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Doubt isn’t necessarily a sign of failure, but perhaps more often an indication of the strength of intention and meaning brought to the challenge.
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PREFACE


The book you hold in your hands is a product of (at this point) decades of focused academic research and clinical and applied work by Prof. Dave Collins and Prof. Áine MacNamara in talent development and psychological skills, as well roughly nine years of my own interest and work in supporting dancers’ health.


The book began when Dave was approached to write about dance talent development and psychological skills. I was lucky enough to be the person he asked to collaborate with him, alongside Prof. Áine MacNamara. After nearly three years (and many panics on my part), we have created this book.


For me, this book has been an enormous challenge and source of fear and anxiety. How could one book be the answer to the many challenges dancers will face during their training? How could we ensure that the book provided the most evidence-based and best guidance, for everyone? How could we make sure that every person that engaged in dance had a positive experience?


I learnt an enormous lesson during this process – no book can do things like that. No one piece of advice or single source of knowledge – whether it be a book, a person, a method or style of training – will give dancers everything they need to become successful. Every pathway to success will require a different combination of support and challenge. The advice in this book may not apply to you, or it may be useful guidance for you at some times and not at others, or it just may be a very helpful tool and once it is used, you need to move on to another tool to keep growing and developing. I hope it will be clear that our aim is to provide questions to consider, principles to use, and confidence to apply them to your particular goals and challenges.


I’m a perfectionist. In my life, that has sometimes driven me to work hard and look for ways to improve. At other times, it has made me question myself and my abilities, and to forget my accomplishments and only see my failures. At times in my life, wanting to be perfect has made me want to give up. I’m still learning to embrace both sides: first, to see that doubt isn’t necessarily a sign of failure but perhaps, more often, an indication of the strength of intention and meaning brought to the challenge; and, second, to recognize that striving for high standards can be a superpower, providing energy and strength to achieve challenging things. And every (scary, self-doubt inducing) challenge is a chance to grow.


We sincerely hope that this book is something that can be useful to you. As you, and we, gain new knowledge, there will likely be more editions of this book to add to the conversation.


Erin Sanchez
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INTRODUCTION


The International Association for Dance Medicine and Science was formed in 1990 when a groundswell of researchers, educators and clinicians came together with the aim to enhance the well-being and performance of dancers through medicine, research and education. Over the past thirty years, thousands of papers have been published in this domain (Solomon & Solomon, 2014), educational programmes at bachelors, masters and PhD level have graduated hundreds of students, and several national organizations are devoted to specific work in this area. Despite this growth, very little of the research coming from this field is being implemented into training or performing practice (cf. Collins, MacNamara & Cruickshank, 2018). One key area in need of further evidence-informed practice is training and talent development, which is essential in a competitive and demanding career pathway.
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The content of the book covers how aspiring dancers may develop their goals and, ultimately, define what success means to them. A toolbox of strategies is drawn from selected literature, including our own, to apply to talent development pathways; exemplar experiences of excellent performers; and a planning section to plot actions based on evidence and trustworthy advice.





Why Psychological Skills Matter: The Challenges


Research indicates that pre-professional or competitive dance training and professional careers are physically, psychologically and economically challenging and require robust preparation. Incidence of injury, as measured retrospectively and through clinical records, is historically and consistently high, at 74–80 per cent (e.g. Laws, 2005; Hincapie et al., 2008, 2012; Allen et al., 2014). Pain and injury affect dancers’ employment, ability to earn, performance and career longevity (Tarr & Thomas, 2011), and injury treatment is rare given the incidence, possibly due to lack of available support, fear of injury severity or desire to continue dancing (Kerr et al., 1992; Mainwaring et al., 1993; Laws, 2005). Relative energy deficiency (formerly called the female athlete triad) is also a key concern for dancers. A combination of aesthetic, physiological and mechanical factors mean that a low weight confers an advantage in dance training and careers (Keay, 2018). Most dancers will not have the benefit of support from a dietician or strength and conditioning coach, and thus, efforts to control or change weight, or simply energy imbalance resulting from training load, can result in relative energy deficiency.


