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INTRODUCTION


Why This Book Will Change Your College Dance Team Game


Checking texts for what feels like the 251st time today…


Five minutes later…


I check again…


Finally! I break out into my happy dance (you’ll just have to use your imagination)!


It’s the text from my client Danielle I’ve been waiting for:


“I made the dance team! Hanging out with my new teammates. So excited. First team meeting in an hour! I’ll fill you in later!”


That message is why I’m writing this book.


As a college counselor since 2017, I’ve advised and supported hundreds of high school dancers in both the academic and dance processes. Like Danielle, many of the dance team prospects I’ve worked with have gone on to make top competitive teams.


I raised two daughters who grew up dancing competitively and eventually found their places on college Division IA (DIA) dance teams. For my eldest daughter, Mia, it was not without stress and heartache. She made the Wake Forest University dance team in the spring of 2020, in the midst of COVID-19. But within weeks, things quickly went sideways.


The coach, a former dance team member, was not asked back. A university staff member with little to no dance background or dance team experience, was asked to reaudition the team. Mia was not selected; she was devastated.


Mia auditioned the next year and made the team under a new head coach. She was an integral part of the senior class that competed for the first time in nearly a decade in 2022. That class and the other talented dancers, including my younger daughter Brooke, elevated the team to national standing by making the Universal Dance Association (UDA) DIA Jazz Finals in 2024.


The moral of the story is that you can’t assume anything about college dance teams other than they can be completely unpredictable. Celebrating my daughters’ successes and those of my clients, like Danielle, is gratifying.


As Danielle’s college and dance team counselor, I worked with her long enough to know what it took for her to get into her college of choice and make a DIA dance team! When I met Danielle, it was August of her senior year of high school, and she had no idea how to start the daunting college and dance team journey. By no means is making a successful college and dance team match a given. Many high school students’ dreams are dashed when the college and dance team combination doesn’t work out. I feel a combination of pride and accomplishment, knowing my guidance helped Danielle’s dream come true. In my job, I’m fortunate to experience those life-changing moments with dancers each year.


Danielle represents thousands of high school students who have discovered the magical world of collegiate dance teams, but few know how to navigate a path to college and dance team selection success because there is no one tried-and-true path or formula, at least not yet. Like any challenging pursuit, it’s full of risks and setbacks, even when you think you’ve figured it out.


If you think college admissions is filled with hoops, hurdles, and hidden secrets, at least there is a standardized process and a common application used by most schools. For college dance teams, there is no standardization. I repeat, there is no standardization on how teams recruit, select, operate, fund, staff, or train their teams.


However, in May 2025, the National Dance Coaches Association (NDCA) unveiled a common recruitment video framework. Collegiate coaches can choose to use these video requirements as part of their dancer evaluation process. The intent is to reduce the amount of video recording that is required by dancers pursuing multiple teams. That’s one small step, for sure.


Currently, there is also no designated governing body outlining best practices or looking out for the welfare of the dancers. It’s not like other NCAA sports, where an athlete is recruited by multiple teams, bypasses the normal competitive admissions expectations and process, and carefully considers their scholarships and perhaps some Name, Image, and Likeness (NIL) payday offers1 before showing up at a National Signing Day event to select one of the dozen teams that made them an offer!


With the exception of teams in the National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA),2 few dance team prospects get the same opportunity. Yet in the end, many dancers commit as much, if not more time, to representing their universities. Some must even pay for the privilege. We’ll save that discussion for another day, though.


The point is that dance team members must get into college on their own academic merits and navigate each team’s recruitment or audition process on any timeline a coach chooses. There is rarely an opportunity to “shop” offers. One dancer with whom I worked was recruited by a DIA team and given 24 hours to accept a position on the team. That happened in February, when she hadn’t yet received all of her college admissions and scholarship offers or heard from any other teams. Hmmmm…it’s not right, but it’s the type of information you need going into this journey.


This book is not intended to prescribe solutions to the issues with collegiate dance team recruitment and operations, but I hope it shines a light on the current environment, and I’m eager to be a part of envisioning solutions. I wrote this book to inform dancers, parents, dance teachers, coaches, and anyone else who works with young dancers about the challenges. I provide guidance in the hope that students can avoid the worst-case scenario: The dancer doesn’t get into any colleges or make any dance teams because they were chasing the shiny “dance team” object, and not ensuring they had secured a path for their educational future.


