. I’m trying not 

to look like I’m freaking out. But it’s a block, like, “What do I do next? 

Where do I go?” I’m so self-conscious. (p. 14) 

   

In spite of feeling “self-conscious,” Anna thought the class was “going to be so 

good for me…it’s going to help my creativity” (p. 14). She described the “mindset” 

needed to get the most out of the class: 
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Every time before that class, I have anxiety, like “I have to do this again?” 

I’m very tight. But I love the class by the end. You can jump around in 

there or stand still; it’s how you feel at the time. It’s my mind that makes 

me tense and weird, so I just keep telling myself, “Relax, do whatever, he 

doesn’t care what you look like, nobody cares what you look like. We all 

look ridiculous, so just keep going.” (pp. 14-15) 

 

Anna faced several challenges returning to dance after a three-year break from 

consistent training. Like the other female interview participants, she expressed concerns 

about self-care, which she viewed as a top priority. This included nutrition, rest, and 

tending to prior injuries so that she could keep up with the physical demands of the 

Dance major: “It’s hard on my body, and at the end of the day I’m exhausted” (p. 4). 

Regarding diet, Anna stated, “You have to eat right. I do eat—I eat a lot, and I’m 

fine. But I don’t eat correctly” (p. 5). She was surprised by her low score on a nutrition 

quiz taken in First Year Seminar, reflecting, “I always knew I didn’t drink enough water, 

and when I took that test, I thought, ‘Oh no, I’m going to crash and burn shortly’” (p. 5).  

Anna’s previous ankle injury was a persistent frustration for her and she was 

fearful of re-injury, explaining, “If you get an injury, you have to stop. I’m aware of that” 

(p. 5). One piece of advice she would give to a prospective Dance major is to be 

proactive about self-care: “You have to take care of yourself and…listen to your body. If 

you’re in pain, fix it... I learned that the hard way” (p. 16). 

Anna also mentioned lack of self-confidence as a challenge, stating that she 

wanted “to just have confidence to say that I’m a dancer and that I will succeed” (p. 10). 

She saw the start of the university Dance program as a time for “trying to take on the role 

of a dancer and just be proud of it and not doubt myself” (p. 9). She advised dancers 

considering a university Dance program to be confident and open to new experiences: 
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Put yourself out there and make good relationships with teachers, and be 

open to what you’re doing. Don’t shut down…it puts a bad image in other 

people’s minds, and in your own mind. You have to be able to be open. It 

is going to be new—it’s going to be so different. (p. 16) 

 

Despite the challenges, Anna summarized her transition to first-year university 

Dance by stating, “It’s a huge learning process, and it’s really good. It’s different, but it’s 

a good different. It’s pushing you to put yourself out there” (p. 19).  

Early Second Semester 

Feeling Through 

Similar to Jessica, homesickness was an issue for Anna early in second semester. 

During the first week of classes, Anna felt “tired and worn out.” She described, “My 

body’s like, ‘I don’t have any adrenaline. I just don’t want to do this. I’m tired, and I’m 

cold, and I don’t want to…get out of bed’” (Interview 2, p. 12). She backed up a bit, 

saying, “I mean, it was okay coming back. It was okay” (p. 12). 

Reflecting back on first semester, Anna highlighted the choreography and 

performance opportunities within the Dance program as significant experiences. Along 

with Courtney, Megan, and Jessica, she was part of the group of first-years who created a 

piece for the Student Dance Concert, which she saw as a “big accomplishment” (p. 11). 

Anna described the concert as “a point where I opened up” (p. 1). Anna also performed a 

work with her Dance Repertory class. The choreography was “a contemporary African 

style” that was new for her – “a lot different than what I’ve done” (p. 9). 

Another standout experience of first semester for Anna was attending a 

performance and audition for an international dance company, which she said was 
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“beautiful for me to see” and “eye-opening" (p. 2). She felt reassured to see her own body 

type reflected in the performers on stage: 

I have always been around women who are skinny and extremely fit. It 

was like, if you didn’t have that, sorry… But seeing these dancers who 

were muscular and beautiful and all different...thin and fit, but with 

curves, and seeing that, coming from my background, was important to 

me—that you can be you and get somewhere. It might not be ballet, but 

there’s something else out there. (pp. 2-3) 

 

Speaking of her current experience, Anna highlighted the teacher of one of her 

Modern classes whose movement philosophy and pedagogy was having a strong impact 

on her: “the philosophy of letting go, of physically letting go of your body, your stomach, 

and just letting that weight go and be free” (p. 14). Through this way of working, she was 

developing an understanding of “feeling through” the movement and was able to keep 

moving when she made a mistake. She described her experience of “feeling through” 

movement: 

For me feeling through has been not panicking…just kind of dip through 

and keep moving, stay out of people’s way and try to let my body take 

over instead of tensing up. Loosening, and doing something until I’m able 

to find my way back to the rest of the group. (pp. 6-7) 

 

Anna described her greatest challenges at mid-year as “trying to experiment and 

figure out my body, basically,” and adapting to new styles of dance without feeling 

intimidated (pp. 10-11). She struggled to understand her strengths and weaknesses as a 

dancer, stating, “I don’t necessarily know. I don’t excel at any one thing” (p. 10). Self-

care—a prominent challenge for Anna early in first semester, continued to concern her, 

and she decided to “ride out” her fatigue:  

To get through it, I just let it happen. I let my body feel tired and allow 

myself to take a break instead of pushing it. I ride it out and feel better the 
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next day. This week it’s been a lot better. I felt physically better, and 

mentally. I’m happier. I’m getting more sleep; maybe that’s what it is. (pp. 

12-13) 

 

End of Second Semester 

Two Naps a Day 

Anna’s most vivid sensory memories from her first year as a Dance major were 

from experimenting with postural alignments other than the verticality of ballet, and 

maintaining connectivity through her shoulders, neck, and head while dancing. Her body 

was “recovering” from these changes: 

I’ve never had to be hunched over as much as I have this year...my lower 

back is in a lot of pain right now... And when I watch myself dancing, I 

don’t like it. So, being hunched and all these body undulations that I’ve 

done, it’s so different. My body is recovering. I’ve never moved this way, 

and now I only move this way. (p. 13) 

 

As at mid-year, Anna viewed her performing experiences as significant. She was 

involved in four performances in second semester, three with Dance and one with 

Theater. The three pieces for the Dance department were with the same senior BFA 

choreographer she had worked with in first semester. For the Theater show Anna danced 

a kind of acid-tripping Alice in Wonderland character in combat boots, experiencing 

some “panic and worry” on stage from sensory overload. Through this challenging 

experience, she learned something about how to optimize her pre-performance process: 

If I do a certain thing before a show, if I warm up a certain way or review 

the part in my head before I go on, then I’m prepared. I kind of did the 

same stuff before every show. I learned that about myself—I didn’t really 

do that before, and it’s been working. (p. 8) 
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Also similar to mid-year, Anna had gained more adaptability to different styles of 

dance and to learning new movements and phrases quickly. She described her learning 

process in technique classes, which she thought would be helpful for auditions: 

I’ve learned to accept all the different styles that teachers bring in… 

They’ll show it and keep showing it, and you’re doing it. All of a sudden, 

you’re like, “OK, I’m doing this movement,” and then you go across the 

floor and you’re doing it. I really like that way of learning and think it’s 

beneficial for auditions...From the get-go, learning how to learn a 

combination very quickly is crucial. (pp. 4-5) 

 

Anna identified her involvement in the senior BFA piece and her struggles with 

time management as the greatest challenges of her second semester. These were related 

because the senior piece was a large time commitment both inside and outside of 

scheduled rehearsals, showings, and performances. Anna felt that her academic 

performance suffered because she devoted so much time and energy to her dance 

commitments. Anna’s advice to herself if she were able to go back to the beginning of 

first year was to “stay focused” and to prioritize her school work over her social life. 

Time challenges intersected with self-care issues. With the pace of her schedule, 

Anna struggled with nutrition: “Physically, I was eating a lot more because of stress and 

trying to keep up my stamina, and drinking a lot more coffee” (p. 9). She felt relieved that 

the semester was coming to a close, and she would advise other dancers to rest and to 

take care of themselves despite a challenging schedule: 

I would be in Modern, lying there and being like, “I’m not moving. I’m 

sorry. I’m just going to take a nap right here.” You can’t do that. You have 

to be active and alive in your classes... I was told that, and I remember 

brushing it off, like, “Of course, I’m going to sleep.” Now, I’m looking at 

it and, “No, you need to take naps. Take two naps a day”... If I noticed that 

I was really falling asleep, I just laid down and took a ten-minute nap and 
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got back up... And find a way to rest your brain because you need it. (pp. 

9-10) 

 

Synthesis of Anna’s “First-Year Experience in Dance” 

Breaking Boundaries 

Anna described both uncertainty and excitement at the outset of her university 

Dance career: 

I’m scared, I’m nervous, but I’m excited to be able to expand my 

movement and my knowledge in dance... Even with my injury, and I can’t 

do pointe shoes anymore, I had to look for alternative ways because dance 

is the love of my life. (Interview 1, pp. 7-8) 

 

At mid-year, she viewed her first year as a chance to experiment and did not feel 

pressured to meet external expectations. She discovered it was easier to adjust to new 

movements when she was able to flow into them gradually, stating, “Easing in – I like 

that way of approaching something different” (pp. 4-5). In keeping with her emphasis on 

experimentation as a key aspect of first-year university Dance, Anna would advise 

incoming first-year students to “be independent” and “don’t be afraid to take chances” (p. 

8). 

At the end of second semester, Anna described first-year experience as “just 

putting myself out there” (Interview 3, p. 3). She had started the year unsure of how to 

establish herself in the Dance program, but at the end of her first year as a university 

Dance major she felt “proud that I can sit here now and say that I’ve performed a lot this 

year. And I think that is the most important thing, not being afraid to put your own work 

out so that you can start performing” (p. 3). She also felt “confident enough” to say that 
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she perceived herself as a dancer and that dance was what she planned to pursue in the 

future: 

I feel like a dancer. I’m part of this community and this world that others 

don’t get. Coming from the ballet school...I never felt encouraged to 

continue, or like I could pursue dance as a career. Coming here, it’s a 

complete 180. I don’t know if it’s that I’ve found my niche, or maybe I’ve 

just blossomed, but I feel like I could pursue this for the rest of my life. 

And I’m confident enough to say that. (p. 4) 

  
Instead of the requested three phrases, Anna summed up the year in one phrase of 

“breaking boundaries,” which she applied to three contexts: 

Breaking boundaries—1) with being a freshman, coming in and getting to 

know the department...and having people know me and ask me to be in 

their pieces. 2) with the women I danced with in the senior piece—and 

through boundaries of race, and pain, and just everything that had to do 

with that piece. 3) with the exhaustion this semester with the senior piece 

and ACDA and coming out at the end with flying colors, even though I’m 

exhausted. (p. 12) 

 

Alex 

It’s One of Those Things You Have to Experience 

Prior to starting dance, Alex was involved in sports and musical theater: 

I started as a toddler, with swim. And then I moved to running…, cross 

country, and...gymnastics. And I did musical theater basically my whole 

life. So, I’ve always done things that are full body, that kind of attune you. 

That’s what dance is, but with that creative process, too—that’s why I fell 

in love with it. (Interview 1, p. 1) 

 

He went on to elaborate how dance is about personal expression and limitlessness: 

None of my sports made me feel like dance does, “at one” I guess, like 

I’m offering something unique to me. There’s so many different 

definitions. But there’s a good saying—to define is to limit, and that’s 

perfect for dance because there is no limit. (p. 1) 
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Alex also elaborated on the heightened emotions and release he experienced in 

dance: 

I go into the studio, put on my favorite music, and start moving, and it’s 

almost like I lose control...where I don’t even remember what I’m doing. I 

get in and just release. And I’m getting a workout and creating something 

at the same time. What could be more beautiful?  

 

Sometimes I’ll start crying. It’s a roller-coaster, peak, mountain feeling. I 

get up there, and it’s, “Whoa – where is this?” I feel emotions on a 

different level. And I can try to put it into words, but at the same time, it’s 

one of those things you have to experience. (pp. 2-3) 

 

He described his attraction to the BFA Dance program: 

I like the idea of going to university for something that’s going to 

challenge me, not something I’m already good at, so that’s why I chose 

it... I wouldn’t say I’m not good at dancing, I would just say I’m not 

technical – boom, boom, twenty pirouettes – but I think this program is 

not about that—it’s about learning to use your body in different ways. (pp. 

1-2) 

 

Early First Semester 

Think Like a Great Dancer  

During our first interview, Alex highlighted the importance of thinking like “a 

great dancer:”   

A lot of people are just focused on technique. But if you want to be a 

dancer for a long time, it’s better to think like a great dancer… Your body 

will only let you be an amazing dancer for so long, but you can always 

think like an amazing dancer and do so much with that for your entire life. 

(p. 3) 

 

Thinking like a great dancer is dancing with one’s whole being. Alex offered 

imagery that resonated with him: Leonardo da Vinci’s Vitruvian Man and the multi-

limbed Hindu goddess Durga/Devi/Shakti. He connected this imagery to Bonnie 
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Bainbridge Cohen’s (1993/2014) concept of ‘navel radiation,’ or movement emanating 

from body center through periphery, which he was exploring in Modern class: 

I love that metaphor. To think like a great dancer is about how many ways 

can – not my legs, not my arms – but my being, maybe my ear, maybe my 

nose, maybe my head, my chest, my back, how many ways can they 

move? Just like the Vitruvian man, so many arms and legs—it’s the same 

thing but with your whole being/body. That’s what I think about when I 

think about being a great dancer. (pp. 3-4) 

 

Alex also talked about the importance of openness to new movements: “To be a 

great dancer, you have to think outside of your comfort zone…that circle of preconceived 

movements that you know well” (p. 4). He noticed his growth in this since the start of the 

Dance program: 

I feel like I’ve grown a lot physically and mentally. … Somebody told me 

it’s better to look stupid for a while than to always look stupid. Every time 

I’m like, “I don’t know what this combination is,” I’ll just look stupid and 

do it rather than not try because I’m afraid of looking stupid. (p. 6) 

   
He contrasted being able to “think like a dancer” with “being in your head” while 

dancing, which he felt limited his ability to “feel” the movement. He described how 

doing “a meditation in the beginning or some sort of body awareness practice” in 

technique classes helped him feel in tune with his body while dancing: 

It puts you out of your head, and that’s probably the most important thing 

in dance. You don’t want to be in your head too much, or you’re not really 

feeling it for what it is. There are so many possibilities you miss out on. 

