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Abstract 
The paper is based on analyses, observations, and considerations surrounding the 
establishment of a Youth Dance Academy for exceptionally talented dancers at 
Swindon Dance. It argues that issues of inclusion and excellence within the art 
system must be negotiated in genuinely aesthetic terms. It poses the question how 
we can introduce the awareness of our ignorance of the future of art into the 
educational and political system and into the procedures by which we identify and 
nurture who we think are going to be the artists of the future.  

The process for the identification of dance talent developed for the Swindon Youth 
Dance Academy is described and proposed as a model that combines an emerging 
consensus in the literature with the ‘dancer of the future’ argument by proposing a 
multi-dimensional observational process with an in-built ‘je ne sais quoi’ factor. The 
model (1) acknowledges the tension between expertise and creativity; (2) includes 
traits, aptitudes, and behaviours; (3) uses an observational approach with domain-
specific experts as assessors; and (4) introduces a ‘je ne sais quoi’ factor to allow for 
intuition, openness, and an acknowledgment of  our ignorance about the future of art.  

The paper goes on to discuss the importance of styles and genres in provision for 
talented dancers, particularly in terms of the formation of self-concept. Three groups 
are identified who require special consideration in the identification process because 
of particular social and emotional issues: younger students, boys, and those with raw 
talent. A number of social and emotional issues are also discussed that seem typical 
of exceptionally talented dancers in advanced training. 

The paper concludes with three case studies of students in the Swindon Youth 
Dance Academy in the hope to make the more general observations come to life in 
the reflection of individual experiences, circumstances and personalities. 

 

Research Design and Methodology 
In 2005-06, a collaborative practitioner research project between the Swindon Youth 
Dance Academy, the Gifted and Talented Strand of the Excellence Cluster Swindon, 
and Churchfields School Swindon started from the question: How do we best identify 
and develop the dancers of the future? We followed the implications of this question 
in three different but related areas: 1) identification of exceptionally talented young 
dancers; 2) provision for exceptionally talented young dancers; 3) school-level needs 
to ensure smooth transition along a ‘pyramid of progression’. 

Funded by the NAGTY Developing Expertise Award, the research project was 
conducted alongside the establishment of the Swindon Youth Dance Academy at 
Swindon Dance, a specialist provision for exceptionally talented young dancers in the 
South West under the DfES Music and Dance Award Scheme. 

The outcomes are based on the triangulation of a range of quantitative and 
qualitative data that include: documents and protocols of discussions before and 
during the set-up phase; on-going internal and external evaluation of the first year of 
the project as a pilot; a questionnaire survey of 55 students and teachers involved in 
the selection process; statistical data on the Academy cohort; semi-structured group 
interviews with Academy students; individual interviews with selected Academy 
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students and their parents; group and individual interviews with Academy staff and 
members of the advisory board; analysis of the Individual Training Plans of Academy 
students; monitoring data on the progress and achievement of the Academy cohort; 
photographic evidence. What follows is the attempt to present a holistic view of the 
outcomes as a composite picture of our analyses and considerations.1  

 

The institutional context of the research project 
The Swindon Youth Dance Academy is a new national top-level provision for 
exceptionally talented young dancers in the South West of England. It is part of the 
DfES Advanced Music and Dance Award scheme, which 

aims to help identify, and assist, children with exceptional potential, 
regardless of their personal circumstances, to benefit from world-class 
specialist training as part of a broad and balanced education, which will 
enable them, if they choose, to proceed towards self-sustaining careers in 
music and dance. (Music and Dance Scheme Advisory Group's Report 
2000/01) 

Under this scheme, alongside the junior departments of the six English music 
conservatoires, there will be additional new centres for advanced training with the 
aim of establishing one in every region over the next few years. Grants are given to 
ensure access regardless of ability to pay. 

The Swindon Youth Dance Academy now offers young people 11–17 years with 
exceptional potential in dance the chance to: 

• participate in regular training/coaching with experienced professional dance 
teachers and artists 

• receive regular guidance, advice, and mentoring on dance progress 
• learn and be informed of career choices and pathways in dance 
• attend performances by and work with professional companies 

The research project also involved Churchfields School’s Dance Department, the 
Gifted and Talented Strand of the Swindon Excellence Cluster, and the Westminster 
Institute of Education at Oxford Brookes University. 