Although physical concerns are very serious, retrospective interviews in the UK have reported that, between 1993 and 2002, there was a reduced incidence of smoking and eating problems, reduced injuries due to environmental factors and ignoring early warning signs, and an increase in positive training factors, such as cooling down (Laws, 2005). This may be due to the gradual expansion of medical, physiological and nutritional support, especially within large ballet and contemporary companies and schools in the UK during this time. However, where these areas have grown, psychological support, education and interventions for mental health and psychological performance enhancement are still rare, with challenges such as drug and alcohol abuse and external stress increasing over time points. Notably, psychological problems were more common than injury, with 92 per cent of dancers reporting at least one concern in the past twelve months, and 85 per cent reporting more than one, including 41 per cent stating that they had experienced general anxiety (Laws, 2005). Dancers also report practical concerns that may predispose them to increased stress levels: that employment and income are uncertain, work schedules are erratic, careers in dance are often economically limited and unstable, competition for employment is high, and dancers regularly face a job market with too few vacancies for the available workers (Hamilton et al., 1989; Riley, 2016; Aujla, 2019).


Dance performance also lacks objective criteria for achievement. Quantitative and qualitative measures for dance performance exist in ballet and contemporary dance, including marks for technique, expressiveness, x-factor or overall performance/impressiveness above and beyond motor skill, coordination or accuracy (Angioi et al., 2009; Krasnow & Chatfield, 2009), but such measures are not used in formal talent identification or development processes. Aesthetic expectations in ballet are also evolving with time, requiring increased flexibility and strength (Daprati et al., 2009), but with no objective standard and little guidance on evidence-based and safe training practices, dancers often adopt an approach where more is always better. Subjective opinions of gatekeepers will determine success in securing training opportunities, employment, promotion and recognition. In many cases, poor communication or lack of transparency between the dancer and gatekeepers regarding all the above points can lead to experiences of self-doubt, low confidence, contingent self-worth and burnout (Turton, 2018).


Dance Education and Psychological Skills


Taken together, these many challenges demand a varied and well-developed physical and psychological skillset for a successful training and career in dance, and there are calls for dance education (talent development pathways) to respond (Jackson, 1996; Bennett, 2009; Risner, 2010).


Talent development in many full-time dance training environments represents the final developmental step before entrance into the profession. Evidence-based talent identification and development strategies are developing in dance, but have been a challenge to implement, partially due to a lack of structured understanding of constantly changing career demands, but also due to the lack of funding and time to implement evidence into practice. Educational practices, especially in vocational training, can be dictated by tradition. As indicated by the level of injury among dancers and the incidence of dropout in vocational training environments, discussed above, some traditional methods can result in situations where dancers survive rather than thrive, and where the emergence of dancing excellence is a rare occurrence rather than a planned and supported outcome. Creating optimal dance talent development environments is complex. Aujla and colleagues (2014) state, ‘Specifically, literature reviews in both sport and dance indicate that optimal talent development depends upon a range of variables including student commitment, teacher behaviour, structured learning and practice, as well as physical facility, all of which educators can influence in the studio’ (p.4).


Creating successful professional dancers has also historically been a challenge for talent pathways; in 2015, three critically acclaimed and financially successful contemporary dance choreographers in the UK jointly stated that the top three British contemporary dance conservatoires were not producing dancers of an employable standard. A similar concern has been voiced about the lack of British ballet dancers in the upper ranks of leading ballet companies in the UK (Eden, 2013). These concerns have touched off industry-wide debate about dance training in the UK. In the case of the contemporary dance sector, this centred on defining the demands of a professional’s career in contemporary dance – namely, that career pathways were diverse and successful training of graduates cannot only be measured on performance quality alone. Judith Mackrell, dance critic for The Guardian wrote:


If we’re going to debate whether our training institutions are fit for purpose, we have to consider exactly what that purpose is… not simply in terms of training the ‘best’ performers in the world, or honing the most beautiful bodies – Rather, it’s to offer the widest, most creative kind of dance education possible.