(p. 9) 

 

Early in first semester, Alex defined growth in dance as the accomplishment of 

physical and emotional goals. For instance, his flexibility was improving: 

I have my left splits down. I commit and say to myself every day, “I’m 

going to stretch, breakfast, lunch, and dinner,” and I do it... I have this new 
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skill, and it’s really cool because it shows that I committed to something 

and got it. (p. 16) 

 

At the same time he acknowledged difficulties with applying corrections: 

My teacher will say, “You’re not using the right muscle for that,” and 

that’s hard for me, to go inside my head and be like, “Hey, don’t use this 

muscle, use a different muscle.” I’ve already been using those muscles and 

doing a wrong technique. (p. 9) 

 

Alex also struggled with lack of confidence in his dancing, noting that his 

“newbie” status would not last much longer: 

I can’t always use “I’ve only been dancing for a year” as my excuse. If I 

don’t see growth, it’s going to worry me... I’m great at connecting, but it’s 

good to be self-reliant. I have self-reliance in many things, but not dance. 

That’s been hard. I’m always looking at somebody else. And if they mess 

up, I mess up. There’s where my self-confidence hasn’t grown yet. It’s a 

challenge. (p. 15) 

 

Alex described the physical demands of the Dance major as “grueling” (p. 4) —

harder than sports. He was “sore for two weeks” at the start of classes (p. 4). He 

expended a lot of energy to dance from his whole being: 

When I dance, I’m always trying to come from my soul, from my heart, 

and my navel radiation. That’s taxing; that’s a lot of energy being 

released. It’s easy to think through life, to be heady, but it’s way harder to 

feel through life. There are so many feelings, so many different energies. 

(pp. 4-5) 

 

Alex’s most significant challenge in the early part of first semester was 

being the sole male in his entire first-year Dance cohort. He discussed the 

advantages and disadvantages of this status: 

Being a male, it’s great and hard; you’re prime, you’re wanted, but at the 

same time, you’re not sure if you always want to be wanted. You don’t 

want to get taken advantage of. You want to be on the same level as 

everybody else, and it’s easy to be alienated when you’re a male dancer. 

(p. 14) 
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Early Second Semester 

A Good Hurt 

In our second interview, Alex identified availability as a key component of his 

first-year experience in university Dance, stating, “Just being available in general will get 

you places” (Interview 2, p. 4). He was finding experiences that changed his bodily 

awareness “eye-opening” (p. 1). Such moments occurred when he was given a correction, 

analogy, or imagery that helped him simplify his performance of the movement and bring 

new energy to it: 

You can be doing something wrong for so long and then when you get a 

correction, it’s a lot easier, and there’s this whole new energy in the way 

you can interpret certain movements—through an analogy or symbolism. 

There’s such simplicity to it, and you’ve been making it hard for yourself. 

(p. 1) 

 

For example, a teacher described the action of a tendu through the 

interconnections of muscles through the body as opposed to isolation of the foot and leg:  

When she was doing it and then I did it, she said, “You’re not working 

through your feet, initiating from your core. You’re only isolating your 

lower portion.” ...You have to think of it all being connected...it’s really 

this whole movement. (pp. 1-2) 

 

Alex understood this correction as a prompt to lengthen rather than using strength 

to “muscle through.” It felt “weird” at first, as if he didn’t have the muscle support for the 

movement. He reflected, 

If you don’t know where your body organizes itself, you’re not going to 

know where it can go. If you’re muscling through, it’s not going to be as 

good as when you think, “Okay, I have my muscular system, and that 

intertwines with my skeletal system, and that interacts with my nervous 
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system, and…” When you have one sort of realization, it’s a breakthrough 

for other things. (p. 2) 

 

Moving from whole-body connectivity felt “safer” and “better,” and even though 

“it still hurts the next day...it’s a good hurt” from working his muscles in new ways (p. 

2).  

Another important realization for Alex was that he needed to differentiate 

between a general concept of dance technique and an individualized concept of his 

body’s own movement: 

Technique is beautiful and important, but when you think technique, it’s 

easy to think conditioning or ballet. And I love all of that too... but there’s 

an importance to technique in the sense of knowing your body’s 

technique. (p. 3) 

 

At the same time, he was surprised by his newfound love for ballet, which he 

“hated coming into here” (p. 19). While ballet movements did not feel as “natural” or as 

expressive as other styles, he felt “on top” when he performed them well: 

I really like it... I know how strong it makes me, and I feel so pretty. And 

there’s a perfection to it that I want it in my life. Who doesn’t want to be 

perfect? I say that in the least superficial way—who doesn’t want their life 

to go in perfect unison? If you can do ballet really well, you feel on top. 

“That’s right, I hit this.” (pp. 19-20) 

 

Along with this new appreciation for ballet, Alex noted: “I like everything 

originating from center, I guess you could say movement that we did as babies. I enjoy 

that whole connection” (p. 23).  

A major shift that Alex noticed at mid-year was moving from his singular focus 

on dance to exploring interests outside of dance; he described this change as a transition 

from doing to being: 
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Last semester, I was like, “I’m going to be a dancer, and I’m going to be 

so serious with it.” I still am, but I’ve lost the mindset of doing, doing, 

doing, and started being it... I’m flowing better. I’m in an acapella group... 

I’m juggling and unicycling again... Doing other things has helped me 

relax more into the community as a dancer. (pp. 12-13) 

 

At mid-year, Alex also returned to similar challenges faced early in first semester. 

He felt “a little weird” to be back at university (p. 20). Winter break gave him time to 

reflect on first semester and make changes for second semester: 

I’m ready to be different, and do things differently... Being at home made 

me get to that level of deep chill where I evaluated everything that I didn’t 

do as right as I would have wanted to. I don’t like to say right and wrong, 

but things I could change. I still have that all fresh in my mind... (pp. 20-

21) 

 

Alex was continuing to spend time alone in the studio, channeling his feelings as 

part of his creative process, noting, “A lot of self-meditation comes with it. Being upset, 

being distraught... it’s all part of the creative process... I’d much rather feel good, but if I 

don’t know bad, I’ll never know good” (p. 19). He again mentioned his lack of 

confidence in his dancing. He felt he was still relying on others to assess whether he was 

performing well, stating, “If I don’t get reassurance, do I know that I’m doing it well? 

Am I doing it well” (p. 20)?  

Alex struggled to create choreography from improvisation, stating, “It’s 

hard…you don’t know what’s going to come out of your body, and...it can be hard to 

imprint that” without losing the intention or feeling of the improvisation: “I watch the 

video and play it back, and I cannot for the life of me do it” (p. 7). He continued, 

It’s hard to go from making shapes to making real moves. When I’m in the 

mirror, I’m trying to make that shape again, but sometimes I can’t make 

that real movement again... The mirror can be really nice, but it can also 
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be annoying… sometimes I get too into the mirror and forget how the 

movement felt and the origins of it. (p. 7) 

 

End of Second Semester 

You Want this Aesthetic 

Reflecting on his second semester as a university Dance major, Alex highlighted 

times in technique classes when he was able to approach movement in new ways. He 

noticed changes in “the way I think about my relationship to space, my pelvis” and new 

awareness of “my breath and what I’m thinking” while dancing (Interview 3, p. 8). 

Modern classes opened his awareness of “minute” details and “their connectivity:” 

They give corrections—going through the toes, or something really 

minute, and you realize the whole connectivity... There are certain little 

things—a spiral, or some sort of undulation, or positioning, or checking in, 

or closing your eyes—some sort of embodiment. There’s been a lot of 

acceptance of weight and energy transfer, and breathing into the ground 

and making it your friend. (p. 1) 

 

In keeping with his responses at mid-year, Alex discussed his availability for 

learning. He described a specific example from a Modern class where he felt both 

openness and resistance to the material and to the teacher’s approach: 

I would say I’m a pretty available person to everything. Like in Modern, I 

initially felt, “This won’t be intense enough, I won’t be sweating enough, 

burning enough calories” ...But now, I’ve learned so much more about my 

body, and somatics, and anatomy. I can do that “sweat” movement later 

and then integrate this movement.’ (pp. 5-6) 

 

He elaborated, “The biggest part for me personally was integrating that 

dropping down and awareness into actual phrases of movement or what you 

would do in the real world” (p. 6).  



221 

 

Alex described his most impactful physical or sense memories from his first-year 

experience in Dance: 

Superficially, I would say my flexibility and splits. And I got my aerials, 

which is pretty cool, in gymnastics. My point has gotten a lot better, 

working through my feet. Thinking of my bones like Jell-O and like water, 

drippy-like. I’ve found a movement quality I like, really hard-hitting 

torques, then mixed with a flowing spiral release from it. (p. 13) 

 

He identified a downside to his “superficial” emphasis on body: 

It’s been bad, like I’ve been super hard-core, scrutinizing my weight on 

certain days. You want this aesthetic... So, the superficiality of wanting 

that amazing body has been a struggle... I think of how and where my 

body is in space and its relationship with weight, being actual gravity and 

then physical weight, superficially, which has been negative sometimes. 

(p. 13) 

 

By the end of his second year, Alex had begun to experience self-doubt about the 

path he was pursuing, asking himself, “What the hell am I really doing with this?” (p. 9). 

He reflected, “It’s hard, constantly losing sleep over thinking about where you stand in 

life and who you stand with” (p. 14). He tried not to “overthink” it: “I’ll change so much 

throughout these four years. Even if I end up somewhere else, it doesn’t matter; I was 

supposed to end up there anyway, and it took doing this to get to that” (pp. 9-10). 

Synthesis of Alex’s “First-Year Experience in Dance” 

Feel Everything 100% 

Early in first semester, Alex defined “first-year experience in university Dance” 

as dancers being responsible for their own learning and for using new material and 

concepts to reexamine their prior knowledge. For self-responsibility, he gave the example 

of a senior BFA student explaining to him that students are expected to warm up and 

physically prepare for technique class on their own. For technique classes in highly 
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codified styles, such as ballet, Horton, and Graham, the movement material was as he 

expected – “all flat backs and fortifications” (Interview 1, p. 8). In other Modern classes, 

the focus was on building a general foundation of movement; he found some of the 

material “weird,” but he also enjoyed it:  

A lot of it is moving with the floor and the floor being your friend... She 

has said, “Lick the floor,” not with your tongue but with your toes and 

your feet, lick it like it’s a popsicle or something. It’s weird, but I love it. 

It’s awesome. (p. 8) 

 

At mid-year, Alex would advise incoming first-year dance students to listen to 

their intuitions and to fully experience their feelings: 

I would say just feel everything 100%. Part of me wants to say, “Don’t 

worry about your class not becoming a family,” or “Don’t worry about not 

getting better in dance or being unhappy with the program,” but I feel like 

if I say that, it’s putting on “because eventually it will get better.” But 

maybe it won’t. Maybe you’re not supposed to be here. I don’t know if 

I’m still supposed to be here, so why would I say that when I think it’s 

important to feel everything and know that it’s genuine?... People know 

themselves more than they’re willing to admit... So, just feel, I guess. 

Feeling everything to every degree, to every angle. (Interview 2, p. 14) 

 

Alex summed up his thoughts on the first half of the year as follows: 

“Never settle, and be okay with questioning everything, everyone, everywhere, 

any time. Just listening is important, and being available and feeling... are all 

things I’ve learned” (p.24). 

At mid-year Alex emphasized “being open” as a key aspect of first-year 

experience, along with “interpreting everything…it’s important to appreciate and 

understand all sorts of dance” (Alex, Interview 2, p. 4). He saw his uncertainty about his 

future in dance as a positive: “I know I’m not amazing at dance. I feel like I’m getting 
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way better, but I don’t feel like right now, my career is for sure, and I like that because it 

shows that I can learn so much more—I’m available” (p. 9).    

In our final interview, Alex contrasted his perceptions between the year’s 

beginning and end: “I came in frazzled and afraid. And now, I’m comfortable with 

mistakes. I was so stressed in the beginning, and it showed... I came in and had to shift 

who I was, and now I’m starting to find who I am again, as cliché as it sounds” 

(Interview 3, pp. 2-3). 

This process of ‘finding self’ included how he saw himself as both performer and 

artist. His view of first-year experience at the end of the year emphasized actively 

choosing what he wanted to do with the knowledge he’d gained rather than continuing on 

a “conveyor belt” of school and dance training. If he could go back to the start of first 

year, Alex would advise himself to relax: 

Just relax. It’s not that serious—it is serious, and you should care, and 

when you’re in that moment, care. But don’t let those fears that you 

sometimes have in class when you mess up a phrase translate to your day-

to-day. The connections that need to happen will always be there...so I like 

to think. (pp. 13-14) 

 

Finally, Alex summarized the experiences of his first year in a university Dance 

program in three words, phrases, or images. After some discussion, he chose 

availability/going with the flow, self-reliance, and questioning. He reflected, 

Availability, self-reliance, and allowing yourself to go with the flow. 

Those are kind of the same—they could be synced, so I’m trying to think 

of a different one that projects another aspect of this year. Maybe... 

incessant questioning, and there’s nothing wrong with that. Not looking 

for answers, looking for questions. Everything shouldn’t always be 

explained because then life’s boring. (pp. 12-13)  
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CHAPTER 8 

 

DISCUSSION OF RESEARCH FINDINGS IN RELATION TO  

THEORIES OF STUDENT DEVELOPMENT  

 

My original research questions, as introduced in Chapter 1, were as follows: 

• What educational experiences are meaningful or significant to this population of 

Dance students? 

• Do the meanings students make of their first-year experience in Dance in higher 

education change throughout the year? If so, in what ways? 

• How do Dance students’ perspectives on first-year experience compare and 

contrast with prior educational theory and research in student development in 

higher education? 

The overall goal of this dissertation research was to illuminate educational 

experiences that the group of first-year Dance students experienced as meaningful or 

significant to them. Viewing these study participants as experts on the phenomenon of 

first-year experience in Dance in higher education, I encouraged them to self-reflect on 

their lived experiences through an open-ended interview process where they narrated the 

affective, cognitive, somatic, and social meanings they made throughout the year. 