My motto is “College first, then dance team.” Until the day comes when a dance team offer arrives with a full tuition scholarship for a student who would not otherwise be able to afford college, this is the motto to live by.


I know that I can’t provide one-on-one college and dance team counseling to every family, and not every family has the resources to get assistance beyond their high school counselor. This book is one way to reach everyone with the will and fortitude to pursue the dream. This book offers information about the college admissions journey that is often not shared with students unless they have individual college counseling support. It will also provide insights into how young dancers can grow in their technique, athleticism, and artistry to become a visible representative for their college or university as a collegiate dance team member, whether the team competes or not.


Beyond the book, my website and blog (www.danceintocollege.com) and Instagram and YouTube channels provide additional information on the Dance into College services, as well as tips and insights on how to navigate the pieces of the college admission and dance team processes.


Let’s take a look at the road ahead and what you can expect. This book provides information, anecdotes, tools, tips, and insights to give dancers and parents a road map to college and dance team success!


There Is a Dance Team Out There for Anyone!


The premise is that there is a college and dance team out there for anyone willing to work to make the dream a reality, but finding the right college/ team match is critical, and understanding your personal criteria is paramount. Sacrifices must usually be made. Dancers need to recognize that the best college and dance team decision may come down to selecting a college for the experience and education it offers them, and forgoing a dance team experience.


This book is designed to lead you through the journey. The saying “trust the process” comes to mind. We start by diving into the basics of collegiate dance teams. From there, we explore each phase of the process on both the academic and dance team sides. You’ll learn how to make your college and dance team match, which is so hard to do, but with the guidance in this book, you’ll increase your odds significantly.


I offer college admissions guidance that you may not get in high school. A dancer can’t make a college dance team without first getting into college, so this first piece is the most important component.


This book also walks you through the six stages of the Dance into College Elite Dance Team Training Framework: Explore, Develop, Prepare, Engage, Pursue, and Execute. The dance team training and recruitment process can start at any age, so we’ve offered guidance on the timeline based on the dancer’s current stage of development.


Keep these three primary goals in mind. No one piece is more important than the other for a college dance team prospect.




	I want to spend my four years of college in an academically challenging environment that will fulfill my academic pursuits.


	I want to be a part of a supportive and accepting college community that will help me grow and thrive as an individual.


	I want the opportunity to represent my school on a dance team that matches my dance strengths and goals, one that will challenge me to be a better dancer while valuing my academic pursuits and my mental and physical health.





So, dancers and parents, if you are going to undertake this journey, buckle up! It could be a bumpy, but thrilling ride!


At the end of each chapter, I provide action steps intended for a dancer and parent to discuss and pursue. I hope these action steps are a constructive way to approach what can be a stressful process that can strain even the best parent-child relationship.


And while you may not be able to text me to share your excitement when you get into college and make the team, you can always use the hashtag #danceintocollege on your social media, and I’ll do a happy dance for you, just as I did for Danielle! Let’s get started.









PART I


THE BASICS
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CHAPTER 1


The Dancer Super-Student- Athlete and the Meteoric Rise of the Collegiate Dance Team Industry


In the last decade, an ever-expanding dance team ecosystem has developed. Young dancers are discovering this unrivaled opportunity to dance beyond high school and want to take the necessary steps to be a part of that world, and with good reason.


Flawless hair and glitter makeup, sparkly uniforms, and glowing spray tans are part of the allure. Not only are college dance teams glamorous in the beauty sense of the word, but their role on many college campuses is extremely visible and exciting. From groundbreaking events for new campus buildings to National Championship television coverage, dancers represent their university throughout the school year, often engaging directly with the public, media, and notable alumni. Dancers are also increasingly being recognized as athletes in the college environment.


But they are unlike any other athlete on campus. I refer to them as Super-Student-Athletes. A dancer’s ability to draw attention with their attractiveness, train and perform year-round as an athlete, and engage the audience with their performance artistry is a leveling-up combination. But beyond even those qualifications as a Super-Student-Athlete, dancers must be academically competitive to be recruited.


They are not given a pass for a low GPA or test score during the college admissions review. The dancer Super-Student-Athlete brings brains, beauty, athleticism, and artistry to their sport. Frankly, college administrators are just beginning to understand the true potential these individuals have for creating institutional buzz.