The philosophy of the UK’s top institutions is that the dance industry is about far more than performance.


(Mackrell, 2015)


This debate seems to give a clear indication that a range of skills is necessary to compete in the current job market. Other skills, including business, marketing, communications, fundraising, donor-relationship building, technical theatre and collaborative working are also key components for successful careers (Building a Dancer, 2018) Studies of dance talent development support this anecdotal evidence, finding that talent characteristics are multidimensional, applying motivation, commitment and coping skills to physical, technical and artistic skill development (Walker et al., 2010). The multidimensional nature of dance talent development requires an interdisciplinary approach (Redding et al., 2011). Psychological skills, such as resilience, self-regulation, creativity and grit, may be valuable assets to a dance professional within a constantly fluctuating job market. Thus far, such skills have not been an explicit part of dance talent development.


Your Role


This book is intended for parents, teachers and aspiring dancers. It is not intended to be an academic text, nor will it provide a comprehensive overview of literature or academic sources. It is written in a practical and approachable way, and one we as authors hope will make this book instructive without being prescriptive or impenetrable. It incorporates our views, which are informed by academic research, as well as practical experience working with athletes and dancers. The content of the book covers how aspiring dancers may develop their goals and, ultimately, define what success means to them. A toolbox of strategies is drawn from selected literature, including our own, to apply to talent development pathways, exemplar experiences of excellent performers and a planning section to plot actions based on evidence and trustworthy advice.


The Book’s Structure


The book is divided into four parts: Ideas, Tools, Realities and Action.


Ideas


Part I focuses on how aspiring dancers, and those that support them, generate and refine their thinking about what they want to achieve. In this section, our focus is on the ability to define, reflect on and question goals using creative and flexible thinking, and to set those goals harmoniously within the larger frame of your life. The aim of this section is to answer this question: ‘What is the dream for me?’ In Chapter 1, we examine the common preparatory steps for lifelong achievement and satisfaction, whatever your goal, as well as recognizing that goals will regularly change. However, fundamental to this chapter is the recognition that there is no one way – the best approach is to use flexible and adaptable methods that are suited to your targets, and focus on being the best that you can be and enjoying it. The chapter also looks at the subjectivity of definitions of success in dance based on genre, differing goals and how defining aims in specific terms will help determine the ultimate path to success.


Tools


Part II equips dancers, and those that support them, to understand the current literature and knowledge in talent development. The aim is to build a toolbox and fill it with possible strategies to select from using critical thinking and self-reflection.


Chapter 2 introduces the Psychological Characteristics of Developing Excellence (PCDEs). Psychological skills and characteristics are key determinants of development and performance. A common characteristic of dancers who make it to the top could arguably be the possession and deployment of a range of psychological skills that enable performers to cope with the varied challenges they encounter on their journey. Alongside this, expert dancers will also likely have the confidence to ‘have a go’ and stay with the journey when faced with the setbacks and challenges that are an inevitable part of the process. Embedding the teaching and testing of PCDEs into dance training using formal, informal and procedural structures is an effective talent development strategy.


Chapter 3 addresses the psychomotor or physical demands of dance training. This chapter stresses that early training will encompass a broad range of skills, wider than the demands of dance, and will develop confidence to perform those skills effectively. This critically well-considered early training can counter many of the issues associated with early specialization, make for a healthier dancer and result in a better adult performer.


Chapter 4 provides a brief introduction to talent identification and development pathways in dance and discusses factors that talented individuals, parents or teachers can consider to ensure this crucial process delivers what is needed to reach the goals in mind. Traditional methods for recognizing talent, what talent may look like and why, and what to look for in talent development environments are discussed.