As William Perry wrote, 

A fundamental belief in students is more important than anything else. 

This fundamental belief is not a sentimental matter: it is a very demanding 

matter of realistically conceiving the student where he or she is, and at the 

same time never losing sight of where he or she can be. (Knefelkamp, 

2003, p. 11). 
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As the data in the preceding four chapters show, “where students are” in this 

study was a complex web of their pre-college backgrounds, their family support systems 

(which will be included in more detail in Chapter 10), their peer relationships across 

class/year levels and inside and outside of dance, their affective connections with dance 

faculty, and their individualized integration into the specific courses and overarching 

structure of the Dance program, all of which contributed to individual meaning-making. 

Participants identified a range of significant experiences from generally “just being in 

class with everyone” (Courtney) to specific performances, choreography collaborations, 

teaching opportunities, class activities or discussions, interactions with faculty, and new 

peer friendships within and outside of their cohort. 

As illustrated in the narratives of practice in Chapter 7, the meanings of “first-year 

experience in Dance in higher education” shifted over the course of the year as students 

became acclimated to the Dance program and to the university. The structure of Chapter 

7 highlights each student’s experience of the phenomenon at each time marker (early, 

mid-year, end of year) as well as an overall synthesis at the end of the year to 

demonstrate their individual paths.  

For Charlotte, the overall journey was a search for ways to balance and combine 

her varied interests, both academically and in dance styles that were not emphasized in 

the Dance BFA. She explored internal sensations of movement, creating her own 

individual approach to movements presented in class, and taking risks with her 

movements. Her curricular and extra-curricular educational experiences were spaces to 

explore her identities as dancer (in classes, but not in performances), choreographer and 
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teacher (high school musical), and scholar (Adolescent Psychology research project and 

upcoming summer internship in dance studies research).  

Courtney’s journey centered on expanding the boundaries of her dance 

experiences beyond her ballet background. While also struggling with her self-confidence 

as a dancer, she came to view herself as versatile and adaptable. She explored new 

movement possibilities through choreography collaboration with peers and as research on 

the body in technique classes, and she became more comfortable with making mistakes as 

part of learning. She began to “dive deeper” into historical, social, and cultural meanings 

of the movements she saw and performed, as well as her own ability to critique and 

analyze others’ choreography and what it meant to her as a viewer. 

Jessica also reflected on willingness to make mistakes as part of her growth, 

despite feeling uncomfortable with not doing it “right.” Her journey was one of 

developing trust in herself and in others, including both teachers and peers. She worked 

to balance her passion for dance, especially performing, with her academic interests 

outside of Dance. She gradually learned to let go of harsh self-criticism and to be kind to 

herself over the course of the year. 

Megan developed a new understanding of movement as a balance of external 

presentation (“what looks good”) and internal sensation (“what feels good”). She learned 

to breathe through and find relaxation within her movements and to trust herself to close 

her eyes while dancing. She self-directed her learning, connecting concepts across 

classes, auditions, and performances. Her growth surprised her, and she saw herself as “a 

completely different dancer” by the end of her first-year experience. 
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Anna’s journey was one of “breaking boundaries,” from conquering physical 

exhaustion, to working through her own doubts and “putting herself out there” for new 

dance opportunities, to exploring new dance styles and improvisation, to developing a 

more personally meaningful understanding of larger social issues, such as racism. She 

sought out role models and mentors through watching and auditioning with professional 

performers, working with faculty who challenged and critiqued her, and collaborating 

with an upper-level dance student whose movement style and strengths as a performer 

and choreographer revealed to Anna areas where she wanted to improve her own 

practice. 

As a “newbie” to Dance and the only male dancer in the first-year cohort, Alex’s 

journey ranged from somatic and emotional “mountain peaks” while dancing and 

improvising to learning to “think like a great dancer” to “social anxiety” and alienation 

from his cohort group. He traced the development of his bodily awareness, reconsidering 

the way he used his muscles to perform movements and exploring interconnectedness and 

full-body integration. He reflected on social issues that were brought into focus by his 

move to a new city, and he saw himself as thinking “more in-depth” by the end of his 

first-year experience.  

The final research question, examined in the following sections of this chapter 

and in Chapter 9, positions these students’ individual journeys and experiences of 

curriculum, faculty, and peers within context of the extant theory and practice of student 

development in higher education, at both programmatic/curricular levels and at the level 

of personal growth as a Dance learner and practitioner. 
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Connections to Student Development Theory 

Over one academic year, six university students generously provided in-depth 

accounts of their lived experiences of the first-year in a BFA Dance program, 

highlighting curriculum (Chapter 4), faculty (Chapter 5), peers (Chapter 6), and their 

individual development as dance artists and learners (Chapter 7). Students’ experiential 

accounts illuminate and extend concepts from extant theories of student development, 

and offer insights unique to dance education. In this chapter I place student experiences 

in relation to practice-based and programmatic structures commonly discussed in student 

development literature, followed in Chapter 9 by students’ multi-faceted experiences as 

dance learners and thinkers in comparison and contrast to William Perry’s (1981/1999) 

and descendants’ epistemological theory of college student development. 

Student Experience, Involvement, and Success 

The six first-year participants in this analysis described intense involvement as 

first-year BFA Dance majors. Each remained in university and in the Dance program 

through the entirety of first year, and each intended to return to the same university and 

the same program (although some still harbored doubts about continuing with Dance) for 

their second year.i Study participants also demonstrated involvement in campus life 

 

i All six students who participated in the interview process not only continued in Dance in 

their second year, but also completed the BFA degree in Dance and are working in the 

dance field at the time of this writing. Of the full first-year cohort (18), ten completed the 

BFA in Dance. One student left the university during the first semester, two left after 

second semester, and one left after third semester. One student switched to a Dance minor 

but did not graduate. Two students changed majors after one semester and graduated 

from the university in another program, and another student did the same after three 

semesters, for a total of 13 graduates from the university (Dance and non-Dance). 
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through residence life programs, extra-curricular student groups and activities, out-of-

department events, auditions, and classes, and Dance program events, such as student 

concerts, guest master classes, and dance studies guest speaker events. By these 

conventional markers, one can conclude that these students experienced success as first-

year Dance majors in a university setting. 

Situating the study in the larger context of first-year experience research, many 

aspects of students’ reported experiences of successful transition into postsecondary 

education align with previous research. As founder of the National Resource Center for 

The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition John N. Gardner states, “both the 

study of the first year and efforts to improve the first year have become well-established, 

higher education mainstream lines of work” supported by a basis of educational theory, 

research literature, and higher education practice (Greenfield et al., 2013, p. xi). Two 

foundational theories of student development that are applicable to the present research 

findings are sociologist Vincent Tinto’s (1975/1993) Model of Student Departure, which 

describes students’ transitions into higher education as a process of institutional 

integration, and educational psychologist Alexander Astin’s (1984/1999) Theory of 

Student Involvement, which describes the efficacy of educational experiences in terms of 

their capacity to increase student involvement in the higher education community. 

Following is a discussion of these still salient theories of student development in relation 

to the qualitative research findings. 
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Tinto’s Model of Student Departure 

As introduced in Chapter 2, Tinto (1975/1993) theorized two primary pathways 

through which incoming students achieve institutional integration, namely academic and 

social. Academic integration refers to students’ ability to meet “the explicit standards of 

the college or university” while also “identifying with the values and norms” of the 

institutional environment; social integration “involves the degree to which students feel 

that their attitudes, values, beliefs, and behaviors are in congruence with the norms of the 

social communities on campus” (Skipper, 2005, p. 69). Failure to achieve institutional 

integration may lead to student departure from higher education (p. 69). In his revised 

Model of Student Departure (1993), Tinto further explained students’ transitions into 

higher education as a progression through stages of separation from their pre-college 

home environments, transition to the college environment, and “incorporation,” in which 

they feel acclimated to the college environment. Students’ sense of belonging in the 

incorporation phase contributes to their ability to persist in higher education (Bigger, 

2005, para. 1). 

Separation  

Researching Tinto’s separation phase of entering higher education, Elkins et al. 

(2000) found that students who receive support from their pre-college home 

environments are more likely to progress successfully and are more likely to persist in 

college. They state, “The factor of support had the greatest impact on the 

persistence/departure decision” (p. 262). All six interview participants in the present 

study described varying degrees and kinds of home support for their choice to pursue 
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Dance in higher education, as will be discussed in Chapter 10. Due to perceived lack of 

future job prospects with a Dance or Fine Arts degree, home support for pursuing Dance 

was not 100 per cent within the first-year dance cohort as a whole. Interview participants 

commented on peers’ stories of lack. Anna reflected that some classmates’ parents “were 

very hard on them and didn’t want them to be dance majors,” but for her, “it was the 

opposite” (Anna, Interview 1, p. 17). Courtney stated, “It was a pretty easy transition to 

come here, and others had such a hard transition and are struggling...” (Courtney, 

Interview 2, p. 2). 

Home support differed for each participant, as did its significance in our 

interviews, with some participants detailing it in depth and others mentioning it in 

passing. While Alex did not specifically describe his family’s degree of support for his 

choice of Dance, he referred to himself as “a college kid who’s being funded by his 

parents” and said that his grandmother was “banking out to help me get through this” 

(Alex, Interview 3, pp. 11-12). For Charlotte and Jessica, family members supported their 

choice of major, but also questioned their future career prospects or desired that they 

have a “backup” option. Both reported their family’s encouragement to pursue a double 

major. In contrast, Courtney, Megan, and Anna described full support from their families. 

Courtney and Megan did not discuss family views of career prospects, while Anna related 

that her high school counsellor informed her that there were “no jobs in anywhere you 

go” and, as she had her parents’ full support, she might as well pursue what she loved 

(Anna, Interview 1, p. 17).  
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Tinto’s (1975/1993) model posits a linear progression through separation, 

transition, and incorporation for students who are successful in their first-year transitions 

into college, and Milem and Berger (1997) maintain the linear structure in their modified 

model incorporating concepts from Astin’s (1984/1999) Involvement Theory. However, 

in the current study, two participants’ experiences suggest fluidity between these stages 

with respect to home support. Both Jessica and Anna turned to home support during 

challenging times at mid-year rather than in their initial separation from home, which 

surprised them. The phenomenon of return to the separation stage of Tinto’s model 

following previous successful incorporation into the postsecondary environment warrants 

further inquiry beyond this study. 

Transition 

In the transition phase of Tinto’s (1975/1993) model, “students are torn between 

their old environment and the new one; they may not feel they belong in their old 

environments but have yet to find their places in the new one” (Bigger, 2005, para. 1). 

Elkins et al. (2000) found that “successful passage” through Tinto’s model “requires that 

students be willing, if necessary, to reject the attitudes and values” of their prior 

communities in favor of those of their college community (p. 265). Courtney, Anna, 

Megan, Charlotte, and Alex described differences between their pre-college dance 

education experiences and their new experiences as university Dance majors early in their 

first year, but they did not discuss differences in terms of tensions between the old and 

new environments or of rejections of their previous backgrounds. Courtney described her 

pre-professional ballet training as more strictly structured, but she was “happy” to be 
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learning dance in a more “relaxed” environment (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 14). She saw 

having “freedom” in the dance classroom as an opportunity for “finding yourself as a 

dancer” (p. 4). Anna summed up her experience in the university Dance program as 

“different, but it’s a good different” (Anna, Interview 1, p. 19). Megan described being 

“able to balance what I learned at my studio compared to what I’m learning here,” which 

gave her “a rewarding feeling” (Megan, Interview 1, p. 12).  

Alex, who had less dance experience than the other interview participants, 

described contrasts between his old and new environments in terms of differences 

between training for Dance versus Theater. He viewed his prior dance experiences as “an 

introduction” to his university dance experiences (Alex, Interview 1, p.1). He appreciated 

the opportunity to re-examine what he thought he knew about foundations of dance 

techniques; he viewed faculty as having to “take you back” to “rethink” movement 

execution from “a new approach” (pp. 8-9). While adapting had “been crazy” for him, he 

liked “the idea of going to college for something that’s really going to challenge you” 

rather than something more familiar (p. 1). Charlotte, who viewed herself as a 

“recreational” dancer prior to college, did not see her new dance experiences as “an 

undoing” of her previous education but rather as a “building up of technique and 

refinement” by “finding new ways to allow my body to move” (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 

1, and Interview 2, pp. 1-2). 

Jessica’s experiences of learning new movement material offer a contrasting 

perspective to the rest of the group. On one hand, she compared the “common goal” of 

her university peers to her pre-college peers’ lack of dedication; it was “so much better to 
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be here” and “to be around people who really want to be doing this” (Jessica, Interview 1, 

p. 4). She viewed her pre-college peers as “hiding from something” rather than being 

motivated by their passion for dance (p. 4). At the same time, she struggled with her 

bodily resistance to learning movement that was “very different from anything I’ve ever 

done before” (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 8). When she experienced uncomfortable moments 

in class, she thought “this is dumb, I hate this” or “this is weird, this is stiff, I don’t like 

how I feel” (pp. 8-9). Jessica mentally coached herself through those moments, 

reminding herself that “you need to feel weird, you need to feel uncomfortable and get 

out of your little box” (p. 9). She stated, “I had to tell myself to just do it” (p. 9).   

Tensions between previous dance education experiences and the higher education 

environment, or rejection of past dance communities, were not prominent factors in these 

students’ accounts of their first-year transitions, contrary to what might be expected 

based on the Elkins et al. investigation of the Model of Student Departure. These tensions 

were the most prominent in Jessica’s experiences out of the group of six. 

Incorporation 

In Tinto’s final stage of incorporation, students feel integrated into the social and 

academic communities of their college or university (Bigger, 2005, para. 1). Students’ 

sense of belonging “can refer to smaller communities within the institution as, for 

instance, with students who share a common interest (such as students in the same 

discipline or program)…or more broadly to the institution generally” (Tinto, 2017, p. 4). 