So, if you (dancer) or your dancer (parent) is obsessed with being on a college dance team, it’s understandable. But how did we get here? Not so long ago, college dance teams were seen as entertainment and spirit leaders in the college game day experience, and only a small number of teams competed. Few demonstrated the technique and athleticism we see today.


How did dance teams go from being a cute performance team to a highly competitive endeavor and a significant factor for young dancers selecting a college today?


The Rise of Varsity Spirit


Varsity Spirit, the American cheerleading company, was founded in 1974 to provide educational training opportunities for cheerleaders. As the company developed and evolved, they recognized a growing need in the world of dance and added camps, competitions, and education for dancers to their brand.3


Varsity held the first National Dance Team Championship (NDTC) in 1983.4 The first college dance championship followed just a few years later in 1986, with just two teams competing. Since then, the brand has continued to grow, experiencing major jumps in participation in the late ’90s, mid-2000s and again in the 2014–2015 season. In 2025, the UDA College Nationals saw 124 teams compete in 272 performances, and the National Dance Alliance (NDA) College Nationals saw 178 teams compete in 312 performances!5


While Varsity Spirit’s dance programs initially focused on high school


and college team competitions, it has evolved to include all-star teams and training camps and recruitment combines, solidifying its place as a major force in the competitive dance industry. With UDA, NDA, and USA Dance, all under one parent company, Varsity Spirit has the lead in the competition industry, but newcomers, such as Dance Team Union (DTU), are growing.6




Fun Fact:


The UDA is where the phrase “dance team” originated. According to Varsity Spirit, “When founding Universal Dance Camps in 1980 (now known as UDA), Jeff Webb and Kris Shepherd were set on creating training for drill teams around the country. They quickly decided the phrase ‘dance team’ was a better fit to describe the intended training. Today, the phrase ‘dance team’ is used in the school and all-star space internationally.”6








UDA College Nationals growth from 2013 to present:
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CREDIT LINE: Brian Bianco, email message to author, June 5, 2025.


Can You Say Dance Moms?


We have to acknowledge that the competitive dance industry, in general, has reaped enormous benefits from the popularity of the television show Dance Moms, featuring Abby Lee Miller. First airing in 2011, this Lifetime Network show became an instant hit with preteens and teens who grew up with the young, talented stars over eight seasons. My daughters were in that age group and hung on to every word and every routine. They saw in themselves the passion of those dancers and aspired to their level of performance, technique, and artistry.


The fire was lit for thousands of young dancers who accepted the challenge. Those inspired preteens are now current college students or recent college graduates who elevated the college dance team landscape in every way possible over the last decade.


Some Dance Moms cast members eventually joined college dance teams, including Kendall Vertes (James Madison University) and Maesi Caes (University of Minnesota), and raised social media awareness of college dance teams among those same dancers. I dare say that many collegiate dancers today still go back and watch old episodes of Dance Moms to reflect on the nostalgia of their youth and the inspiration for their college dance team journey.


Athleticism Meets Artistry


Nonathletic dancers need not apply.


I don’t know why anyone would think that dancers are not athletes, but that’s a topic for another discussion. However, particularly for college dance team prospects, the level of athleticism required today has sparked discussions about making dance an NCAA sport.


At our latest count (and the number changes regularly), more than 460 college dance teams compete at least once annually.7 Dancers perform choreographed pieces and demonstrate artistry as well as skills requiring strength, flexibility, and coordination. Elite teams perform advanced acrobatic and martial arts-style tricks. To achieve success, college dancers practice year-round in the studio and do strength and conditioning training. College dance team members don’t just practice and perform during one athletic season; they are required to be in top shape and perform year-round.


Keep in mind that the only people discussing making dance team a sport today are grassroots advocates, dancers, and parents looking for scholarship money to preserve their retirement accounts. Not the NCAA. But as with most things, grassroots efforts often lead to change. But there’s hope. NAIA has made dance team a sport with many of the rights, privileges, and scholarships offered to other athletes.8


Viral Videos and National Championship Watch Parties


Never have U.S. college dance teams had so much national and international recognition as during the 2024 UDA National Championships. Perennial favorites -The Ohio State University and the University of Minnesota were two of the top teams in the country, ready to face off in the DIA Jazz and Pom categories. Still, it was the Jazz category that captured the nation’s attention.