 

Equity and excellence in talent provision 
The Swindon Youth Dance Academy is located within the so-called ‘English model of 
gifted education’. It argues for an integrated approach in which gifted education is 
seen as an integral part of general education policy and pupils are integrated with 
their peers as much as possible. It aims to ensure a balance between equality and 
meritocracy, recognizing that “the creation of better opportunities will not in itself 
ensure that gifted children from under-represented groups rise through the system” 
(Eyre 2004). This does not mean, however, that all provision for gifted pupils should 
be delivered in the regular classroom or school: 

When specialist provision is needed then it must be made available, and lack 
of availability in school should not be a barrier to the progress of the individual 
(Eyre 2004, cp. also DfES 2005) 

                                                 
1 More detailed information both on the pragmatics of setting up and running such identification 
processes and provision for exceptional talent in dance and on the data collected are available in an 
unpublished report on the research project to NAGTY (July 2006) and from the author 
(ben108@fastmail.fm). 
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The question of integration within mainstream schooling or segregation into specialist 
provision becomes particularly pertinent with respect to students with exceptional 
potential in the ‘talent’ field. Here, two factors seem to work against the policy 
concern with widening access to standards of excellence for pupils from 
disadvantaged backgrounds and areas:  

Firstly, there is an acceptance of a hierarchy in which the needs of 
academically gifted children rather than those of talented children become 
‘every day’ concerns in the day-to-day lives of teachers: academic ‘giftedness’ 
is valued over vocational ‘talentedness’. Secondly, there is no consideration 
of the cost and exclusivity of what are essentially ‘well trodden paths’ leading 
pupils into private training markets for extra curricular training in music, dance 
and drama in particular. (Neelands et al 2005) 

Castle et al (2002) find that professionals in the field of dance education in the UK 
tend to feel undervalued and see their organisations as threatened by extinction. 
Such lack of social appreciation has a direct impact on the recognition and support 
for talent in that area. Gardner (2000) explains: “So long as a capacity is valued in a 
culture, it can count as intelligence”. Conversely, so long as a capacity - here: the 
capacity to dance - is not valued, it will not count as intelligence. And 
Csikszentmihalyi et al 1997 state: “Children must first be recognized as talented in 
order to develop a talent, and therefore they must have skills that are considered 
useful in their culture.” Maybe the situation would change if it was more widely known 
that the creative industries in the UK generate revenues of around £112.5 billion and 
employ some 1.3 million people (The Creative Industries Mapping Document 2001). 
The bottom line on these arguments, however, is expressed in Bloom 1985: 

No matter what the individual characteristics (or gifts) of the individuals, 
unless there is a long and intensive process of encouragement, nurturance, 
education, and training, the individuals will not attain extreme levels of 
capability in these particular fields. 

Efforts to address such concerns within the ‘English model of gifted education’ 
revolve around two related concepts: the idea of ‘wider schooling’ and the notion of a 
‘pyramid of progression’ or ‘talent ladder’. ‘Wider schooling’ means that the host 
school is only one part of the educational process, playing an important role in 
‘shopping’ for the provision that will help their students make the most of their 
expertise. This requires the construction of a ‘pyramid of progression’, i.e. a system 
of progression routes for talented students across several tiers, beginning with 
differentiation in the classroom, combined with additional school opportunities, and 
progressing to local, regional and national opportunities according to the level of the 
individual (DfES 2005; also www.youthsporttrust.org/ talentladder). The Swindon 
Youth Dance Academy is a provision at the top of the pyramid of progression and an 
instance of wider schooling for a specific target group of exceptionally talented young 
dancers. 

 

Artists of the Future – the aesthetic argument 
In trying to implement the DfES Music and Dance scheme, an institution like the 
Swindon Youth Dance Academy has to operate in an area where at least three 
different social systems overlap: the systems of politics, of education, and of the arts. 
Since modern society is functionally differentiated, these various social sub-systems 
are largely autonomous: They function according to their own rules, values, 
processes, and perceptions, with no coordinating meta-perspective or meta-system 
(Luhmann 1984).  



Ben Schmidt: Dancers of the Future  4 

 

Such a view has important implications for an endeavour like the Music and Dance 
scheme: While the institution with its roles and programmes is largely determined by 
political frameworks and educational requirements, the views, values and motivations 
of the individuals within that institution, who take part as teachers and students, are 
mostly determined by their participation in the system of arts. And that means: The 
aims of educational policy need to be translated into languages and processes that 
speak directly to individuals as artists. Political and educational considerations need 
to be transformed into aesthetic arguments. And within such a process of systemic 
translation and transformation there is no guarantee that words will retain the 
meaning of their original contexts, or that concepts retain the same emotional and 
associative components. 

Within the art system it does not make a whole lot of sense to communicate in 
educational policy terms. For example, whatever one may think of political values 
such as ‘equality’, ‘meritocracy’ or ‘inclusion’, they are ill equipped to serve as 
yardsticks for an aesthetic appreciation of art (although they can and indeed often do 
become the yardsticks for political judgements of aesthetic performance). The 
question therefore arises: How is it possible to negotiate issues of inclusion and 
excellence within the art system in genuinely aesthetic terms? 