Tinto (2017) states,  

For [persistence to completion] to occur, students have to become engaged 

and come to see themselves as a member of a community of other 
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students, academics, and professional staff who value their membership – 

in other words, that they matter and belong. (p. 3) 

  

Initial interviews with Charlotte, Courtney, Jessica, Megan, and Anna included 

descriptions of their sense of belonging in the BFA Dance program and the general 

environment, suggesting that they were progressing towards the incorporation stage of 

Tinto’s model early in first semester. For instance, Charlotte felt a sense of “shared 

experience” with her Dance major peers, as well as being part of a “close group” with 

Honors student peers (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 4). Courtney stated that she “fit in very 

well in the Dance department” and that both the program and the university were “a good 

fit” for her (p. 9).  

Jessica described how she “loved the environment” and felt “I belong here” at her 

BFA audition prior to attending university; during the first week of classes, she “just 

knew it was right” (Jessica, Interview 1, pp. 2-4). Megan stated that she “fit in fine” both 

“in the dance department and just in general on campus,” appreciating her connections to 

other dancers as “your little group of people within this big place” (Megan, Interview 1, 

pp. 6-7). Anna also thought it was “kind of cool” to be a part of the “huge group of 

girls”ii in the Dance program; she viewed their closeness as a group as “different from 

any other major” (Anna, Interview 1, p. 12). She summed up her first interview by 

stating, “I love it here” (p. 19).  

 

ii Three of the female interview participants, Courtney, Jessica, and Anna, referred to 

their BFA cohort as ‘girls’ in interviews, perhaps indicating a tacitly gendered concept of 

dance early in the program. 
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In contrast, Alex struggled with integration into the Dance program community at 

the beginning of his first-year experience although he found some affinities with his peer 

cohort, stating “it’s nice to have your people you are forced to take classes with, and they 

all share dance,” but he purposely chose a college that was “not just an art school, it’s an 

everything school” so that he could “find other dancers, but more importantly, I can find 

other people who don’t dance but still teach you things” (Alex, Interview 1, pp. 13-14). 

Reflecting on his early experiences later in the year, however, he noted that he 

had been comparing his BFA Dance peers to his friends from home and felt that the 

relationships within the dance cohort weren’t “genuine” (Alex, Interview 2, p. 18). He 

had been “constantly losing sleep” over leaving his friends from home and having “to be 

friends with people out here even when I don’t like them” (Alex, Interview 3, p. 14). The 

alienation Alex experienced as the only male dancer in the first-year BFA group, and 

from his “different” dance background, was a progressing narrative over the year, 

indicating that his sense of belonging within the Dance program was not as secure as for 

the other five interview participants.  

For Tinto (2017), “a sense of belonging is often expressed as a commitment that 

serves to bind the individual to the group or community even when challenges arise” (p. 

4). For the first-year Dance cohort, challenges included uncertainty of academic path or 

future career prospects (Charlotte, Jessica, Anna, and Alex); navigating self-care as a 

university Dance student (Charlotte, Courtney, Jessica, Megan, and Anna); lack of self-

confidence as a dancer (Courtney, Anna, and Alex); lack of performance opportunities 

(Charlotte and Courtney); homesickness at mid-year (Jessica and Anna); placement in 
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Ballet with non-majors (Megan); a contentious relationship with senior BFA 

choreographer (Jessica); negative self-talk (Jessica); social alienation from the cohort 

group (Alex). 

Further, “students who perceive themselves as belonging to a specific group or 

the institution generally are more likely to persist because it leads not only to enhanced 

motivation but also a willingness to become involved with others in ways that further 

promote persistence” (p. 4). Whether from a sense of belonging to the Dance cohort 

specifically or to the general university community, three participants discussed the 

impact of their communities on their motivation to learn. For instance, Charlotte felt 

inspired to go “above and beyond what the norm is” from her involvement with “such 

motivated people in and out of the Dance program” (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 8). Jessica 

described “pushing myself to be up at that level” where she viewed her Dance cohort 

members to be in modern dance (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 6). Alex expressed his 

motivation to “be on the same level as everybody else” (Alex, Interview 1, p. 14).  

Additionally, students became actively involved in activities they found 

significant or meaningful to their learning in the first year. Tinto (1999) theorized “active 

involvement” as “clearly the most important condition that fosters student retention,” 

suggesting that, “Students who are actively involved in learning activities and spend 

more time on task, especially with others, are more likely to learn and, in turn, more 

likely to stay” in higher education (p. 6). Only a fraction of students’ rich descriptions of 

their “active involvement” in first-year Dance could be provided in Chapters 4 to 7, but 
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suffice to say that overall students portrayed Dance as a highly intense mode of learning 

and engagement. 

For Courtney, Jessica, Megan, and Anna, who worked together to create a piece 

for the Student Dance Concert, involvement in the audition, rehearsals, and performance 

established them with upper-level dance students such that they felt “connected” within 

the Dance program. Jessica, Megan, and Anna were also involved in a Theater 

department performance and a senior BFA concert piece together in second semester, and 

viewed these performances as successes of their first year.  

Charlotte sought additional Dance program experiences via attendance at guest 

speaker presentations, where she felt welcomed by graduate students and faculty. Outside 

of the Dance program, her involvement in a student-run organization to choreograph a 

high school musical was a highlight of her first year, and she intended to take on a 

leadership role in the organization during her second year. Alex, who struggled to fit in 

with the Dance cohort in general, collaborated on choreography with a classmate in first 

semester and developed a friendship with a student in a second-semester General 

Education class that led to on-campus performance opportunities. Whether within the 

Dance cohort, the larger university community, or both, each interview participant 

experienced intensely active involvement in learning activities, likely encouraging their 

persistence in higher education. 

Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement 

The notion that active student involvement contributes to persistence bridges 

Tinto’s Model of Student Departure with another theory of first-year experience, Astin’s 
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Theory of Student Involvement. Astin (1984/1999) defined student involvement as “the 

amount of physical and psychological energy” (p. 518) the student devotes to their 

college experience. Involvement occurs on a continuum, such that a student might 

demonstrate varying levels of involvement for different subjects and at different times. 

Highly-involved students devote more time and energy to their studies, engage more with 

peers and faculty, and participate more in campus activities than less-involved or 

uninvolved students.  

For Astin (1985), effectiveness of educational programs and policies “is directly 

proportional to their capacity to increase student involvement” (p. 519). Programs 

identified by Astin that predict student involvement and were discussed by interview 

participants include residence on campus, student-faculty interactions, honors program, 

and participation in extra-curricular activities. Swail (2004) added academic preparedness 

and commitment to educational goals, also described by participants. Descriptions of all 

the preceding influences associated with student involvement and persistence appear 

incidentally or are woven through the research findings presented in Chapters 4 to 7. 

First-Year Programs  

Participants highlighted several first-year student programs as contributing to 

their transitions into higher education: the first-year seminar, the first-year dance cohort, 

or ‘learning community,’ residential life programs, new student orientation, and program-

directed peer leadership through auditions and “senior buddy” pairings. While programs 

designed to assist students transitioning into higher education are common practice in 

general, this study illustrates adaptations of established practices to meet the specific 
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needs of Dance students. I first discuss the two programs that all six students participated 

in: First-Year Dance Seminar and the first-year cohort as a learning community. I then 

discuss additional programs that were significant for one or more participants.  

First-Year Dance Seminar  

As discussed in Chapter 3, First-Year Seminar (FYS) served as a research site for 

this project. It was the context through which I first observed and interacted with my 

participant group, and the initial session provided me with background knowledge of the 

students as they shared personal experiences during class discussions. However, this 

course was scarcely mentioned in-depth in interviews with the students. Despite the 

paucity of references in the student data, I chose to still include information on First-Year 

Seminar because it was one of the courses that all incoming first-year Dance students had 

in common, and it offered students an introduction both to the BFA Dance curriculum 

and to university resources. 

First-year seminars are “a commonly used tool in the transition and learning 

experience of new college students,” and research in higher education has shown that 

participation in first-year seminars contributes positively to students’ “persistence to the 

second year” (Greenfield et al., 2013, p. 89). A national survey of first-year seminars in 

1988 resulted in “a typology of first-year seminars that assists in the classification and 

discussion of these courses and is still widely used today” (p. 90); seminar types include, 

“extended orientation; academic with uniform content across all sections; academic with 

content that varies across sections; pre-professional, discipline-linked or major-specific 

courses; and focus on basic study skills” (p. 92). 
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In this study, FYS was designed to facilitate incoming dance students’ academic 

integration to the BFA program and to the university, providing them with “techniques to 

be a successful dance major” (FYS syllabus, p. 1). The course familiarized incoming 

students with a variety of co-curricular learning supports, including time management 

skills, study skills, exploration of individual learning styles, and introduction to library, 

writing center, career, and health resources, in keeping with the Kift et al. (2010) 

definition of “first generation” first-year experience programming based on “support 

services, learning support, orientation and peer programs, academic advising, social 

activities, [and] enrichment programs” (p. 10). Padgett and Keup (2011) also found that 

these supports are commonly provided in first-year seminars across seminar types.  

Course activities and assignments in FYS emphasized practical relevance to dance 

specifically, aligning it with the pre-professional, discipline-linked or major-specific 

seminar type (Greenfield et al., 2013, p. 92). Padgett and Keup (2011) define courses 

such as this as “designed to prepare students for the demands of the major/discipline and 

the profession,” and they list engineering, health, business, education, and criminal 

justice as disciplines in which this seminar type is frequently utilized (p. 71). While the 

arts are not included in this list, FYS shared the “unique elements” of pre-professional 

seminars, as it was targeted to a major-specific population and emphasized career 

preparation and specific disciplinary topics in the course content. For example, students 

were required to submit a weekly schedule, incorporating their first semester classes, 

study and homework time, rehearsals, job schedules, and other time commitments.  
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Per assignment details in the course syllabus, time management was a necessary 

skill because “professional dancers, dance teachers, administrators, and others in the 

dance field often manage several jobs, professional duties, and obligations” (FYS 

syllabus, p. 2). Similarly, students’ introduction to campus health resources focused on 

ways to care for their bodies as dancers; this included in-class workshops on nutrition and 

injury prevention as well as an assignment to keep a food, rest, physical activity, and 

mood journal for one week (p. 2). Students were required to create a resume for a job in 

the dance field, to seek out feedback on the resume from the university’s career center, 

and to provide a headshot, as would be required in professional dance auditions. (p. 2). 

They also met with a BFA Dance alumna for a discussion on auditions and dance careers 

(p. 9).   

In addition to developing practical skills for their university transition and for 

future dance careers, FYS introduced curricular topics of community dance, site-specific 

dance, and issues of gender, sexuality, race, and ability in dance to lay the foundations for 

future dance studies coursework. From the syllabus course description, students would 

“hone critical thinking and analytic skills and increase their comfort-level with research 

and writing to support future research and independent learning in their own areas of 

interest” (p. 1). To experience the dance community outside of the university and to 

practice their dance analysis and writing skills, students were required to attend an off-

campus professional dance performance during their first semester and to submit brief 

written responses to the performances they attended (p. 3). Introductions to library 

resources and research skills, such as academic citations, were centered on dance-related 
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topics; students met with the university library’s performing arts specialist and learned 

about dance archival materials (p. 7). 

Introduction to campus resources in FYS, as well as their relevance to students’ 

current experiences and their preparations for future careers in the dance field, were 

described in interviews with Charlotte and Anna. Charlotte, who struggled throughout her 

first year with whether to continue in the BFA program or to pursue outside academic 

interests, appreciated the inclusion of a careers workshop in the seminar schedule. Anna 

found the nutrition workshop and the in-class quiz about health habits to be significant in 

helping her to strategize ways to improve her self-care. Courtney identified the 

introduction of curricular topics from dance studies in the seminar as significant to her 

educational experiences of her first year. While Alex did not cite FYS specifically, he 

appreciated his non-technique Dance program classes, which in first semester included 

FYS, Improvisation, Music for Dancers, and Dance Production, as designed “to make 

you think like a dancer and understand what you’re doing as opposed to just doing it” 

(Alex, Interview 1, p. 4). 

First-Year Dance Cohort as a Learning Community  

Restating Astin (1993), “The student’s peer group is the single most potent source 

of influence on growth and development during the undergraduate years” (p. 398). Tinto 

(1999) concurs, suggesting that in order to promote first-year student retention and 

success, “colleges and universities should make learning communities and collaborative 

learning a hallmark of first-year experience” (p. 6). Populations of first-year students who 

begin their college careers with general education rather than major-specific requirements 
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“typically take courses as detached, individual units, one course separated from another 

in both content and peer group, one set of understandings unrelated in any intentional 

fashion to the content learned in other courses” (p. 6).  

In contrast, the first-year students in this study began their college experiences as 

BFA Dance majors with course schedules provided by the Dance department to 

immediately begin to fulfill major requirements. In their first semester, they took ballet, 

modern dance technique, improvisation, music, and FYS together as a cohort. Their 

schedules differed in their choices of general education electives, their varied levels of 

ballet technique, and whether they participated in Dance Repertory or Dance Production 

in the first semester. For the first-year dance cohort, this structure of shared coursework 

formed a first-year learning community, which Laufgraben (2005) defines as “clusters of 

courses organized around a curricular theme that students take as a group” (p. 371). 

Greenfield et al. (2013) further describe the purposes of first-year learning 

communities as follows: “to introduce students to the rigors and processes of college-

level work, forge academic and social support connections with faculty and fellow 

students, and orient students to the values and habits necessary to be successful in 

college” (p. 115). Additionally, Tinto (1999) observed that, “students in learning 

communities tend to form their own self-supporting groups that extend beyond the 

classroom,” and these continued interactions outside of the classroom “enable students to 

bridge the divide between academic classes and the social conduct that frequently 

characterizes student life” (p. 8). 
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Greenfield et al. (2013) identified curricular coordination, small class size, 

opportunities for faculty interactions, interactive pedagogy, student collaboration inside 

and outside the classroom, group identity, and “seamless” integration of social and 

academic experiences as characteristics of successful learning communities, all of which 

are applicable to the first-year dance cohort. 

Curricular Coordination  

Students described concept reinforcement and overlap across their courses within 

the same semester as well as from first semester to second semester courses (see Chapter 

4).  

Small Class Size. Anna discussed the advantage of their cohort’s small class size 

in developing close relationships within her peers, stating, “It’s such a small major, so all 

the dancers, we’ve become very close.” She noted that this was different from other 

majors, where “you don’t have that because there’s so many kids... I have classes with all 

the same people, so it’s different” (Anna, Interview 1, p. 12). Alex, who struggled to 

connect with his first-year cohort, pointed out the downside to the small class size. 