While Ohio State’s “My Way” routine took college dance choreography, costuming, and musicality to a new level, it was the University of Minnesota’s second-place routine to “Dream On” that went viral worldwide.9


Minnesota was well-known in dance circles, but it was the jaw-dropping turn sequence (about 28 rotations) in the middle of the routine that captured international attention.


Social media, traditional national news outlets, and local news affiliates were in awe of the team’s ability to pull off a complex turn sequence into a side-aerial landing on one foot and, without skipping a beat, continue the turn rotations in perfect synchronicity! You’ve got to see it to believe it!


[image: ] You can find Minnesota’s 2024 UDA “Dream On” routine on YouTube.


This competition propelled collegiate dance teams into the spotlight. Videos of these routines have garnered millions of views, and dancers of all ages across the country now treat UDA Nationals as their Super Bowl, holding watch parties, between dance classes, of course!


Bringing in the “Big Dog” Choreographers


You know when something has value when money is invested.


For an increasing number of collegiate dance teams, you see the financial investment in brilliant choreography. Some of the world’s most sought-after professional choreographers have found a new outlet for their talents. This intersection between the professional dance world, including choreographers of international acclaim such as Mandy Moore, Ricky Ubeda, Shannon Mather, and Travis Wall, and college dance teams has given the sport credibility and validation. This high-profile choreographer trend is bound to continue as they continue to win national titles.


Dancing Beyond College: Go Pro or Work in the Field


Increasingly, career paths have emerged from the college dance team experience. Gone are the days when pro cheerleaders are on the proverbial sidelines.


Other than the world-renowned Dallas Cowboys Cheerleaders and a few other highly marketed teams, most pro dance/cheer teams were barely a thought in the professional game day experience.


Now, pro cheer teams are seen as a significant part of a sports team’s identity and brand. The concept of professional cheer (dance) teams has spread from football and basketball to baseball and even hockey. Not only are the pro cheerleaders more visible, but the dancers are also paid better (not well) and receive more perks than in the past.


Many young dancers see pro cheer teams as steppingstones to a future career in dance. Paula Abdul, singer, dancer, choreographer, and judge on the hit show American Idol, got her break as a Laker Girl, the pro dance team for the L.A. Lakers NBA team.10 Many pro cheer members go on to coach or do choreography for collegiate and pro teams. Michael Jackson even chose Abdul as a choreographer. Abdul said, “They knew I was a Laker Girl and this was my first big break, and they gave it to me.”11


Additionally, former dance team members have gone on to work as professional dancers, choreographers, trainers, and coaches. The growth of collegiate dance teams will increasingly generate a variety of dance-related jobs, including middle and high school coaching, trainers, choreographers, and uniform and costume designers.


DANCE TEAMS ARE A POPULAR, BUT CHALLENGING GOAL


Investment=Opportunity


As the visibility and notoriety of dance teams have increased, and as glamorous as they appear to the public, there are less appealing realities that you need to understand before diving in, including the fact that money buys opportunity. The days of an eager college freshman showing up on a DI college campus with little or no dance training and making a college dance team are long gone.


Gone also are the days of filling out one or two college applications with little concern about getting in. Both college admissions and the world of college dance teams have become highly competitive, and trying to find the right match between college and dance team has become a uniquely challenging task. Make sure you understand the financial commitment required to pursue both dance and college-level academics. The people you choose to include in your village to support the student-athlete on this journey may require a significant financial investment.


The Foundational Premises


The processes for both college admissions and the dance team start long before the senior year of high school. For some, the process begins at three or four years old. The educational and dance training decisions made at these ages often, but not always, determine the trajectory of the individual’s path. This isn’t to say that there is only one path to college and a collegiate dance team. In fact, it’s quite the opposite.


However, to maximize the number of opportunities in college for a dancer Super-Student-Athlete, some general principles are worth noting:




	Prospective dance team recruits need college-ready academic preparation in high school to get into college and be successful as students.


	The more rigorous the high school education and the better the grades in those rigorous classes, the more college options are available. Some top public flagship universities, private universities, and colleges now have acceptance rates below 10% for some applicant groups.12 



	Generally, today’s dancers have been exposed to an average of 13 years of technical dance training.13 Without solid advanced dance technique training, dance team options decrease. Additionally, the best college dance team prospects today have been trained and competed in multiple genres and possess exceptional athleticism, as well as exposure to cheer and acrobatic skills.