Neelands et al 2003 show that access to vocational dance and drama training at the 
elite academies and conservatoires is dependent on qualifications and modes of 
training which are only available in the private market. In addition, access to 
‘specialised’ and ‘segregated’ provision in the performing arts is dependent on levels 
of cultural capital which are more usually associated with certain social and economic 
groups rather than others. Elite academies and conservatoires as well as the socio-
economic groups that form their main client base tend to base their provision on a 
more ‘traditional’ aesthetics than most alternative dance providers with their often 
closer affiliation to the different aesthetics of e.g. subcultural, avant-garde, or 
multicultural scenes. At the same time many young enthusiastic dancers are heavily 
influenced by the dance aesthetics promoted through mass media and popular 
culture. 

The history of art shows that the aesthetic debate since roughly the mid-1700s has 
been driven by a distinction between ‘traditional’ and ‘progressive’ in its various 
guises, with an inherent bias towards the latter. Other manifestations of the same 
dichotomy include, for example, ‘les anciens et les modernes’, ‘the establishment’ vs 
‘ the avant-garde’, ‘old-fashioned’ vs ‘innovative’ etc. It was during the 1700s that an 
art system that had been based on patronage, reproduced itself through a structure 
of apprenticeship, aimed to emulate the craft of the masters, had its orientation in a 
traditional canon of masterworks and genres, and was firmly related to a structure of 
political and religious hierarchies, gradually transformed itself into the modern system 
of art, which is based on independence, reproduces itself through constant 
innovation, invents the role of the artist as original genius, re-invents its own rules 
with each new work and genre, and emphatically declares itself autonomous from 
anything other than art itself (cp. Schmidt 2000). 

Some aspects of the old structures and values have nonetheless survived into our 
times, for example the value of traditional forms and the notion of apprenticeship with 
masters in the fields of classical music or ballet. But it is undeniable that the 
dynamics of modern art have provided an incredible drive for innovation and renewal 
that has left no side of the distinction untouched: It has changed not only the 
progressives in their relentless search for the new but also the very notion of what is 
traditional at any given time. 

The one thing we can conclude with any degree of certainty is that we do not know 
what the art and aesthetics of any given field will look, sound, and feel like in just a 
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few decades’ time. In other words: We cannot know for sure what the artists of the 
future will be like and what they will be doing, because it is in the very nature of 
modern art to develop beyond established expectations. Specifically for the field of 
dance education in the UK, Castle et al (2002) found that “many interviewees 
believed that the artform was changing rapidly, together with the range of 
‘appropriate’ venues, and the very concepts of ‘audience’ and ‘performance’”. 

The DfES (2005) report on arts education notes that “interaction between the art 
forms is an increasing phenomenon” and that “the use of digital media in art is 
expected to grow at an enormous rate over the next few years”. If these tendencies, 
which have manifested in avant-garde art for quite a few decades already, are cited 
as examples for the expectations about change in the field of art now, we can 
confidently predict that the next few decades will hold a few surprises. One is 
reminded of Donald Rumsfeld’s famous distinction during the 2nd Iraq War between 
‘known unknowns’ and ‘unknown unknowns’. Policy and management have learned 
to deal with the known unknowns. Trust art to come up with some unknown 
unknowns.  

The crucial question therefore is: How can we introduce the awareness of our 
ignorance of the future of art into the educational and political systems and into the 
procedures by which we identify and nurture who we think are going to be the artists 
of the future? These are genuinely aesthetic considerations, based on the history of 
art, and yet they may allow us to introduce the kind of openness into the systems of 
talent identification and provision that will then potentially open the doors for 
exceptionally talented young people from under-represented or disadvantaged 
backgrounds. 

 

Identification of dance talent through a multi-dimensional observational 
process with an in-built ‘je ne sais quoi’ factor 
The ‘Dancer of the Future’-argument is manifest in the approach that Swindon Dance 
has taken. The vision statement includes as an aim “to develop tomorrow’s 
outstanding professional dancers and unique dance artists”. The course is for  

anyone between 11-17 years old with exceptional potential in dance; suitable 
for both the complete novice as well as the committed dancer. […] This will 
include training and development of contemporary and classical techniques 
as well as other dance styles and training relevant to tomorrow’s professional 
dancers. […] (emphases added) 

With respect to the implementation of talent provision, the ‘Dancer of the Future’-
argument specifically demands that a) identification focus on exceptional potential 
(rather than ability), with an increased emphasis on ‘raw talent’; and that b) provision 
include a wide range of dance styles and training, with a specific view to the needs of 
tomorrow’s dancers (rather than today’s professionals with their experience of 
yesterday’s education; cp. McGettrick 1998: “One of the great problems we have is 
that the curriculum in our schools is determined by the wrong generation--by the 
generation whose formative years spanned the sixties. They are developing a 
curriculum for people of a generation that is quite different, who will be much more 
interested in the arts and the environment.”) 