Interactions with Faculty  

In addition to their classroom experiences, students described interacting with 

Dance faculty during office hours, at end-of-semester feedback meetings, via email, and 

at the dance studies guest speaker events. Courtney also interviewed a Dance faculty 

member for a project in her Adolescent Psychology class. (See Chapter 5) 

Interactive Pedagogy. Students described engaging and interacting with Dance 

faculty in technique and creative classes, and receiving individualized feedback. Faculty 
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in courses that were not movement-based endeavored to shape course activities to include 

movement experiences (see Chapter 5). 

Peer Collaboration 

Student collaborations discussed in interviews occurred both inside and outside 

the classroom and centered on choreography projects. One significant example was the 

collaborative choreography created and performed by Courtney, Jessica, Megan, and 

Anna for the Student Dance Concert. Alex also described a choreographic collaboration 

with another member of the first-year dance cohort who did not participate in interviews 

(see Chapter 6). 

Group Identity. The importance of inclusion and acceptance within the first-year 

Dance cohort was described in depth by those who felt accepted (Charlotte, Courtney, 

Jessica, Megan, and Anna) and those who felt alienated (Alex) (see Chapter 6). 

Seamless Integration of Social and Academic Experiences 

This criterion of successful learning communities is discussed in the section of 

Chapter 6 devoted to the first-year dance cohort. For example, students discussed the 

amount of classes taken together as a group as a difference between the Dance major and 

other majors. Students referred to fellow cohort members as “friends,” “a new 

community” or “like a family” (Courtney, Jessica, Megan, Anna). In discussion of non-

competitiveness within the group, students describe reliance on their cohort for positive 

encouragement and assistance in learning class material (Jessica and Megan). 

Performance opportunities also served to illustrate the overlaps between their social and 

academic experiences, particularly in the performance for Dance Repertory; Anna and 
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Jessica both described the significance of the connection they felt for the group during 

that dance. While not “academic” in the sense that it was not a course requirement but 

rather an optional activity, the Student Dance Concert piece was a significant educational 

experience for Courtney, Jessica, Megan, and Anna, requiring both their collaborative 

skills (social) and the choreographic skills they were developing as Dance majors 

(academic).   

Additional First-Year Programs: Living and Learning Communities, New Student 

Orientation, and Peer Leadership  

Five of the six interview participants described additional experiences that 

contributed to their involvement in the campus community, supporting social and 

academic integration.  Described programs included residence in Living and Learning 

Communities (Jessica and Charlotte) and New Student Orientation programming with 

fellow arts majors (Courtney). Connections to peer leaders via the Dance program 

audition (Jessica), “senior buddy” pairings with upper-level dance majors (Jessica and 

Megan), and the development of a mentorship relationship with a senior BFA student 

(Anna) expanded these first-year dance students’ social and academic connections in the 

short-term, also enabling them to envision future participation in the Dance program. 

Residence in a Living and Learning Community (LLC) was a significant 

experience for Jessica, who lived with other Arts students, and for Charlotte, who lived 

with Honors program peers. Such residential programs are intended to “integrate 

academic learning and community living” (Association of College and University 

Housing Officers – International, 2014) and to provide a “mix of in- and out-of-
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classroom activities that facilitate academic connections among students” (Greenfield et 

al., 2013, p. 137). For Jessica and Charlotte, their respective LLCs afforded connections 

to peers outside of their Dance cohort who shared similar interests and were similarly 

motivated to excel artistically and/or academically. Jessica also appreciated the potential 

to network for future projects. For example, she connected with musicians who could 

create scores or provide live accompaniment for choreography projects. She viewed the 

Arts LLC as “a cool experience,” and suggested that the Dance program promote it more 

for incoming dance students (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 14).  

Similarly, Courtney described her participation in an Arts-focused New Student 

Orientation program, which provided both immediate peer connections and a sense of 

building a social and collegial network for the future. Jacobs (2010) notes that orientation 

is one of first-year students’ initial opportunities to envision themselves and their futures 

as part of their institution’s social and academic culture. Greenfield et al. (2013) 

poetically suggest that students can “start to spin the strands of connection that will 

ultimately result in a strong web of support during college” (p. 44). Courtney’s 

experiences in orientation with Dance and Music students aligned with these goals of 

orientation programming. She intended to continue working with her orientation group, 

stating that orientation wasn’t “just a two-day thing…and you’re never going to see them 

again,” and that her orientation peers became “like an old friend” despite their short 

acquaintance (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 15).  

In addition to these residential life and orientation programs offered by the 

university, the Dance program provided the first-year students with peer leaders to help 
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them acclimate to the major and college life in general. As Greenfield et al. (2013) state, 

“higher education research and student development theory have documented the 

profound impact of peers on the undergraduate experience” (p. 224). Shook and Keup 

(2012) describe peer leaders as students who have been “chosen and empowered to exert 

a positive influence…in a way that is less intimidating and more accessible to fellow 

undergraduates” than the influence of college faculty and staff (p. 6). Further, through 

experiences with peer leaders, “students can develop a stronger sense of community, 

greater social and academic integration, and a rich network of resource and referral 

agents dedicated to their success” (p. 7). 

Within the Dance program, formalized peer leadership roles included program 

audition volunteers and “senior buddies.” Jessica’s experience at the BFA audition 

exemplifies the value of peer leaders, where her interaction with an upper-level Dance 

student helped solidify her college choice. The peer leader’s description of her own 

experiences gave Jessica a model of what her own experience as a dance major could be, 

which helped her to decide “this is what I want to be doing” (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 2). 

Jessica and Megan described their connections with their “senior buddies” as aiding their 

transition into the Dance program; they answered initial questions, introduced them to 

other upper-level dance peers, and exposed them to dance opportunities outside of the 

Dance program.  

While the relationships Jessica and Megan built with upper-level peers were 

fostered through formal peer leadership opportunities, Anna’s relationship with a senior 

BFA student developed through the dance pieces they worked on together. Anna came to 
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view this senior student as a friend and mentor who supported her to explore new 

movement styles, improve her skills in improvisation, gain performance opportunities, 

and confront social issues through the dance. While her mentor was not a formal “peer 

leader” she acted in a peer leadership role, “to assist students in finding their ‘fit’ on 

campus and... encourage them to take risks and experience something new” (Shook & 

Keup, 2012, p. 9). 

Through these experiences of peer leadership, both formal and informal, three of 

the first-year dance students interviewed furthered their social and academic integration 

into the college Dance program community. Interactions with peer leaders, residence in 

Living and Learning Communities, and participation in new student orientation 

programming all served to increase institutional integration and involvement for five out 

of the six interview participants in this study. 

First-year Dance students’ accounts of their transitions into higher education 

reveal their individual pathways to integration and involvement in university life. As 

predicted in Tinto and Astin’s theories, integration and involvement encompassed both 

academic and social experiences. Dance-specific adaptations of common first-year 

student programming, such as First-Year Dance Seminar and the first-year Dance 

learning community, also impacted students’ experiences of university Dance. The 

following chapter shifts from students’ experiences of social and academic contexts to 

their individual growth as dance learners.  
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CHAPTER 9 

 

DISCUSSION: INDIVIDUALIZED, HOLISTIC,  

AND CONSCIOUSLY EMBODIED LEARNING IN UNIVERSITY DANCE 

 

    Following the structure of the student development theories presented as a 

theoretical framework in Chapter 2, and the progression of findings from institutional 

structures (Chapter 4 - curriculum), to social interactions (Chapter 5 - faculty and Chapter 

6 - peers), to individual practice (Chapter 7), this chapter shifts the discussion from 

students’ outwardly-focused group experiences to their individual meaning-making. My 

application of the Perry Model to research in higher education dance is a first in the field. 

This chapter also contains ideas for further research and practice.  

Extension of The Perry Model to First-Year Experiences of Dance Majors 

Harvard educational psychologist William Perry’s (1968/1999) Model of 

Intellectual and Ethical Development was detailed in Chapter 2 – Theoretical Framework 

and Selected Background Literature. Despite the lack of gender and racial-ethnic 

diversity in Perry’s longitudinal research on which the model was based, and lack of 

cross-cultural validity (Zhang, 1999), the model “continues to apply to the diversified 

college student population common in modern American institutions of higher education 

(Turnage-Butterbaugh et al., 2017, p. 50). Turnage-Butterbaugh et al. (2017) continue: 

The Perry model reflects the critical intertwining of cognitive and 

affective perspectives at the heart of a college education–a difficult 

journey toward more complex forms of thought about the world, one’s 

discipline/area of study, and one’s self. Perry’s work underscores the 

notion that the most powerful learning…involves significant qualitative 

changes in the way learners approach their learning and their subject 

matter. (p. 50)  
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Beyond Dualism 

The Perry model describes students’ development as a progression from dualistic, 

right-or-wrong thinking to acceptance of multiple perspectives to viewing knowledge as 

contextual. Throughout this progression, students become increasingly responsible for 

and active in their learning; whereas dualistic students expect the “right” information 

from faculty, students in the multiplicity stages become involved in the process of 

learning how to learn and how to think independently (Perry, 1999, Table I.1, p. xxxi). In 

the stage of contextual relativism, as students grow more comfortable with evaluation of 

increasingly complex contextual knowledge, they begin “committing to values in the face 

of diversity and uncertainty and, in doing so, achieving ultimate self-expression" 

(Turnage-Butterbaugh et al., 2017, p. 52). 

Regarding first-year students specifically, de l’Etoile (2008) cites studies from the 

1980s claiming that “half or more of all incoming freshmen function at the dualistic stage 

or the beginning of the next position, multiplicity” (p. 11). If this statistic had continuing 

validity in the mid-2010s, the six participants involved in this study of first-year 

university Dance majors seemed to be affiliated overall with the ‘other half.’ Indeed, the 

Dance students illustrated Perry’s concept of positionality as fluid and context-specific, 

and they demonstrated more complex and nuanced epistemological understanding than 

can be categorized into any one stage of Perry’s model. Development of students’ 

thinking beyond the dualist stage emerges in their thoughtful, consciously embodied 

reflections on binary concepts of right and wrong, internal/external, and thinking/feeling 

experiences of dancing.  
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Right/Wrong Movement  

For Megan, Alex, and Courtney, body alignment and muscle use while dancing 

were areas in which the right/wrong binary was useful in making technique corrections. 

Discussing tactile feedback she received from teachers, Megan said, “It just felt like I was 

aligned, and I was in the right position. And they helped me a lot with understanding why 

it was different from what I had been doing before, why it was right” (Megan, Interview 

2, p. 1). By the end of the year, Courtney was able to self-correct what was wrong with 

her alignment: “My arm is in the wrong spot. That’s why I’m not staying; that’s why I’m 

falling over” (Courtney, Interview 3, p. 13).  

Alex struggled with feedback from teachers who told him he was “not using the 

right muscles” because “I’ve already been using those muscles and doing a wrong 

technique” (Alex, Interview 1, p. 9). His experiences of first-semester technique classes 

involved developing new understandings of concepts he thought he knew from previous 

dance training but he realized he needed to re-examine: “And you’re like ‘I know this, I 

know this,’ but then you’re going along the way, and you’re like, ‘Oh, actually, this is the 

wrong technique, maybe I didn’t know this.’” (p. 8). Alex’s “realizations of bodily 

awareness,” as a result of performing movements the “right” way, “probably are the 

moments that stand out the most to me because you can be doing something wrong for so 

long and then when you fix something, it’s almost easier” (Alex, Interview 2, p. 1).  

Even as Alex was describing his right or wrong thinking about his bodily 

learning, he also expressed frustration with peers’ “closed-off” mindset about which 

movements were acceptable or unacceptable to them: 
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I’ve heard friends be like, “What, she said we could sickle our 

foot?”...you’re thinking about dance in a way too shape-oriented way. 

Maybe there’s something significant you’re supposed to get from the 

sickle, or it’s just another way that your body makes a line and moves. 

And, to me, even though it’s a small thing, it still constitutes a big thing 

because it’s looking at the bigger picture. They don’t like the idea of 

changing their mindset, and to me, that’s closed-off. (Alex, Interview 3, p. 

2) 

 

Courtney and Megan began to explore the idea of movement as personal research 

but relied on their teachers for reassurance in these explorations. Courtney contrasted this 

with her pre-college experiences where movement was either right or wrong in pre-

professional ballet training. In her BFA classes she sought instructor feedback during 

movements that she believed she was not doing “right.” The teacher’s reinforcement 

encouraged her, that “maybe I was supposed to be doing that instead of what I thought I 

was doing,” and she continued “to research about that” (Courtney, Interview 2, p. 18). 

Megan also appreciated her instructor’s perspective that nothing is “wrong” but only 

different: “If your body naturally wants to move a specific way, who’s to say it’s right or 

wrong? It’s just different than someone else” (Megan, Interview 2, p. 13). However, she 

also thought that movement could be “wrong” if it varied too greatly from what the 

teacher or choreographer set:   

If the professor teaches it as being a straight leg with a pointed foot, if 

someone does a bent leg with a flexed or sickled foot, I think it can be 

wrong in a sense because that’s not what they taught it to us as. But 

“wrong” can be a harsh word sometimes... So, that’s why I like when she 

says “different” instead of “wrong.” (p. 13) 

 

While for Megan the professor or choreographer remained the arbiter of right and 

wrong in movement, her stance was also contradictory; in her insistence that movement 



255 

 

could be wrong, she was doubting her professor’s concept of ‘different rather than 

wrong.’  

Jessica’s discussion of right and wrong in technique class at mid-year illustrates 

her reframing of “wrong” as part of her learning process. She consciously reminded 

herself that “you’re okay, you’re not doing it wrong, just because the steps are wrong. 

This is growing and you’re learning. It’s okay to be wrong” (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 8). 