	Today’s dancer Super-Student-Athlete is expected to be polished, poised, and articulate. Look no further than Auburn University’s dance team member Abbie Stockard—otherwise known as Miss America 2025.





College Admissions Space Race


The college admissions process has become a corn maze in its own right. You enter without a clear map or direction. It’s filled with dead ends and restarts. Combining this harrowing ordeal with the college dance team process can be overwhelming.


I probably don’t need to tell you this, but college applications require a lot more work than they used to, and the bar for getting accepted is significantly higher. If you are a parent reading this and you haven’t had a child navigate the college admission gauntlet yet, it’s time to get informed. I can’t tell you how many parents have told me, “I only filled out two college applications and got into both schools. But today, I wouldn’t be able to get into those colleges.”


In fact, you may hear about students who far exceeded a parent’s high school academic performance but were denied admission to the parent’s alma mater, even among schools with strong legacy traditions.


The point is, you are in control of your destiny as a student, even when being in control is not always how you feel. What you do in high school is a choice. How much effort you put into your education is a choice. Who you involve in your college planning and when is a choice. How willing you are to learn and prepare for your future is a choice.


If you understand that high school is a time to prepare for your future as a dancer Super-Student-Athlete, and not just a milestone with minimum thresholds to graduate, you will be ready for the opportunities before you, including having more choices when the time comes to make a match between a college and dance team. Do your future senior-year self a favor: Be the best student and person you can be throughout high school without sacrificing your health and happiness. Growth is the objective, not perfection.


Okay, lecture over. Just know that college admissions is a bit like applying for a dream job, and making the college dance team match makes it all the more difficult.


The Wild, Wild West of College Dance Team Recruitment


Here’s where it gets even more complicated.


There are no universal rules, standards, or norms by which dance teams recruit or select a team. Yep, it’s completely unregulated with only institutional oversight - if that. We’ll get into the specifics in later chapters, but let’s just say that there are no guarantees that even an excellent dancer will end up on a team during their freshman year of college, and a lot of this is due to the lack of standardization.


Why? If the dancer does not apply to the right combination of colleges that fit their academic profile and the teams that match their talents, the results will be disappointing.


You may have heard the terms “safety” (likely), “match” (possible), and “reach” schools used to describe a student’s chances of getting into a college based on their academics, test scores, and admission rates, among other factors. (I also refer to some schools as “Wild Card” schools—these are highly selective, with less than a 10% acceptance rate, or they have wildly different acceptance rates for different groups, such as in-state vs. out-of-state, legacy vs. non-legacy, or athlete vs. nonathlete applicants.) The same concepts apply to college dance teams.


Based on the dancer’s dance technique, skills, and performance levels, a dance team may be a safety, match, or reach team. However, there are also those teams that employ rather opaque methods to secure dancers. While that concept is not difficult to follow, implementing a plan to build a list of colleges where a dancer will find a college and dance team match is not easy, particularly when you layer another level of complexity on top of it.


Here’s the kicker: In an ideal world, a dancer would apply to colleges in the fall, find out by March where they got accepted (hopefully to more than one college!), follow a standardized recruitment process for a handful of college teams, and get team offers before deciding where to attend college in the fall. Easy right?


“Not so fast, my friend!” as famed college football coach and former ESPN analyst Lee Corso would say!


In recent years, the idea of the athletic recruitment process has infiltrated the college dance team world, but without the rules and guidelines that the NCAA has established for other sports. There are no specific recruiting windows, no decision dates, no official clearinghouse for prospects wishing to get noticed by coaches, and no rules for dancers and coaches to communicate. Each team/coach makes their own rules.


The recruitment materials are different. The timing is different. And frankly, not much of how the coach goes about their recruiting is transparent. Carsen Rowe, founder of Tribe 99, a dance team training and choreography business, calls it “the wild, wild west of dance team recruitment.”14


ACTION STEPS




	Have the first parent/child discussion, starting with the following:


	Acknowledge the possibilities for participating on a college dance team, understanding it may not be the right path in the end.


	Discuss how this journey and the result will look different for each student-athlete who comes into the process with their own strengths, ambitions, and needs.


	Review the three primary goals of the college dance team journey. Can they be more specific for you?


