A dancer’s challenge is not merely to do things
on stage that seem impossible. It is to make those
impossible-looking things seem effortless. The
turns, the leaps, and the lifts should look so natural,
so easy, that one can move through all of them and
complete a variation with a smile and, perhaps, a
glow. The truth is that nothing that an audience
sees on stage comes to a dancer without extreme
effort: thousands of hours of study followed by
hundreds of hours of rehearsal. The ninety minutes
of dance that comprise a production are just the
tip of an iceberg of learning and solidifying skills,
memorizing and polishing choreography, and
practicing looking relaxed. In short, ballet is not
for those who want their successes to come easily.
It is for those who love to work.

But dancers are not in this by themselves. Parents,
grandparents, baby-sitters, and carpools drop
them off, pick them up, and support them in
myriad other ways. Dancers need shoes, tights,
and leotards, not to mentions baskets of supplies
for their hair. Having a child who takes ballet
seriously is no small commitment. Which leads to
the question of why. Why do parents and families
go to the lengths that they do to keep their
children in ballet? Is it simply love of the art form
or the thrill of an opening night?

Many parents have learned through involvement in ballet that its
benefits extend well beyond the studio and the stage. There are, of
course, not many professional situations in which a grand jeté is useful
as such. College students generally can't use multiple pirouettes
to pass a chemistry exam. But the path to learning these moves
provides a meaningful education that can indeed benefit dancers in
their educational and professional pursuits. There are the lessons that
one learns in the ballet studio: focus, attention to detail, situational
awareness, respect for fellow dancers, cooperation, and, most
importantly, the cumulative benefits of hard work and commitment.
Dancers learn that discipline and persistence are absolutely essential
ingredients to success. No amount of exposure to sayings about
perspiration trumpinginspiration can standin for the actual experience
of perspiration in pursuit of an artistic director’s inspiration.

There are also many lessons that come from the demands that dancing
puts on a young person’s schedule and energies. With at least two
hours a day spent dancing and with additional time spent in transit,
dancers must also become proficient in time management; they must
learn to prioritize; they must be efficient and, as they do in the studio,
avoid unnecessary distractions. And because a dancer’s body is his
artistic instrument, he must also learn to take care of it with proper
nourishment and rest.

Ballet is, in many ways, a perfect classroom for life. Many of its lessons
can be learned in other places and other ways, but few other pursuits
offer these lessons while also cultivating a love of the performing arts,
a taste for classical music, and the knowledge that the right amount of
preparation and a confident smile can fix most of life’s problems.

- Jon Ebel
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How ballet promotes
academic success

Pi Day coincided with a long Saturday rehearsal, and company dancers b
made the most of it.