Alex’s experience at mid-year was similar to Jessica’s. He felt more comfortable in the 

Dance program, which made him more comfortable with being “wrong” in class without 

self-consciousness or worry about what others might think:  

Now I can be in class and notice I’m better with movement, and I’m more 

comfortable with doing something completely wrong. Whereas before, I 

was like, “Oh no. Everybody probably thinks this now,” and I just would 

dwell on it. (Alex, Interview 2, pp. 18-19) 

 

At the end of the year, Jessica reflected that her focus on getting the movement 

sequences “right” was limiting her ability to do the movement fully: “I wasn’t able to 

trust myself and let my weight drop and go as far as I can, so I might be doing the steps 

right, but I’m not doing them as fully as I can” (Jessica, Interview 3, p. 2). Just as it was 

possible for her steps to be “wrong” and not wrong simultaneously, it was possible for 

her steps to be “right” and still not have the movement qualities she desired. 

For Jessica, shifts in her concepts of right and wrong, coupled with her teacher’s 

discussion of authenticity in movement, led her to reflect on why certain movements or 

postures seemed right to her based in her background experiences. 

Everyone – I don’t know who “they” is –  “they” are telling you that the 

authentic and organic way to be is upright, pelvis under, locked, closing 

your abs, but why can’t I let everything go? ...It helped me see that the 
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reason it feels not right is because of what everyone has taught me... I 

never thought of it that way. I have felt that this doesn’t feel right, but 

what is right? I don’t know. (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 14) 

 

Internal/External Experiences of Movement 

Four interview participants examined their internal/external experiences of 

themselves dancing during their first year as Dance majors. The external view was 

mediated through the mirror in the dance studio and through video. Both students and 

faculty employed video-recording for purposes of mid-term and final assessments in 

technique classes. At the start of first semester, Courtney described a disconnect between 

thinking she was performing the class material well, that she was “doing it right,” but 

then looking in the mirror, “it’s completely wrong” (Courtney, Interview 1, pp. 12-13). 

Self-corrections were challenging for her because she had trouble pinpointing the 

differences between her internal experiences of the movement and what she saw herself 

do in the mirror.  

As she progressed through the year, Courtney came to value the video 

assessments in her technique classes as she was able to see in the videos the qualities of 

movement that she thought she was accessing, but that she needed to work on further. 

She noted the limitations of trying to watch herself and dance at the same time, stating, 

“At first, I feel a little disappointed in myself, like, ‘Why didn’t I notice that in the 

mirror?’ But you can’t see everything in the mirror if you’re dancing and turning around” 

(Courtney, Interview  3, p. 8).  

It’s been a slow process of me trying to figure out, “Why doesn’t this look 

right?” It’s still kind of frustrating when I can’t figure it out, but 

eventually I feel like I’m doing it better and it’s starting to look better, but 
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not completely where I want it. That’s part of the growth process, so I 

think I’ve handled it sort of well. (p. 8) 

 

Alex scrutinized his dancing through videos he recorded of his improvisations. He 

tried to “pretend the video camera is not there” so that he would not be performing for the 

camera (Alex, Interview 1, p. 2). He found it difficult to learn movement from the video 

and to keep the feeling of the original: “I really have to hunker down and feel the 

movement... I have to go four counts at a time and really imprint it because, if it’s 

something I really like, I want to do it and do it to the realest degree again” (Alex, 

Interview 2, p. 7). He had the same difficulty with losing the feeling of the movement 

when recreating from the mirror: 

You create something and you’re like, “Yes, I like that; that felt good in 

my body.” It’s hard to go from making shapes to making real moves. 

When you’re in the mirror, you’re trying to make that shape again that was 

that movement, but sometimes you can’t make that real movement again... 

The mirror can be really nice, but it can also be annoying. Sometimes I get 

too into the mirror, and then I forget how the movement felt and the 

origins of it. (p. 7) 

 

For Alex, the internal feeling of the movement was the “real” movement, and 

attempting to replicate it from the external perspective did not capture it adequately. 

Similar to Alex getting “too into the mirror,” Charlotte focused on “not getting 

stuck in the mirror” but “to use the mirror as just a thing that's there... and not so much 

look for the shapes as looking more for the internal experience” of movements and 

pathways (Charlotte, Interview 2, p. 9). Megan also described the “deeper connection” 

she noticed when she focused on feeling the movement from the inside as well as 

observing it from the outside:  
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I’ve learned more about how the inside of my body is working with the 

outside. It’s like a conversation between the two. It’s not all about just the 

outside and the big movements. I’ve learned to go into myself more. In the 

past we never closed our eyes at dance, but now they tell us to close our 

eyes all the time and see what it feels like. (Megan, Interview 2, p. 4) 

 

She further described her explorations of internal experience with eyes closed: 

When you close your eyes and you’re really concentrating on yourself and 

your movement, you just feel extremely connected, and you can get into it 

more and discover more because, with your eyes closed, you’re not paying 

attention to even yourself - like how you look - or anyone else. (pp. 4-5) 

 

For the dancers who described contrasting experiences of moving from internal 

sensation or external cues, the internal/external explorations were not an either/or 

separation but rather a synthesis. Internal experience could be explored to refine or 

deepen external performance, and external review through the mirror or on video could 

be used as feedback to re-evaluate how movements felt. Internal/external experiences of 

movement were in “conversation” with one another, as Megan phrased it. Students’ 

explorations of right/wrong and internal/external binaries illustrate de l’Etoile’s (2008) 

theory that students move beyond Perry’s dualism stage through recognition that 

“multiple truths do exist” simultaneously (p. 112). For the Dance students, multiple 

meanings of these concepts added depth and nuance to their experiences of dancing. 

Thinking Through/Feeling Through Movement 

Students’ shifts away from dualistic understanding of right/wrong and 

internal/external align with what the Perry model would predict for their development as 

first-year college students. However, the Dance students’ educational experiences 

emphasized a cogno-somatically “felt” dimension of Perry’s model, creating a 

thinking/feeling contrast. As Jessica described, part of getting it “right” in class was the 
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movement feeling right: “In class, I’m trying to do my best, and learn just so I get it right, 

and so my body feels right” (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 9). Alex also discussed right and 

wrong based on a felt sense of what his body wanted or did not want: “You can do a 

certain move and just be so wrong, it feels so wrong, because it’s not what your body 

wants” (Alex, Interview 2, p. 3). At the same time, he enjoyed a sense of virtuosity in 

accomplishing movements that did not feel “natural” to his body: 

There’s this perfectness to ballet. Even prima ballerinas are – they're not 

doing it wrong - but they probably see things they do that could be better, 

that could be more perfect. That’s why I like ballet. It’s not so much that 

my body’s like, “This feels natural” ...If you can do ballet really well, you 

just feel on top. “That’s right, I hit this, I did this”... I’m surprised that I 

like ballet that much. (pp. 19-20) 

 

For Megan, physical or tactile input was a necessary precursor to conceptual 

understanding of movement: “When they physically go up to you and move you, that’s 

when it clicks in my brain, when the teacher physically moves your body” (Megan, 

Interview 1, p. 2). She pointed out the limits of teachers’ verbal explanations and 

demonstrations of movement concepts for her learning process: “Sometimes when they 

just show it or say it, you don’t really get it, but when they actually move it, then you 

understand” (Megan, Interview 2, p. 1). Megan also described her evolving movement 

style in terms of how new movements felt to her rather than what she thought about them: 

“I’ve learned to really enjoy floorwork... It just feels like it’s a movement that my body 

really likes to do…it just feels comfortable in my body” (p. 15).  

Students contrasted how it felt to dance when they were “in their heads” or 

overthinking the movements rather than “feeling through.” For Alex, “feeling through” 

required more energy: “It’s easy to think through life, to be heady, but it’s way harder to 
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feel through life” (Alex, Interview 1, p. 5). For him, overthinking limits movement 

possibilities: “You don’t want to be in your head too much, or you’re not really feeling it 

for what it is. There are so many possibilities you miss out on” (p. 9). Courtney described 

“fighting in my head,” trying to stay engaged in learning while also self-criticizing her 

performance in technique class (Courtney, Interview 1, p. 12). Charlotte had a similar 

experience of her thinking inhibiting her performance: “I’m thinking so much about the 

movement that I get tense and I don’t relax enough” (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 10). Anna, 

who felt “so self-conscious" in Improvisation class, described overthinking what to do 

next as “in my head, …a block” that prevented her from feeling through her movements: 

“My body will do stuff, it’s just my mind makes me tense and makes me feel weird” 

(Anna, Interview 1, p. 15). She also experienced the opposite of this thinking/feeling 

disconnect prior to a performance: “My head wasn’t freaked out; it was physically my 

body was shaking and so nervous. Just trying with my mind to control it was all I could 

do for that minute or three minutes” (Anna, Interview 2, p. 2).  

In contrast, Charlotte pointed out that relying on her muscle memory and not 

thinking through the movement meant missing out on improving nuances of her 

technique: “I don’t want to say I’ll just go through the motions, but…I’ll do it but I won’t 

be focusing in on the very technical aspects of it” (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 10). Jessica 

also described how thinking through the movement was helpful for learning new material 

and how she mentally coached herself: “If we have a new phrase in class, I like to put it 

in my head and say it in my head. I’ll say it and then put my body to it, and I have to keep 

doing that over and over until I get it right” (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 7). She reiterated this 
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about her learning process at mid-year: “I like to know what’s going on in my head 

before trying it so I can talk it through and I can walk it through my body slowly” 

(Jessica, Interview 2, p. 5). Talking herself through the movements helped her to get past 

the instances where she resisted new movements that did not feel right to her:  

It was just weird. It’s not my background. I was like, “This is weird. This 

is stiff. I don’t like how I feel.” I’d say that my body was just, “No.” But I 

had to tell myself to just do it. (p. 9) 

 

By the end of the year, Jessica experienced “a lot of connection from my mind to 

my body,” and at that point, she would “try not to think so much, try not to question so 

much while I’m moving, and be more observant, rather than questioning” (Jessica, 

Interview 3, p. 3). By the end of the year, Jessica stated, “My body can do what it wants, 

and I’ll just go with it” (p. 12). 

“Feeling through” the movement offered some of the Dance students a strategy 

for moving through class material even when they thought they weren’t doing it “right.” 

Anna described her process of “feeling through” in Modern and Improvisation classes, 

both of which were unfamiliar styles for her: 

Modern has helped me with feeling through it, keep going, keep moving in 

some way... you just keep flowing through it and do what your body tells 

you – then you’ll find your way back... Don’t think about it, just do... 

Feeling through it has been not panicking, and just kind of dip through and 

keep moving – stay out of people’s way – and try to let your body take 

over instead of tensing up. (Anna, Interview 2, pp. 6-7) 

 

Alex, who entered college with less formal dance training than his peers, stated, “I 

wouldn’t say I’m not good at dancing, I would just say I’m not technical” (Alex, 

Interview 1, p. 1). He identified his strengths as “feeling” the movement (p. 9) and being 

able to “perform it well” (p. 11). At the end of the year, he offered a specific example of 
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his process of embodying a movement concept rather than ‘counting’ through a 

movement sequence: 

During the solo moment, I think, “Water, flow,” a way to engage my 

whole body, and I look at the audience and try to connect with them, and 

then the movement just comes, instead of thinking, “…, 5, 6, 7, 8.” (Alex, 

Interview 3, p. 9) 

 

While thinking through movement and feeling through movement offered 

different entryways into new material for each dancer, the processes overlapped within 

students’ experiences of dancing, making these experiences multi-layered and complex. 

Jessica described her awareness of different facets of her experience as “feeling crazy” 

while dancing: “So many questions pop up in my head while I’m trying to connect my 

body to my brain, like the sequence, but then trying to connect to the details, and trying to 

find my own movement in someone else’s movement” (Jessica, Interview 3, p. 2). Alex 

described conflicting priorities in his dancing, such as desiring an intense physical 

workout while also simplifying his movements and cultivating greater bodily awareness:  

I have learned so much more about my body, and somatics, and anatomy. I 

can still do that “sweat” movement later and then integrate this movement. 

And I told myself that. Two thoughts were going on in my head. One was, 

“I’m not going to sweat enough;” that was my anxious, superficial 

thought. And then my other thought was, “No, it will be good. It would be 

really good to drop into your bones and learn how to do certain things with 

a simpler movement.” ...I had that idea in the back of my head, I just 

didn’t believe it until I felt it. (Alex, Interview 3, pp. 5-6) 

 

Megan’s summary of her self-discovery in dance included her thinking about 

movement—how movement looked externally, and how movement felt: 

I’m surprised at how much I’ve learned and how much I’ve grown 

because there were so many things that I had never even thought about 

before coming here. I’ve learned a lot about myself and my movement. I 

feel like my movement style has changed, the way that I like to move. I’ve 



263 

 

discovered things, I’ve noticed, like, “I really like the way this feels in my 

body,” and “I like the way I look when I do this.” I’ve taken different 

things, I’ve taken in different movements and incorporated them into my 

personal style and what I like to do. (Megan, Interview 2, p. 14) 

 

Faculty and Peers   

Following Perry’s model, students’ views of faculty and peers change with their 

progression away from dualism and towards multiplicity and relativism. Students in the 

stage of dualism view faculty as authority figures who possess the “right” knowledge, 

while peers are not an adequate source of knowledge. Moving towards multiplicity, 

students begin to accept peers’ viewpoints, but professors generally maintain the final 

authority. In the relativist stages, students become more open to learning from peers, 

view professors as guides or facilitators of learning, and take responsibility for their own 

learning.  

Courtney, Jessica, Megan, and Alex discussed learning from peers in their first-

year Dance cohort. Courtney and Jessica observed qualities in their peers’ movements 

that they wished to emulate; Courtney viewed this as “making your own dance grow” 

(Courtney, Interview 1, p. 3) while Jessica would take what she admired from her 

classmates and “put it on my body” (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 6). Megan saw dancers 

within the first-year cohort sharing knowledge from their own backgrounds so that the 

group as a whole could benefit and improve. Alex reflected that “you learn through your 

peers the most” and described how his relationship with another dancer in the first-year 

cohort had taught him more about himself (Alex, Interview 2, p. 22). 

All six students were open to learning from upper-level dance peers, both 

undergraduate and graduate. This took several forms, including listening to upper-level 



264 

 

students’ accounts of their experiences in the Dance program at auditions (Jessica), 

watching them perform (Courtney), watching performances of their choreography (Alex), 

performing in their choreography (Jessica, Megan, Anna), discussing dance studies topics 

(Charlotte), discussing first-year students’ questions about the Dance program, classes, or 

professors (Jessica, Megan, Anna), exploring new movement styles or choreography 

themes (Megan, Anna), and seeking advice on future performance opportunities (Anna). 