	Agree to read this book together and discuss the action points at the end of each chapter. As you progress through the process stages (over the years), revisit the relevant chapters and your notes. Identify how goals have changed and/or developed, and agree on how to embark on each stage of the journey.
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CHAPTER 2


A Peek Inside the World of a Dancer Super-Student-Athlete


If you are new to the world of collegiate dance teams, this chapter is for you. Even if you’ve been to a college dance team clinic or talked to a coach at some point, there are probably aspects of college dance teams that you are either unaware of or have questions about.


Throughout this book, we address many of the most frequently asked questions, but we want to start with a baseline understanding of what this world of college dance teams is all about.


Let’s get started!


Who Are Dancer Super-Student-Athletes?


It’s essential to understand the expectations placed upon college dance team members before we look at what it takes to get there. Dancers may be expected to meet some, if not all, of these expectations at some point in their tenure on their teams. Here are some of the potential expectations:










	Expectation

	Description






	Full-Time Student

	Enrolls full-time (this is a requirement for most dancers) and maintains a minimum GPA.






	Dancer

	Demonstrates dance and performance skills in jazz, contemporary, hip-hop, and pom genres as well as acro skills, flexibility, and ability to learn choreography quickly.






	Athlete

	Focuses on aerobic endurance, strength, and conditioning to be in peak physical shape.






	University Rep/ Spokesperson

	Is camera-ready at team events and able to speak on camera or in front of an audience.






	Model

	Is photogenic and fit. Their image is used regularly by their university, athletics departments, and dance team promotions.






	Leader

	Assumes a leadership position within the team or represent the team within the athletics department/university.






	Choreographer

	Choreographs because so many routines and combos are required throughout the year with minimal funding.






	Uniform “Stoner”

	Spends hours applying thousands of rhinestones to costumes in an effort to save money.






	Fundraiser

	Participates in hours of fundraising activities because most teams are underfunded.






	Social Media Manager

	Assists in maintaining the team social media presence because dance teams typically do not have access to individuals dedicated to that role.







I have no doubt there are many more expectations of dance team members. For instance, some are required to do community service. The point here is that prospective dancers are selected not only for their dance skills, but their ability to fit more than one role on the team and campus. They are Super-Student-Athletes.


Seven Points to Understanding the College Dance Team World


Dance team is an evolving sport (not to be confused with an emerging sport). What was true 10 years ago is not necessarily true today. Before you take this journey, it’s important to learn about today’s environment. Understanding these facts can give you insights that challenge common myths, rumors, speculation, and falsehoods.


Point #1: There’s a College Dance Team for Everyone


Even if you’ve only had a couple of years of recreational dance training, you can find a team. There are a few basic skills that are usually required, but with dedication, a coach, and a little bit of time, you can make it happen.


A great place to start your research is with teams that are game day only, and don’t compete. However, you can find teams that currently compete where a solid triple pirouette, turns-in-second, and basic hip-hop skills will make you a contender for the team.


Here are a few current examples.


Point Park University, Pittsburgh, PA (NAIA)


Illinois College, Jacksonville, IL (DIII)


Adrian College, Adrian, MI (DIII)


St. Olaf College, Northfield, MN (DIII)


Northern Michigan University, Marquette, MI (DII)


Queens College, Flushing, NY (DII)


Morehead State University, Morehead, KY (DI)


Western Carolina University, Cullowhee, NC (DI)


Florida Gulf Coast University, Fort Myers, FL (DI)


Iona University, New Rochelle, NY (DI)


Northern Kentucky University, Highland Heights, KY (DI)


Don’t let the fact that you can’t perform a skill today keep you from improving and achieving your goals. But what if you don’t look like the stereotypical college dance team dancer?


Point #2: Male Dancers Are Making Their Mark


All you need to do is watch the college national competition streams over the last four to five years to know that many more teams are becoming co-ed, and not with just one male dancer!