These considerations reflect a wider UK policy decision to consider gifted “those with 
evident high attainment or latent high ability” (Ofsted 2001; emphasis added). It is 
also consistent with a domain-related approach to gifted education as advocated for 
example by Gardner, who argues that conceptions of giftedness should be “focused 
on meaningful roles as elaborated in a society rather than on abstract competences” 
(Gardner 2000). 
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Ofsted (2001) noted that “pupils with strong previous experience […] were more likely 
to be identified as talented than others. This highlighted the importance of access to 
previous provision and the crucial factor of parental support”. Designing the 
identification process around the ‘dancer of the future’ idea with its emphasis on 
potential and the need to look for raw talent as well as experienced dancers can 
open up opportunities for all, regardless of their background, without sacrificing the 
prime importance of excellence on the altar of equity. And, what is more, it is an 
aesthetic argument based on notions that are intrinsic to the art system rather than 
expressed in terms that would be alien to the core concerns of those who are most 
involved: present and future artists. 

A key point in the selection process was to address the balance of excellence and 
equity in order to ensure that young dancers with exceptional talent would be found, 
identified, and selected for the programme regardless of their background or prior 
experience. It was important not to limit attendance in the selection process by any 
eligible group, although it should be noted that working with the resulting wide range 
of age, experience, and ability demands a great deal from teaching staff (Beckett 
2005). There was a broad spread of previous experience at the open days, ranging 
from street dance to members of elite private dance institutions. And, as a member of 
the advisory board commented: “The process highlighted that dance talent is found 
across all social classes”. The Youth Dance Academy now comprises more than 20 
talented and committed young people with the potential to become professional 
dancers and outstanding creative artists, who have made significant progress over 
the year. 

Specifically the following aspects of the process contributed to the successful 
implementation of the underlying philosophy: 

• a panel of experts composed of regionally and nationally recognized expert 
dancers and teachers with wide experience in the selection of talented young 
dancers (cp. Gardner 2000: “Judgments of originality or creativity can 
properly be made only by knowledgeable members of a field”); 

• a staged selection process in which formal auditions for a limited number of 
candidates are preceded by open days in order to reduce anxiety and other 
social or emotional barriers to participation, particularly among boys and 
those with little prior experience in the field, as well as to enhance clarity of 
understanding about the process and the aims of the programme (cp. Lavithis 
2003, who recommends a second level in the identification process in a case 
study of a similar project); 

• 1:1 interviews with students attending the final audition for the panel to gain 
insight and a more rounded view of each individual, giving opportunity to 
match aspirations and expectations with what the scheme is offering; 

• involvement of significant adults in order to open the door to a wider field of 
candidates who might not have attended otherwise and to create a sense of 
contract that may lead to greater parental commitment (cp. Csikszentmihalyi 
et al 1997: “Families providing both support and challenge enhance the 
development of talent”); 

• individual feedback to every participant in the open days and audition 
regardless of their success or not in progressing to the next stage of 
selection, including not only advice but also information on other opportunities 
for young dancers who show promise; 

• collaboration with schools and other organisations involved with young people 
in order to give a sense of shared ownership, with young people coming to 
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the scheme either by nomination via their school/youth organisation or by 
applying independently directly to the dance institution; 

• a range of different and contrasting dance styles including contemporary, 
jazz, and street dance as well as creative elements where students make up 
their own material within the context of learnt material in order for students 
both to feel confident and be challenged to leave their comfort zone so that a 
‘level playing field’ is created by making the selection process movement 
rather than genre-based; 

• a perception of fairness on the part of the young people involved, ensured 
through openness and transparency about the process as well as individual, 
personalised feedback; 

• a quality experience for the young people through involvement of highly 
experienced dance professionals, good communication, efficient project 
management as well as inspirational live music; 

A number of areas of talent characteristics were identified to structure discussions 
and focus the attention of the panel in an attempt to strike a balance between two 
extremes: the extreme of a narrowly restrictive set of hard criteria on the one hand, 
and the extreme of the ineffable genius of the artist whose instinct is beyond 
explanation or accountability on the other hand. The areas were: 

1. Physicality: suitability of body type and physical commitment to movement 
material 

2. Musicality: physical response to music both rhythmically and emotionally 

3. Creativity: ability to apply imagination and creative ideas to movement 
material 

4. Expressiveness: Depth and quality of expression 

5. Attitude: commitment to and focus on the dance work 

6. Je ne sais quoi: the ‘presence’ of the performer 

For the panel, the selection criteria helped create focus and establish a commonality 
of people working together in the identification process. Kenneth Tharp, one of the 
expert teachers at the Swindon Youth Dance Academy and a member of the 
selection panel, commented: 

The selection criteria were holistic and notably different from those used in 
the Royal Ballet School auditions, which appear to be much more weighted 
toward particular physical attributes such as length of Achilles, feet, demi-plie 
etc. and less about attitude, creativity, innate movement instinct and appetite 
for dance. (Beckett 2005)2

Other members of the advisory board commented for example that “the process was 
about talented human beings rather than only the ‘tou-tous’ and the ‘hip-hops’”. They 
                                                 