Anna and Jessica also discussed learning from peers in the Theater department when they 

got involved in a Theater show.  

First-year Dance students’ openness to learning from their first-year cohort, other 

dance peers across grade and program levels, and non-dance peers, revealed a more 

relativistic view of peer learning than earlier research finding first-year students to be 

primarily dualistic or multiplistic would predict (de l’Etoile, 2008). Similarly, students’ 

views of dance faculty were more varied than simply faculty as authority figures in 

possession of the “right” knowledge, as might be expected of first-year students in stages 

of dualism or multiplicity. Students described their respect for their teachers’ experience 

in the dance field (Megan, Anna) and admired their movement qualities in class or in 

performance (Alex, Jessica, Megan, Courtney). Charlotte expressed concern that her 

explorations of various dance styles outside of the Dance program were “wrong” because 

Dance faculty advised her not to continue with them. Teachers’ language about 

movement and the feedback they gave to dancers impacted all interview participants 

throughout the year. As mentioned before, Courtney and Megan viewed faculty as having 

the final say in questions of right and wrong in movement. Jessica struggled with 
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balancing getting the movements “right,” as in the way they were explained or 

demonstrated by the teacher, and putting her own style into the class material.   

However, students also described faculty as guides for their individual learning, 

which would coincide with the relativist stages of Perry’s model. Jessica, who initially 

feared that faculty would be “mean or strict,” was pleasantly surprised by her teachers’ 

empathy, that “they’ve been through this, and they know what I’m feeling” (Jessica, 

Interview 1, p. 12). While Courtney sought her teachers’ approval during her movement 

explorations, she also viewed faculty as “rooting for each and every one of us to do our 

best” and to “come into our own” (Courtney, Interview 2, p. 22). Megan felt comfortable 

adding onto “simple” movements in her ballet class to make the material more 

challenging because the teacher “doesn’t mind because he knows we’re just doing it on 

our own” (Megan, Interview 1, p. 10). Alex’s description of faculty-student dynamics 

emphasized the student’s responsibility for learning; as a student, “you have to learn the 

way you learn” (Alex, Interview 1, p. 9). He viewed the student’s openness and 

willingness as necessary for learning to take place, stating, “They’re like, ‘Let us teach 

you something,’ and if you’re not available to that, then you won’t learn anything” (Alex, 

Interview 1, p. 8). 

Positionality Across Knowledge Domains 

Jessica illustrated Perry’s concept of maintaining various positions across 

knowledge domains of Dance and of Math and Science. While her position in Dance 

reflected awareness of and openness to multiple definitions, she viewed Math and 

Science in dualistic terms:    
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Math and Science is so different from Dance in the way that “this is right, 

this is it, this has to be it, because of this, this is the theory, and it was 

proved by this.” Where in dance, it’s broad and open to anything. You can 

stand on the stage for 10 minutes staring out and that’s it. You can just do 

that and it’s okay, like someone might hate it and another person might 

think it’s brilliant. And then on the other side, in commercial dance, they 

are kicking up to their ears and doing tricks and that is dance also. There’s 

so many things that you can do with dance and then science and math it’s 

just this. (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 15) 

 

What she saw as a right and wrong nature of knowledge in math and science was 

appealing to Jessica, who wanted to be “right.” Breaking out of this binary in dance was 

not easy for her, and she was not fully comfortable with “getting it wrong” at mid-year, 

but she was working towards acceptance: 

I really like math and science, so I really like to be right. I don’t like 

feeling like I’m not doing it right. In math, there is an answer. And this is 

the answer, and this is why, and this is right. It’s hard for me to accept that 

I can get it wrong and it’s not wrong. It’s still growth. It’s okay to be 

wrong. It’s okay to fail and mess up—it’s just an experience, and it’s so 

hard for me to accept that. I’m working on that. (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 

5)   

 

Instructional Variables in Dance 

Knefelkamp (2003) expanded Perry’s model of student development to include 

four instructional variables that facilitate learning through a balance of challenge and 

support: structure, diversity, experiential learning, and personalism. In Knefelkamp’s 

(2003) words:  

Each of the variables exist on a continuum that represents greater or lesser 

presence of the variable in pedagogical design. Students who are in earlier 

positions of the Perry model are in need of greater amounts of structure 

and experiential learning as they move into the uncertainty of knowledge 

and learning. Students who are in the later positions along the model often 

value experiential learning, but do not need as much instructor-guided 

structure in order to work with the concepts of the class. (p. 15) 
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As Turnage-Butterbaugh et al. (2017) note, these variables were developed for 

classroom instruction, but are applicable to other educational experiences, such as extra-

curricular activities. 

Structure  

As highlighted in the first section of this chapter, first-year Dance students in this 

study described both programmatic and classroom structures within the Dance program. 

At the programmatic level, students recognized the importance of the courses they were 

taking within the BFA degree structure, while also desiring more flexibility to pursue a 

double major, to take non-dance courses, or to take additional dance electives 

(autonomy). In technique classes, Charlotte and Megan described the structure of 

repeated class material as well as the scaffolding of new material with what they had 

previously learned. Courtney initially struggled in Improvisation because to her it had 

“no structure,” but as the course progressed, she came to recognize the purposes of the 

classroom activities. Students also appreciated opportunities to add individuality into the 

movement material through movement exploration and improvisation. 

Diversity  

The variable of diversity applies to both in classroom and out of classroom 

activities. As students progress through the Perry stages, they become more comfortable 

with greater diversity of thoughts, beliefs, and values. This group of university Dance 

majors encountered a variety of perspectives on movement and dance from faculty, 

upper-level peers, and their cohort, and were generally open to learning a variety of dance 

styles. Some experienced unfamiliar movement styles in technique classes, some 
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experienced improvisation for the first time, and the students who collaborated for the 

Student Dance Concert piece built on each other’s different styles to create their 

choreography.  

Students also sought dance experiences outside of the BFA curriculum through 

classes, auditions, and performances, outside of the department and university settings. 

They also encountered diversity of perspectives, specifically on the topics of gender and 

race, through their dance theory courses, the dance studies guest speaker series, and 

participation in a senior BFA concert piece dealing with issues of racism. Alex’s 

separation from the group based in being the only male in the first-year cohort and in his 

background in Theater rather than Dance exemplified limits to this appreciation for 

diversity. 

Experiential Learning  

Like the variable of structure, experiential learning is a continuum of experiences 

from teacher-directed to self-directed learning. Turnage-Butterbaugh et al. (2017) suggest 

that teachers provide opportunities for self-reflection on learning experiences, thereby 

encouraging development of students’ epistemological thinking. Dance students 

described having time and opportunities in technique classes to work through new 

concepts and material for themselves, as well as examining their individual learning 

styles in First-Year Seminar. The interview process for this study also offered space and 

time for self-reflection on their growth and learning throughout the year. In describing 

their technique, improvisation, music, repertory, and dance production classes, students 

provided examples of direct learning within the first-year Dance curriculum. 
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Additionally, students experienced direct learning outside the curriculum through 

choreography and performance inside and outside of the Dance program.  

Personalism  

Knefelkamp (2003) described the instructional variable of personalism as “the 

degree to which the class could be characterized as respectful, collaborative, and able to 

relate the subject matter to the context of students’ lives” (p. 15). Several students 

described the classroom atmosphere with their cohort as supportive and collaborative, 

“like a family” (Jessica). Alex, who felt alienated from the peer group, was the exception 

to this. Students also discussed class material as relevant and applicable to their current 

dance practices and future career ambitions.  

Turnage-Butterbaugh et al. (2017) add that a safe and personalized classroom 

environment encourages risk-taking and creates “enthusiasm for, a personal investment 

in, and direct feedback about new material” (p. 57). For the dance students, risk-taking 

was directly encouraged by Dance faculty in one-to-one and group feedback meetings. 

Students described being willing to feel “weird” or “uncomfortable” with new material 

and to work beyond their “comfort zones” as part of their learning. Students appreciated 

instructors’ feedback being personalized for them, and they described the importance of 

evaluation in terms of their individual growth rather than in comparison to the rest of the 

cohort.  

Reflecting on this project from proposal stage to data collection and analysis to 

written dissertation, I identified five areas that might be elucidated through 

phenomenological inquiry in higher education dance. I discuss these in the next section. 
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Ideas for Further Research 

Transfer Student Experiences  

I initially interviewed three students who transferred into the Dance program and 

shared coursework with the first-year students. However, I did not include them in the 

final study. While sharing some similarities to the initial transition experiences of the 

first-year students, transfers also differed in that they were adapting to a new Dance 

program and a new university rather than experiencing them for the first time. Transfer 

students in Dance are a unique population separate from first-year students and their lived 

experiences warrant further study. 

Leaving a Dance Program  

The first-year students in this study were successful in their transitions into higher 

education and into the Dance program, as discussed in Chapter 8. Following the research 

methodologies of both Tinto and Astin, an alternate approach to the topic of first-year 

experience in Dance in higher education would be to focus on students who have left a 

Dance program. How do their lived experiences of first-year Dance differ from those who 

persist? Do leavers continue to participate in dance in other contexts such as extra-

curricular dance organizations or clubs, classes outside the college or university, and 

social dance contexts? Do they leave Dance programs for other majors related to Dance, 

such as Musical Theater, or unrelated to Dance? How are their meanings of dance 

different and similar across these contexts?  
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Experiences of Flow  

The theme of flow within dance experiences was particularly strong in Charlotte’s 

narrative. I was intrigued by her use of the term “flow” in relation to her immersion while 

dancing and while teaching dance. Despite her uncertainties about whether she belonged 

in the Dance major or in a Liberal Arts program, she persisted in Dance. I would be 

interested in examining connections between flow experiences such as Charlotte’s and 

persistence in higher education Dance.  

Self-Assessment as Lived Experience  

Formal assessment, through the metrics of grades, GPA, and the Dean’s List, 

were mentioned only in passing throughout the year by Charlotte, Jessica, Anna, and 

Alex. However, Courtney described video assessment in technique classes as the most 

challenging aspect of her first semester as a dance student, stating, “It’s helpful as a tool 

to use, but I don’t like it as a graded assessment” (Courtney, Interview 2, p. 8). She 

described initial embarrassment in watching herself on video, but as she began to self-

evaluate her performance, the process of video assessment “made me more confident that 

I can fix those things,” with the overall experience being “more helpful than hurtful in the 

end” (pp. 8-9). While self-evaluation was “a slow process,” she eventually felt “like I’m 

doing it better and it’s starting to look better. That’s part of the growth process” 

(Courtney, Interview 3, p. 8). This shift to self-evaluation interests me as an educator, and 

I would like to conduct further inquiry into students’ experiences of assessment within 

university Dance courses.   
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Reflections on Teaching  

Finally, this project has reshaped my own teaching practice in ways I only 

realized or appreciated in retrospect, particularly around concepts of internal/external and 

right/wrong in dance. For internal/external, this project reinforced my commitment to 

presenting classroom content holistically for multiple modes of learning, including 

somatic-sensory consciousness, spatial relationship, technical vocabulary, imagery, 

musicality, and affective expression. It also reinforced my inclusion of improvisation and 

dance composition activities within technique classes, with the hope that students will 

feel comfortable creating their own movements as well as replicating others’ movements.  

In working with private studio dance students, some of whom may choose to 

pursue Dance in higher education, I have been exploring ways to present my own class 

content as fluid and contextual rather than right and wrong, in the hopes that this 

approach in dancers’ pre-college experiences could make their transitions to dance 

education settings beyond the private studio (whether in higher education or elsewhere) 

less stressful. This has involved navigating my own uneasiness about the concept of 

authority in the classroom with young dancers. If my goal as a teacher is for my students 

to move beyond a dualistic understanding of right and wrong in Dance, how do I make 

corrections without seeming to be the arbiter of what is right and wrong? Without 

necessarily making a conscious choice to do so, during this project I found myself no 

longer framing technique corrections in terms of right and wrong but rather in terms of 

more efficient or less efficient for what we were trying to achieve in a particular step or 

combination. I frequently tell students to hold onto and remember a movement that would 
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be “wrong” for ballet technique but that could be “right” in another dance style; to 

borrow from Megan, it’s not wrong; it’s just different. I have also made a conscious 

effort to emphasize to my young dancers that their growth as dancers is not limited to 

skill acquisition, but rather that their growth in resilience and persistence are valuable 

skills to carry forward, for the dance classroom and beyond. 

Conclusion 

In attempting to pull together the multiple directions of this project, the image that 

recurs is a web. I picture students’ individual constructions of “first-year experience in 

Dance in higher education” containing intertwined threads of somatic, cognitive, social, 

and affective experiences of curriculum, faculty, peers, and self, arrayed intricate 

patterns, both unique and shared. Extant theory and practice in student development in 

higher education offers insights into some of these threads and potential overlaps between 

them (e.g., institutional integration and involvement as combining academic and social 

experiences); however, the students’ experiential accounts offer a more personalized 

view within the specific domain of Dance.  

To me, the six interview participants’ experiences demonstrate the ways the 

overall web can still hold even when a thread is dropped; while they faced challenges in 

some aspects of their experience, they remained committed to the overall process of 

Dance learning at the university level. For instance, Alex was able to persist in Dance 

despite the general lack of peer support and the feelings of alienation he experienced by 

cultivating friendships outside of the Dance cohort. Megan worked through frustration 

with the pace of her Ballet class by taking responsibility to challenge herself within the 
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material. Courtney coped with the disappointment of not having an opportunity to 

perform by focusing on herself and ways to improve her technique in less familiar dance 

forms. With encouragement from faculty’s philosophy and language in class, Jessica 

worked to stop herself from engaging in negative self-talk while dancing. While still 

facing uncertainty about continuing in Dance, Charlotte sought out mentors whose 

careers exemplified the dance studies and dance education paths she envisioned for 

herself. Anna overcame feelings of shyness and discomfort to pursue new audition and 

performance experiences and to expand her movement possibilities. In keeping with 

Tinto’s (2017) description, these students actively persisted, through challenge and 

struggle, to remain committed to Dance (p. 2). 