Part II finishes with a focus on supporting dancers’ mental health, including mental health issues related to performance, as well as to life in general in Chapter 5. A combination of performer skills, perspective and knowledge, coupled with decreased stigma, can help to counter these issues and to promote positive growth. Preparation, challenge and positivity within talent development environments can develop flexibility and adaptability in developing performers. Teachers can support dancers’ mental health through the application of Seligman’s PERMA model (Seligman, 2018) and parents can provide support tailored to the values of their child and employ a nested approach to support, whereby their role is gradually adjusted from manager to consultant.


Realities


In Part III, we discuss common challenges that dancers, and those that support them, may experience. Through observation, self-awareness, courage and confidence, challenge and failure create opportunities for growth. Chapter 6 outlines factors that might hinder progression and impact on the young dancer, such as perfectionism, passion, fear of failure, identity foreclosure and the evaluative nature of dance education. Ultimately, the chapter emphasizes how challenge can be an important developmental tool on the young dancer’s journey.


Action


Part IV closes the book with guidance on how to make decisions based on evidence and trustworthy advice. Effective, iterative goal-setting based on evidence, best practice, an informed sense of self-worth and realistic knowledge of ability are explored through the lens of thinking like a scientist. Chapter 7 explores the care necessary to ensure that there is an evidence base for choices made in the talent development environment, the need to be a critical consumer of information and to employ Sagan’s Baloney Detection Kit when weighing up information and taking action.


Broader Connections


This book forms one part of a larger research project. The project aims to provide an evidence base for the value of improving dancers’ psychological skill development within the talent development process to support mental health and enhance career success. By enhancing the practical evidence base, tools and information to implement evidence into practice will follow to help dancers make the most of their training and to reach their real potential, as well as empowering them to be autonomous decision-makers – or choosing the goals and leading the action to get to them.


The project will enhance practical understanding of dance talent development by investigating perceptions and observation of psychological skills development in dance talent development processes. The connection of psychological skills to career success, and mechanisms that allow skill development during dance training will follow.


The perceptions of dance students who are in training, professional dancers who have been through training and gatekeepers who select talent for training will shed light on whether psychological skills are believed to be developed during the talent development process, and the usefulness of psychological skills in determining professional success for dancers.


Perceptions of the mechanisms that may allow dancers to transform challenging experiences from talent development environments and life into successful professional experiences will also be investigated. Previous research in sport has suggested that there is a relationship between talent and trauma (Collins & MacNamara, 2012). There are indications from retrospective research that recovery from memorable challenge experiences in sportspeople depends on pre-existing adaptive psychological skills and characteristics (such as focus, motivation, self-awareness, reflection and evaluation, and self-belief), which are tested and enhanced by trauma experiences, as well as social support and an ability to apply learning from previous experiences to current challenges, e.g. post-traumatic growth (Savage et al., 2017). Further, evidence among professional performing artists indicates that, although they were more anxious and experienced more cumulative post-traumatic events in adulthood, engagement with creative experience was heightened among those with exposure to substantial childhood adversity (Thomson & Jaque, 2018). Similarly, a study examining largely early career professional dancers indicated that 34 per cent were moderately or often mentally healthy (e.g. flourishing) whilst, perhaps surprisingly, also experiencing symptoms of mental illness (Ascenso, 2018). These two states can occur at the same time within the same individual. Thus, challenge may, when combined with social support and adaptive psychological skills, lead to an ability to achieve professional success, but creative performers may also require support to navigate mental ill-health and trauma.


The current project is set in the understanding that dance talent development is a traditional, applied practice, and thus has limited connections to evidence or research. We also aim to enhance the relationship between practice and evidence in dance talent development by:




•Comparing amount, findings, quality, readership and impact of non-academic literature and academic literature on psychological skills in dance talent development and successful professional dance careers.


•Grounding the current programme of research in practical environments, led by the needs and outcomes required for practitioners, and adding this to the body of peer-reviewed literature.


•Engaging current stakeholders in reflection on, and development of, a practice-led and evidence-based intervention to develop psychological skills among talented young dancers.