2 It is maybe noteworthy that not only the weighting given to the ‘physicality’ criterion but also its 
interpretation are increasingly the subject of debates in the dance world as dance aesthetics have evolved 
beyond identification with conventionally beautiful and desirable bodies. Particularly the progressive 
and avant-garde dance and performance scenes have increasingly become interested in ‘other’ bodies on 
stage, including those perceived to be vulnerable, old, deformed, fat, deviant etc. These developments 
meet with an increased vocality in the disability scene. Recently, CanDoCo for example has begun to 
offer vocational classes for disabled dancers. The ‘integrated’ dance movement is leaving the ghetto of 
charitable or explicitly political activities to evolve into a specific dance scene with a genuine aesthetics 
beyond a narrow focus on disability per se. Clearly, the question of the underlying body image that is or 
is not suitable for dancers will continue to be a contested issue along a wide spectrum of institutions and 
opinions for some time to come (Ziemer & Schmidt 2003). 
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felt that “the identification tried to look past mere technique (doing the steps well)” 
and that “there was a focus on creativity/individuals beyond just technique; not just 
the body but also the head”. It was even speculated that “the outcome of the 
programme may not be lots of dancers but lots of interesting human beings” (which 
would, however, potentially lead to the extreme conclusion that “the success of the 
identification process is not necessarily measured by the number of professional 
dancers it leads to”). 

All in all, the model attempts to respond to a number of requirements in talent 
identification outlined in the more recent literature that align themselves readily with 
the ‘dancer of the future’ argument. Frasier (1994) summarizes an emerging 
consensus about new constructions of giftedness that can serve as a framework 
understanding for the processes required to identify the dancers of the future: 

New paradigms are needed that [reconceptualize] the giftedness construct, 
focusing on gifted behaviors, designing dynamic approaches to assessing 
gifted and talented behaviors within the students' sociocultural context, and 
integrating identification processes with learning opportunities. 

In terms of ensuring the balance between excellence and equity, Lopez (2000) points 
out that for the identification of gifted and creative linguistically and culturally diverse 
students it is helpful to use broader definitions of intelligence and giftedness, e.g. 
Gardner’s (1983) Theory of Multiple Intelligences or Renzulli’s (1973) Three-Ring 
Conception of Giftedness, to encourage referrals from multiple sources, and to use 
flexible interpretation criteria as well as qualified assessment personnel. 

The model used for the Swindon Youth Dance Academy attempts to respond to 
these requirements by: 

1. acknowledging the tension between expertise and creativity 

A certain tension exists between expertise, i.e. high levels of competence within a 
domain, and creativity, i.e. novel or experimental approaches that are ultimately 
recognized as appropriate (Gardner 2000). Specifically for dance, the DfES (2005) 
guidance recommends that one strike a balance between technical accuracy and 
expressive/creative potential. The selection criteria used in the Swindon model 
acknowledge and appreciate the importance of both aspects. Nonetheless, the panel 
must keep in mind that different personality traits tend to go with expertise and 
creativity. “Youngsters who are marginal within their culture, those who are ambitious 
or stubborn, those who can ignore criticism and stick to their guns, are ‘at risk’ for a 
creative life. Those who feel comfortably a part of a group, those who advance in 
their domains with little feeling of pressure or asynchrony, are probably consigned to 
the life of the expert” (Gardner 2000). 

2. including traits, aptitudes, and behaviours 

The identification model recognizes that prior achievement or actual performance 
levels are not a sufficient or even prime measure of talentedness. Instead, they 
clearly direct the attention of the panel to other factors identified in the literature on 
talent. Renzulli (1977) shows that three interlocking clusters of traits – above average 
ability, task commitment, and creativity, as well as their interaction – are the 
necessary ingredients of accomplishment. Renzulli (2003) further acknowledges that 
personality and environmental factors also influence giftedness. Sternberg’s (1988) 
Three Facet Model of Creativity posits that creativity is a peculiar intersection 
between three psychological attributes: intelligence, cognitive style, and 
personality/motivation. Gagne’s (1993) model of giftedness and talent acknowledges 
that curiosity, self-confidence, initiative, and motivation are driving factors in talent 
development. Csikszentmihalyi (1996) noted that passion and commitment are 
common characteristics of talented individuals and contribute to the development of 
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intrinsic motivation. Warburton (2002) recommends that teachers should note pupils 
who display high levels of interest and motivation in the talent field. In a study of 
musical talent Haroutounian (2000) identifies five categories of criteria for 
identification: perceptual awareness and discrimination; metaperception; creative 
interpretation; behaviour/performance; motivation. The selection criteria used by 
Swindon Dance direct the panel’s attention to such aspects without losing sight of 
domain-specific indicators of potential expertise. 

3. using an observational process with domain-specific experts as assessors 

Gardner in Warburton (2002) argues that assessments should take place in 
situations true to the nature of the talent field with pupils undertaking artistic activity. 
Similarly, Haroutounian (2000) proposes that identification of musical talent take 
place in the context of a musical situation by trained observers. The Swindon process 
follows these recommendations. It is in some respects similar to the Talent 
Identification Instrument (TII) described by Baum et al (2004), an observation 
process in music and dance in which multiple judges rate students throughout a 
multisession audition. This process was designed to recognize previously overlooked 
abilities in urban elementary students, including low income, bilingual, and special 
education students. 