Overall, participating students described curriculum, faculty, and peers as 

supportive, despite specific instances to the contrary. To continue the earlier imagery, the 

web of academic and social supports contained space for self-reflection, growth, and 

meaning-making. In a university Dance program atmosphere that students generally 

perceived to be non-competitive, individually-oriented, embodied, and holistic, students 

deepened their understandings of their dance practices and of themselves as dance artists 

and learners. 

As the researcher for this project, I worked with an extraordinary group of first-

year Dance students. I was consistently amazed at their openness and availability to 

sharing their experiences, the level of responsibility they showed for their personal 

growth, the depth of their self-reflections, and their increasingly complex and nuanced 

understandings of Dance in particular and learning in general over the course of the year. 
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Perry noted the courage required to learn, grow, and adapt to the demands of university 

life, describing students as “courageous human beings who needed company and 

understanding along the way” (Knefelkamp, 2003, p. 12). 
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CHAPTER 10 

 

CODA 

 

This Coda includes first-year Dance students’ experiences of family as well as my 

own closing thoughts and reflections on this project. For the six interview participants, 

family encouraged their pre-university Dance experiences and their transitions into 

postsecondary Dance. However, descriptions of family were not consistent or prevalent 

for the overall group throughout the year to the extent that curriculum, faculty, peers, and 

individual practice were. There was not enough material to warrant a chapter, nor did the 

theme of “family” fit easily into the emergent macro-categories that became chapters. 

Hence, I conclude the dissertation with a coda, a piece that is formally distinct from the 

main structure of the dissertation, but contributes to its closure. 

 

Family 

Family was a common discussion topic at the start of students’ first-year 

experience and all six interview participants mentioned family in one or more interviews. 

However, mentions of family diminished over the course of the year. For this group, 

family members were the “unsung heroes”: they encouraged students’ pursuit of dance 

prior to university and offered varying levels and kinds of support during the year, but 

their prominence in student interview data shifted to the background as the year 

progressed, suggesting that family support was most relevant to this group during their 

initial transitions into the Dance program and into university life. The most frequent 

mentions of family centered on level of support for the choice to study Dance in higher 

education. Other topics included gratitude for preparing them for the independence and 
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responsibilities of college life, family connections to career opportunities in the dance 

field, and changes in family dynamics when returning home. 

In initial interviews, five participants (all but Alex) detailed their family support 

for pursuing dance, which ranged from fully supportive to encouraging having a “backup 

plan” or double major, to questioning the choice of a BFA degree over a BA for future 

job prospects. Courtney, Megan, and Anna described family encouragement, while 

Charlotte and Jessica shared family doubts about their choice of major. Courtney’s 

decision to pursue a degree in Dance was treated as matter-of-course by her parents. She 

also had a support network beyond her parents, stating that “all of my family friends, 

neighbors, everyone was rooting for me.” She felt “very fortunate,” noting that not 

everyone in her cohort had support from their parents to pursue Dance in college 

(Courtney, Interview 1, pp. 18-19). Megan also acknowledged that other students did not 

receive the same full support from family that she did. She came from an “artistic family” 

and her extended family were also encouraging. 

My family all support me, which I’m very grateful for. My mom was a 

string major. My sister is extremely artistic and wants to come here, but 

not for Dance... They all think what I’m doing is cool. My dad wasn’t an 

arts major, but he still supports me dancing. My aunts and uncles—they all 

support me. My family, we’re all pretty artistic people. So nobody is 

confused by what I’m doing. (Megan, Interview 1, p. 14) 

 

Prior to the start of college, Anna had taken a three-year break from intensive 

ballet training due to an injury and had not originally intended to dance in college. Her 

parents encouraged her to switch from Nursing to Dance: “I was accepted as a Nursing 

major, and then I decided to switch to Undecided. And my mom said, both my parents 

said, ‘Why don’t you try to see if you can get into the Dance program while you’re 
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deciding on what else you want to do?’” (Anna, Interview 1, pp. 1-2). Anna had also 

discussed her major choice with a college counselor, who also encouraged her to pursue 

her love of dance, despite her fears of poor job prospects: 

I wasn’t even planning to be a Dance major, for the sole reason that I 

didn’t think I would be able to succeed later on, and I know that’s a very 

typical image of being a Dance major... I remember people saying that 

their parents were hard on them and didn’t want them to be Dance majors. 

For me it was the opposite. I kept saying, “I already know how to 

dance…, I can do that somewhere else, and I want to pay to learn 

something new.” I just kept with that idea until my dad said, “God gave 

you this gift so you might as well use it. This is what He gave you, and it’s 

not a bad thing.” And then the counselor asked me why I don’t want to do 

it, and I told him the job reason. He looked at me and said, “There are no 

jobs anywhere you go... so, you might as well NOT have a job in 

something that you love to do...” (p. 17) 

 

Similar to Anna, Charlotte had not originally intended to major in Dance. She 

made the decision right before the start of college, so it was “all new” to her parents: 

I am enjoying myself in the Dance major, and I feel a little but guilty 

about that because my parents were like – ok, just get a double major. But 

it’s proving to be more difficult and probably more expensive than it needs 

to be. The thing is this is all new to them because I just decided in mid-

summer to become a Dance major. (Charlotte, Interview 1, p. 16) 

 

Her parents “didn’t love the fact that I was pursuing a BFA rather than a BA,” but she felt 

that neither she nor her parents had enough information about career options with either 

degree and she planned to speak with a career counselor about it (p. 16).  

Jessica was in a similar situation to Charlotte. While she knew her parents would 

not tell her “not to follow [her] dreams,” she was aware they had reservations and wanted 

her to have a “fallback” option: 

They support me, but you can see it in their eyes and hear it in their 

voices, “Maybe you can think about a fallback or maybe you can think 

about doing math and science also because you’re good at that and you 
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like it.” But I want to do this. My parents would never tell me no, not to 

follow my dreams, but...I know they would probably prefer it if I was 

doing something else. (Jessica, Interview 1, p. 11) 

 

Jessica was surprised at the ease of some aspects of her transition to university. 

For instance, she found it easier than she expected “to assimilate into college life and be 

on my own and be able to come to classes and not slack” (Jessica, Interview 2, p. 8). She 

attributed her level of self-responsibility to her family upbringing: 

My mother never babied me. She was there for me…, but she loves me 

enough to force me into being responsible for myself and being 

independent. I was afraid that I would not know what to do, and then I got 

here and I was like, “This was way easier than I thought it would be.” I 

didn’t have to stress out about my classes, and my living, and what I’m 

doing, like, “What do I do right now? I’m by myself.” I made a schedule 

for myself and stuck to it. I woke up, went to class, had lunch. I knew 

where I was going throughout the day and I wasn’t worried. I call my 

mom every day and tell her what’s going on. (pp. 9-10) 

 

Jessica was beginning to explore the ways that her family connections could be 

beneficial to her in the dance field. Having a family member working within a company 

she wanted to work for ensured that her resume would be “seen” for future job prospects: 

I’ve applied for internships through Disney careers online, and my uncle 

works for Disney, so he gave them a call. And this guy called me and said, 

“I think what’s best for you is to apply for the college program 

internship.” If I do that, that’s one semester not here; that’s a semester 

there... And the guy I was talking to was like, “I suggest that you apply for 

entertainment…because I know someone.” Of course, that’s how the field 

works and this is how this all works. He said, “I’ll make sure they see your 

resume,” which is amazing, but that’s not always a guarantee. (pp. 18-19) 

 

At the end of the year, Alex and Anna reflected on the ways that their college 

experiences shifted their perspectives on family. Alex developed a new perspective on 

himself as “a college kid who’s being funded by his parents” (Alex, Interview 3, p. 11). 

He realized that the social issues he observed around him, such as poverty, were not 



280 

 

unique to his new city, but that he had been unaware of them in his hometown: “It’s not 

like that wasn’t around—it’s that I didn’t live in it,” coming from “a nice neighborhood” 

and “the comfort of my family” (pp. 11-12). A change he observed in himself was that he 

had not thought “in-depth” about socioeconomic issues previously: 

Last year, I’d be like, “That doesn’t really matter to me. I just live in a 

house with my parents’ money.” But now, I feel not good asking them for 

money... I’d rather make money myself. It’s that independence that you 

want. When you start to think independently, you want that with money 

too... So, all of these thoughts have been influenced by this year. I would 

say that I didn’t think as in-depth last year. (p. 12) 

 

Like Alex, Anna became more aware of social issues during his first year at 

university. Returning home and spending time with her extended family during the spring 

semester while working through the choreographic process for the senior BFA piece on 

racism provoked her to view some of her family members in a different light: 

I went home for Easter, and the amount of racist jokes my family made 

that I never noticed before or I wasn’t sensitive to them was unbelievable. 

… I wish my whole family could take a step back, like I did, coming here. 

I mean, I never made jokes or anything, but maybe I did and I don’t even 

realize. Coming here, I just have to be hyper-aware... It just blew my mind 

coming home, because I never realized it until now. (Anna, Interview 3, 

pp. 10-11) 

 

This experience was conflicting as Anna felt passionate about the issues she was 

researching in the senior piece, but “didn’t have enough confidence” to discuss 

her feelings with her family:  

I felt alone, and frustrated that I didn’t have confidence to turn around and 

tell them to stop, and it’s not funny... I didn’t think my family was like 

that, and now, it’s like, “Whoa, wait a second, what are you saying right 

now?”... I felt a power struggle…like they felt above me and could make 

these jokes and could talk about it like this; they’ve experienced more than 

I have, and they’re older than me, so they can almost justify what they’re 

saying. ... I feel like I’m more mature than them in a sense... It was strange 
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to see the people that I care about make a joke about something that I have 

become so passionate towards, and my friends are, too. (p. 11-12) 

 

In summary, first-year Dance students’ experiences of family included support, 

acceptance, gratitude, conflict, and striving for independence. Students’ descriptions of 

family were most frequent in initial interviews. Mentions of family decreased at later 

points in the year, suggesting that family support was most significant during students’ 

initial transitions into university. Those who discussed family in final interviews (Alex 

and Anna) described new perspectives on family as a result of their first-year 

experiences. 

Personal Reflections 

In van Manen’s (2014) words, writing phenomenological research is a process of 

reflection in which “we may deepen and change ourselves in ways we cannot predict” (p. 

20). This statement rings true for my experience with this project. In immersing myself in 

the data from the first-year student group, I gained a deep appreciation for their passion 

for dance, their motivation to learn, and the scope of their self-reflections. This 

appreciation reinvigorated and re-energized both my commitment to this project and my 

teaching practices overall. Witnessing these students’ transformations as dancers and 

learners throughout their first year as Dance majors and subsequently analyzing them and 

writing about them from a phenomenological perspective has also inspired me to reflect 

on my own journey of dance in higher education. 

One thing that strikes me is the contrasting senses of time I’ve experienced 

through this project. On the one hand, “first-year experience of dance in higher 

education” is a finite concept, bound by auditions, dance days, campus tours, and 
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orientation activities at the start and concluding after second semester final exams. The 

structure of this project follows a linear format from curricular and programmatic 

structures, to student-faculty interactions, to group and interpersonal dynamics with peers 

and family, to individual growth over the course of the first year. Student development 

theories of first-year experience are likewise structured as linear progressions, with 

students gradually becoming acclimated and involved, developing a sense of belonging 

from their relationships with peers and faculty.  

On the other hand, the themes emerging from this project reinforced for me the 

cyclical aspect of the domain. I feel as though I’ve lived my own experiences three times 

at minimum: the original experiences as a first-year dance student, the empathic 

connections to the research participants grounded in similarities in our experiences, and 

finally, the process of finishing the dissertation. Doubts about my ability to complete this 

project, uncertainty of whether the final result would be worth the expenses of time, 

sleep, self-care, and endless stress, and the constant question of why I was putting myself 

through this process all echoed back. The circumstances were different, but I’d been here 

before. Even the framing within my own experiences of coping with September 11th as a 

college student to coping with the COVID-19 pandemic as a doctoral student, dance 

teacher, and mother of two small children was a parallel. This reinforced for me that 

persistence is not a skill to be attained but a continual process to be re-engaged in, and 

my own ability to persist was malleable, both positively and negatively. 

With these two constructs of time in mind, the idea of timelessness also entered 

in, in the sense that I believe that how students come to understand and make meaning 
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from their educational experiences will always have value to me as an educator, whether 

those experiences took place yesterday or two decades ago. In the gap between my own 

first-year experiences in college dance and those of my study participants, the world 

changed dramatically in terms of ubiquity of technology, constant access to information, 

and interconnectedness on social media. At the same time, our experiences upon entering 

college dance were not widely divergent. Both contained challenges of adapting to 

unfamiliar dance styles, moving past your physical comfort zone, balancing dance and 

non-dance classes, trusting in your own abilities and intuitions, and persisting through 

obstacles because dance was still so important to you despite all else. 

That being said, I almost quit, multiple times. As a first-year college dance 

student, persistence looked like talking myself through one class at a time, one 

combination at a time, mentally coaching myself that I could handle it even when I felt so 

self-conscious and out of place and didn’t know what I was doing there. As a doctoral 

student, it was struggling, sometimes paragraph by paragraph, sometimes sentence by 

sentence, through frustration and exhaustion and apathy and doubt. In both, there were 

peaks, breakthrough moments that sustained me, moments where I found a flow of 

movements or of words and the whole endeavor no longer seemed insurmountable. With 

my advisor’s “you are a dancer” statement echoing in my brain, I kept coming back to 

the dance studio, and with the conviction that the relationships I built with my study 

participants and their willingness to share their dance journeys with me couldn’t come to 

nothing in the end, I kept coming back to my laptop.  
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Looking back on it, I can see the benefits of my first-year experience in college 

dance, and I am glad that I persisted. I’ve tried to imagine myself in other professions, 

but I always come back to dance and I always come back to teaching. My college dance 

experiences led me to pursue an MA in Dance Education, which led me both to doctoral 

studies and to a teaching career I love. Beyond that, struggling in dance as a first-year 

student gave me experiences from which to empathize with my own students when they 

struggle, which I believe makes me a better teacher. When I tell my students to keep 

going, to persist, it comes from something real. I obviously don’t know what finishing 

this project will mean to me in the long run. I do know that, beyond a credential and a 

degree, I made it through, while also teaching, parenting, virtual schooling a 

kindergartener and preschooler, and coping with a global pandemic. The fact that I 

persisted is something that no one can take from me. 
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