Integrating the perceptions gathered with previous evidence from sport and dance, in the second part of the project, we will pilot a programme to see whether dance talent development pathways can achieve mental health outcomes and professional success by: (1) supporting the development of (and confidence in deploying) effective, targeted and appropriate psychological skills for performance (Collins & MacNamara, 2017); and (2) supporting young dancers to make informed, autonomous decisions about talent-enhancing activities, with balanced understanding of risks and benefits for health and performance.




SUMMARY


In summary, elite professional dance careers are physically, psychologically and economically challenging and, thus, professional success requires robust preparation of varied characteristics. Psychological skills are a defining feature of expert performance in other domains and are also anecdotally perceived to support success in professional dance careers.


However, limited evidence exists to suggest the specific psychological characteristics required for success, or the mechanisms, factors and timing that allow for their development. We are engaged in a programme of research to better understand these phenomena in practice and share this understanding with academics and practitioners.


In this book, we present a unique approach of plain-spoken suggestion and information provision on this subject as coaches, parents, scientists, advocates for dancers’ health and experienced practitioners ourselves.


It is our hope that this book continues a path towards an articulated and evolving understanding of what is needed to excel in a professional career in dance, with specific emphasis on the systematic and purposeful development of psychological characteristics required for excellent performance.







PART 1


IDEAS


Dancers and those that support them can use this section to generate and refine their thinking about what they want to achieve.


Skills: self-reflection, questioning, confidence, motivation, harmonious passion, creative and flexible thinking.


Outcome: To define what success will look like for you.
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What is the dream?







CHAPTER 1


PARAMETERIZING THE CHALLENGE:


WHICH WAY IS THE WAY?


What Do You Want? (Fig. 1.1)


If you have picked up this book, you are clearly interested in dance. It is always sensible to get as much information as possible as you plan your future or try to support a family member or others towards success.
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What do you want? Each individual can use this book to help achieve the best that they are capable of and wish to commit to.
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Figure 1.1 This figure comes from a project looking at the ‘life pathways’ that participants in a variety of different sports and physical activities could follow. The ‘Three Worlds’ Continuum (developed from Jess & Collins, 2003). Adapted from ‘Participant development in sport: An academic review’, Bailey et al. (2010). Sports Coach UK, 4, 1–134.





Before we start, however, it is worth considering those goals in slightly more detail, starting with what the book you are holding aims to do. This book is not about how to guarantee success in a dance career, although the advice and information included here could be used to significantly improve your preparation and, therefore, your chances of reaching that goal. This is a book about how to nurture young talented individuals by supporting their potential and intelligence, and by preparing them to realize their best possible outcome. The eventual goal could be an elite performance on stage, committed involvement in a non-performing role in the dance profession, or a career doing something meaningful and fulfilling and completely unrelated to dance. The main point is that each individual can use this book to help achieve the best that they are capable of and wish to commit to. Furthermore, each person can achieve their goals, recognizing that these may change with time and experience.


A person can aim at any time for performances that fit into one of three categories, relating to their own personal goals. These are as follows:




•ERE or Elite Referenced Excellence. In ERE, your ability is measured by your status against others or through competition. For example, ‘I’m a principal dancer at XXX’, ‘I toured with XXX’, ‘I won the YYY prize/competition’ or ‘I am the XXX world champ’.


•PRE or Personally Referenced Excellence. In PRE, your ability is based on how you have developed in relation to your own past performance. For example, ‘After all that hard-focused practice, I can see my skills improving’ or ‘I feel I am performing and competing much better recently’.


•PSW or Physical Self Worth. In PSW, your involvement in dance is a personally beneficial thing. ‘I dance because I enjoy it, it helps me stay fit, it makes me feel good about myself, or I just love the environment and people associated with it.’ This could also be ‘I love it. After dance classes, I feel energized and at one with myself.’ or ‘Dance is important in my life. I just am a dancer’.
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