4. introducing a ‘je ne sais quoi’ factor to allow for intuition, openness, and an 
acknowledgment of our ignorance about the future of art  

The list of criteria used by Swindon Dance included an area called ‘je ne sais quoi’ in 
order to allow for intuition as well as a certain openness that would respect an 
awareness of our ignorance about the future of art. It recognizes that the only 
meaningful way to deal with the open future of dance is to allow for the intuition of 
expert dancers to play an important role in the identification process. The Advisory 
Panel to the Swindon Youth Dance Academy confirmed that it was “important to 
accept the ‘je ne sais quoi’ (gut feeling) as a huge factor in identification of talent”, 
noting that “after the pragmatics of selection criteria there remains a ‘leap of faith’”. 
Beckett (2005) commented:  

This intuitive knowing comes quite naturally to people working in the arts, who 
seldom have too many problems making subjective responses to something 
which is apparently indefinable. This is safe practice provided the panel are 
experienced in working with young dancers and can recognise the “je ne sais 
quoi”  fairly unanimously! 

And Renzulli (2000) concludes his summary of emerging consensus in the research 
community about identification of gifted students by saying: “We need to continue our 
search for those elusive things that are left over after everything explainable has 
been explained […], and most of all, to value the value of even those things that we 
cannot yet explain” 

The ‘je ne sais quoi’ factor may also have particular appeal and application in the 
world of dance for one additional reason: the fact that many practitioners of dance 
see their art as having a spiritual dimension. Castle et al (2002) found the number of 
references among dancers to the spiritual dimension of dance striking. They quote 
one interviewee as saying: “Connecting with something other than yourself … a 
spiritual aspect of it in some mysterious way […] There is still a strange mystery and 
magic at the heart of it that is there to be taught.” The ‘je ne sais quoi’ factor may 
allow for explicit discussion of such elusive yet undeniable felt realities. 

 

The importance of styles and genres in provision for talented dancers 
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The question of dance styles and genres continues to be one of the predominant 
topics of discussion throughout all areas of talent provision in dance. Particularly for 
young dancers in their teenage years, the scope of preferred dance styles and 
genres is a crucial element in their ongoing construction of self-identity and individual 
personality. As one of them said: “Your dance style is who you are”. Self-image is a 
huge issue among young dancers as dance is a highly self-critical art where one 
faces one’s self-image in the mirror for many hours every day. The typical teenage 
obsession with reflection in the mirror, trying to respond to the need to adjust to the 
newly emerging self (Leyden 1998), is exacerbated in the dance world. Many young 
dancers are also battling against stereotypical images imposed by culture, TV, the 
world of classical dance etc. It is therefore an illusion to believe that technical dance 
training and the formation of the whole person are separate aspects or that the 
choice of dance styles could ever be regarded as a ‘neutral’ issue independent of 
questions of personal and social identity.  

Particular dance styles and genres are also connected with issues of both class and 
ethnicity in the sense that certain styles tend to be associated with specific socio-
cultural groups. Castle et al (2002) found in their study of UK dance education 
companies:  

For members of culturally specific companies, the promotion of cultural 
cohesion through the ‘historical/cultural perceptions of the form’ appeared at 
times to be as, or more, important than the artform itself. 

This has an impact, for example, on the question of whether and to what extent ballet 
with its highly stylistically encoded movement material and socio-cultural associations 
should be included. While the professionals involved tend to agree that ballet needs 
to be taught as part of the training for tomorrow’s dancers, its use in the selection 
process may create divisions among young dancers along the lines of prior access to 
ballet training or not.  

The question therefore arises whether and how it may be possible to work within 
genre expectations but towards transcending them. For example, for the 
encouragement of raw talent it can be effective to hold Street/Hip hop sessions 
where one is working in a style recognisable as part of youth dance culture, but using 
material which is new to the students and challenges them equally. This approach 
would seem contradict a somewhat oddly placed footnote in the DfES (2005) 
guidance which states that “exceptional performance in one dance style can 
constitute a talent”. Rather, a talented young dancer should have the potential to 
transcend the genre expectations of a given style. 

In terms of talent provision, issues of dance styles and genres lead to a number of 
pragmatic challenges: 

1. Students like to show their talent in a style that they feel comfortable with and 
have training in. For the identification of talent, however, it is equally important 
that they be challenged to engage in dance styles in which they have little 
experience so that they leave their comfort zone and their potential can be 
assessed. 

2. Teachers have particular expertise in specific dance styles and may feel less 
competent to teach and assess talent in other styles. For exceptionally talented 
dancers who want to pursue a career in dance, however, it is important that they 
are trained to a high level in a wide range of styles. 