I encourage you to watch an interview with Matthew Greco, who reached international and viral fame with the University of Minnesota Dance Team at the UDA Nationals in 2024.15 Or take a look at the University of Nevada, Las Vegas (UNLV) Rebel Girls and Co., which, at the writing of this book, has around a dozen male dancers! Coaches and choreographers are finding creative ways to integrate male dancers into their teams. However, male dancers should note that not all teams will be eager to change their team’s “brand” to accommodate males. (The “and Co.” in “Rebel Girls and Co.” reflects the inclusion of males.)16


The sport is evolving, and it may take a while for teams to find the right balance and roles for male dancers. If you’re a male dancer wanting to break traditional dance team stereotypes, be aware that you’ll have to be equally talented. College dance teams do not add males to improve the artistic options. In a sport that requires a precise look among all dancers, males actually create a break in the uniformity, which adds an extra challenge for the choreographer and costumer.


While some teams are eager to incorporate male dancers, others are not. Male dancers need to do extra detective work to determine whether a coach, or a college, for that matter, will be accepting of a male dancer and in what capacity. Conservative colleges may not be so open to a male dancer performing with poms on the sidelines. That’s just where we are today.


Point #3: A “Dancer’s Body” Is Less of a Thing


Dancers are accustomed to feeling the pressure to “have a dancer’s body.” This phrase often evokes images of half-starved ballerinas with long, slender limbs.


Fortunately, in the collegiate dance world, healthy and toned bodies are valued more than ultra-thin ballerina types, but dancers of all body types can find a home on a college dance team as long as they have the athleticism, technique, and skills to match the right team.


I say “right team” because there will always be coaches and teams that still want the Barbie-doll-looking dancer. The key is identifying coaches who are supportive and encouraging and do not dismiss a dancer’s talent, but instead look at their overall potential.





Case Study: Amy


We recently worked with a dancer who had little faith that she would find a collegiate dance team that would accept her. We’ll call her Amy. Amy was an attractive girl, but her body type was larger than one would expect for a dancer.


She was a member of her high school dance team and had mastered all of the traditional skills required for the various genres, including many acro and hip-hop tricks. To top it off, she was an outstanding performer; she commanded the audience.


As part of the Dance into College dance team evaluation process, we reviewed her hip-hop video submission. It was a video of her dancing with her team. She was every bit a dancer as the others. Yet, we were shocked to learn that she was pulled from the team’s competitive dance before their national competition. We will never know the actual reason why, but we have our suspicions that the coach had some insecurities about Amy’s look. Amy was dejected by this turn of events and felt like dancing in college was just not going to happen.


We knew she had the talent to dance somewhere; we just needed to find the right team. As we’ll discuss in a later chapter, the match process involves both finding a college where the dancer will get accepted and a team where they can make the squad. We got to work.


We identified about 10 colleges that offered the major Amy wanted, where her academic profile made her a solid applicant and where the team was competitive yet more accepting of the nontraditional body type, and compete hip-hop, her best genre. As it turned out, one of the teams we identified was less than 30 minutes from her home, and they were having back-to-back recruitment clinics starting that week!


She attended the clinic, received very positive feedback, and was asked to apply to the school on the spot as a high school senior. We are so pleased that Amy found her college home and will be attending college as a recruited dancer on a dance team that won a DI National Championship during her recruitment.





Point #4: The College Dance Team Style Has Unique Flair


High school dance teams and competitive studio teams offer the foundational building blocks for being recruited for a college dance team, but there are nuances in the college dance team style that even the best technique dancer will need to address before it’s time for recruitment or auditions.


I asked Rani Reichow, president and cofounder of Sharpen Up! Dance Team Training in Phoenix, Arizona, to share the unique elements of the collegiate dance style.


Collegiate dance team style stands apart from competitive studio dance through its unique blend of precision, power, showmanship, and athletic stamina. While studio dancers emphasize individual artistry and technical variety, collegiate performers must achieve exact uniformity—every motion executed with synchronized sharpness and energy, creating the illusion that the team moves as a single unit.


Unlike studio performances, collegiate dance carries the added demand of game day showmanship. Dancers must project not only technical excellence but also unwavering confidence and crowd-pleasing charisma. Facials are bold, enthusiastic, and consistent, enhancing the performance’s impact from the arena floor to the highest seats. The ability to sparkle under pressure—literally and figuratively— adds to the convincing power of every routine.


Holding poms introduces a technical layer of its own. Pom motions require strength, control, and acute attention to angles and placement, all while maintaining tight formations and executing choreography with explosive energy. When executed uniformly and synchronized, it creates dazzling visual patterns—like a living kaleidoscope of color and movement that electrifies the crowd and amplifies the team’s presence on the floor.
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