3. For the Academy the challenge arises that talented dancers who want to pursue 
a career in dance not only have different needs in different styles but also that the 
Academy may find itself in a position to impose training in dance styles on 
dancers that feel little or no affinity to these styles. 
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Social and emotional issues affecting young dancers 
We found that there are three groups who require special consideration in the 
identification process because of particular social and emotional issues.  

1. Younger students 
• may lack the maturity to cope with the demands of the Academy 
• it may be too early for them to decide whether they want a career in dance 
• may find themselves in a peer group different from their own developmental 

needs 

Compare Van Rossum (2001): For young dancers typically during the middle years, 
i.e. around the age of 15, “from having been Motivating, Cosy and Playful, the dance 
class becomes Disciplined, Geared towards improvement and Hard work.” 

2. Boys 
• may be discouraged by the dominance of girls and girl dance culture 
• may find themselves in a peer group different from their own developmental 

needs 
• may struggle to cope with the impact of dancing on their gender identity 

Compare Leyden (1998): “The desire to create an acceptable masculine image for 
himself can force a choice on a boy as unfortunate and as unnecessary as the one 
that can face girls” 

3. those with raw talent 
• may be discouraged by dancers with more training and experience 
• may struggle with their perception of their own talent and self-confidence 
• may be overwhelmed by the transition into a dance world that is experienced 

as intensely different 

There is often considerable overlap between these groups as there is a higher 
percentage of ‘raw talent’ among boys than girls and because of later development in 
boys. 

In addition to the social and emotional challenges typically faced by any young 
person growing up as a teenager in the modern UK, there were a number of issues 
that seemed to be more specific to exceptionally talented young dancers in advanced 
training: 

1. lack of self-confidence and the importance of talent recognition and training in 
overcoming this obstacle (cp. Hoge and Renzulli 1991, Simmons 1997); 

2. the discipline, self-organisation, independence, and personal responsibility 
required for participation in a demanding additional training programme (cp. 
Bloom 1985, who finds that among the group of talented people who formed 
the subject of his study during the middle years “much of the external 
motivation and direction was provided by the teachers […]: set goals, develop 
perspective on the field”) 

3. the difficulties of balancing the sometimes conflicting demands of school life 
and socialising with the time and energy commitment required by the 
Academy (cp. Csikszentmihalyi et al 1997: “Talented teens are more 
conservative in their sexual attitudes and aware of the conflict between 
productive work and peer relations”); 

4. the benefits of being in a peer group of like-minded people sharing the same 
passion (cp. Byrne 1971: “The single most powerful predictor of interpersonal 
attraction is similarity”); 



Ben Schmidt: Dancers of the Future  12 

 

5. the important role of dance in facilitating social relations such as friendships 
as well as emotional processes, e.g. coping with stress, developing 
individuality; 

6. the benefits of being with expert dancers as respected and inspirational role 
models; 

7. the inspiration and mind-expansion that comes with entering a ‘new and wider 
world’; 

8. the desire of students to be treated as adults vs the perception of a certain 
immaturity by teachers and parents 

 

Three case studies of students at the Swindon Youth Dance Academy 
Recognizing that talent provision, particularly at the high-end field of the exceptionally 
talented, is more of an art than an exact science, we finally wish to balance the 
general statements and recommendations made above with the presentation of three 
individual but typical case studies of students accepted into the Swindon Youth 
Dance Academy. The names and some individual details have been changed. We 
hope that these stories help to make the previous observations come to life in the 
reflection of individual experiences, circumstances and personalities. 

 

Case study A 

There was only little dance offered in Rebecca’s primary school. She did go to ballet 
lessons since she was six although she struggled somewhat. Her mother describes 
her as uncoordinated as a child, a slow learner, and “a very dreamy kid, always deep 
in thought”.  

Rebecca comes from a family of professional musicians. But the strongest influence 
in terms of dance came through her cousins, who are half-Polynesian and taught her 
Pacific dancing, linked with an awareness of their ailing community, and she soon 
appeared in public performances. 

She entered a private secondary school where she took little extra dance outside 
school between the age of 12-15, concentrating on her academic work, and 
succeeded to progress to middle and top sets in most subjects. 

The school was particularly good in dance, which meant that Rebecca’s talent went 
unrecognized for a long time. She failed auditions for local contemporary groups 
because she lacked prior experience but was desperate for more higher-level 
training. 

Rebecca did not make friends easily, had little confidence and did not feel that she 
was “good at any one thing”. But her sister, who is 10 years her senior, was a 
powerful inspiration, because of her strong belief that there was “something special” 
in Rebecca. 

An important turning point came when the school recognized and acknowledged her 
talent and asked her to choreograph shows in her final year. This discovery of one 
specific talent initiated a certain “take-off”. But although she auditioned for the 
Academy, no one was more surprised than herself when she was accepted. She 
began to feel much better in herself.  

Rebecca realizes that the Academy is a great challenge and a huge commitment, 
particularly since she had very little prior ballet experience, but she has the 
necessary drive and stamina and knows that she is very lucky to be on the course. 
Her mother is sure: “Swindon Dance really launched her”. 
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Rebecca now wants to take a year out to travel in order to assimilate and absorb 
different dance cultures before embarking on a degree in performing arts. Her mother 
says: “We will back her all the way. But without the financial help it would have been 
impossible.” 

 

Case Study B 

Martin was only 13 when he was accepted into the Academy. He had been engaged 
in some dance training with a boys’ dance company, but mostly he was active in 
musical productions, combining drama and signing. He is also a keen swimmer, 
training about 4 times per week. His mother says that Martin has always been “a 
clever boy, academically”. 

There were only three other boys at the open day, which did not bother Martin too 
much since he is used to being in girl-dominated environments, for example in his 
musical groups and his peer group at school. But he says the presence of other boys 
at the open days did help, and he did not enjoy some of his ballet experiences so 
much because they were almost exclusively female-dominated. 

Martin always liked dancing in clubs etc. but the Academy is the first time he is in 
formal dance classes. Martin’s school actively encourages dance by bringing in 
professional dancers, whose enthusiasm inspired him. It was only in the Academy 
that Martin has been exposed to a range of different styles, which has “opened my 
eyes to the world of dance”. His mother says it has been a “fantastic experience” due 
to which he has gained “increased independence and an aspiration to go out into the 
world”. 

Martin has made many new friends at the Academy, and he admires being with 
“famous dancers” because of all their experience. “It is amazing to be working with 
them. They have done so much dance, it is really cool”. He is aware that eventually 
he will have to make a choice between swimming and dancing. He knows he will not 
be a professional swimmer as he is not good enough but he has many friends in 
swimming. He does not discount a career in dance but does not yet have a clear 
picture of his future profession. 

The Academy programme has given Martin opportunities to develop more confidence 
in performing in front of people, which has also had positive effects on his singing as 
well as performing arts in general. On the downside, taking part in the Academy, 
which involves quite some travelling for him, is tiring and can be stressful since he 
has “a busy life anyway”. But he says he “adapts to new things quickly”. He does not 
see the need for the Academy to help him cope with these matters: “You should 
accept the choice you made and its consequences, and deal with it. Not the 
Academy”. 

 

Case Study C 

At 15, Fatuma trains in various dance genres and sports activities every day of the 
week. Her mother describes her as a “self-taught, natural dancer” ever since she first 
started walking. Fatuma’s home was filled with music, mostly black music such as 
‘60s Motown or Soul. 

At primary school age, Fatuma was very academic, and performing arts provided a 
balance for her. Although Fatuma loved dancing informally, she never really took it 
seriously or had any dance lessons while in primary school. 

That began to change in  year 7, when teachers started to notice her talent and 
enthusiasm. She describes how one time at school she put on some music and just 
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started dancing, and before long “the whole school was watching”. She then had 
opportunities to represent the school in dancing and earned a reputation as a good 
dancer. “That was a big boost to my self-confidence”. 

Another turning point came when her mother took her to see a Caribbean dance 
show, which she describes as “absolutely amazing”. She began to imitate the 
freestyle dancing she had seen on stage and discovered that her body could do “the 
most incredible moves”. She says: “That is when I became a dancer.” But it was 
months before she showed anyone else what she knew was, for the first time, her 
own style. 

At first Fatuma was nervous about having to do ballet at the Academy but now finds it 
has helped improve her technique. Although she says that “your dance style is who 
you are”, she likes being exposed to a range of different styles, which “has made me 
appreciate other styles more. I recognize that everyone has their specialties, and I 
learn to incorporate different moves into my style”. 

Her mother regrets the limited view of black dance portrayed on TV and makes an 
effort to take her daughter to theatres to see other forms of African and Caribbean 
dance. She regrets that she could not afford to send Fatuma to ballet school. She 
sees the intense training at the Academy as a good way for her daughter to “channel 
her energies” and believes that otherwise her daughter might be more 
temperamental and over-emotional. “She needs a lot of structure; unstructured time 
is not good for her”. Fatuma herself relishes the greater challenge. “I enjoy that 
people make me push; you have to be dedicated”. 

Fatuma likes to be with kids at the Academy because they “share the same passion”, 
have a better understanding of dance and take it seriously. She also loves the 
informal opportunities for peer teaching and says it would be cool to have more time 
for “us kids helping each other along the way with different styles and stuff; you feel 
less intimidated”. Without dance and sports, she says, “I would feel insecure because 
they are my life. Dance is my escape from stress”. 

The Individual Training Plans are very important to her in giving detailed feedback 
and clear objectives. As a result of being part of the Academy programme, Fatuma 
says she is “only now determined to become a dancer” because of the support she 
enjoyed. “I have come out of my little shell. Because they believe I can do it”. 
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