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ABSTRACT 

Ballet Pedagogy in Higher Education: A Move Toward Gender Expansion, Inclusion, and Equity 

by 

Brittany N. Woo 

Master of Fine Arts in Dance 

University of California, Irvine, 2021 

Professor Molly Lynch, Chair 

 

The rigidity of the gender binary in ballet is perpetuated by the training’s continuous 

adherence to outdated gender norms. Albeit slowly, modern society is making progress towards 

gender equity and inclusion. Yet, ballet training remains stagnant in its gender expectations, and 

this affects students’ mental wellness and mindsets. This study questions how gendered ballet 

training affects ballet students’ mindsets and considers if current ballet curriculum and pedagogy 

fosters a fixed mindset in students. This mixed-methods study utilized participant interviews and 

questionnaires to understand the effects of gendered ballet training on ballet students and 

teachers in higher education dance programs. Gender expectations in ballet class are imposed by 

a curriculum and are perpetuated by both students and teachers. These expectations lead students 

to believe their success in ballet is predetermined, which is a sign of a fixed mindset. This paper 

encourages ballet practitioners to implement curricula that support student mental wellness and 

to shift pedagogies to be more inclusive of non-gender conforming and non-binary students. In 

order to continue to make strides towards diversity, expansion, and inclusion, ballet practitioners 

must continue to critically evaluate current ballet practices. This is how ballet as an art form will 

progress forward and remain relevant in the 21st century.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1 

INTRODUCTION 

This thesis seeks to answer the following research questions: 1) How does current ballet 

in higher education training affect ballet students’ mindsets? 2) How can ballet training better 

support students’ mental wellbeing? 3) How can ballet continue to evolve its gender ideology 

and expand into more gender inclusive practices? By questioning its current pedagogy and 

curriculum, ballet can begin to let go of its resistance to change and start moving towards more 

progressive practices that support equity, diversity, and inclusion in both ballet training and 

ballet as a profession.  

With gender-conforming male and female being the only two genders recognized in 

ballet training and performance, ballet continues to uphold a strict gender binary. Although ballet 

arguably has evolved as a dance form since its origination, it does not currently reflect modern 

Western culture’s movement towards gender expansion, inclusion, and equilibrium. In ballet 

training, gender expectations remain stagnant and strong, and these expectations impede ballet’s 

ability to “resonate with 21st century concerns.”1 By using a hidden gendered curriculum, many 

ballet educators cultivate the development of a fixed mindset that is a product of internalized 

gender schemas integrated into students' pre-professional training. When students internalize the 

hidden curriculum’s gender schemas, they will match their behavior with what they believe is 

appropriate and correct for their gender. This filtering of their behaviors can cause them to 

 

1 Alterowitz, “Toward a Feminist Ballet Pedagogy,” 8-17. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 

develop a fixed mindset that does not affect their potential but can limit their ambition and 

achievements.  

 Since most ballet teachers are former ballet students themselves, the sometimes distorted 

or outdated gender messages that were absorbed during their own training are incorporated into 

their teaching today. Consequently, the common ballet curriculum does not reflect the current 

social climate. Ballet performance appears to be striving for more inclusion and expansion, but 

disguised as “tradition,” ballet training’s gender expectations and norms cause the artform to 

oppose Western culture’s gradual movement towards more acceptance and its goal of gender 

inclusivity and expansion.2 

By incorporating “social foundational issues,” like gender inclusivity and equality, into 

ballet pedagogy, ballet educators can acknowledge and incorporate the progressing nature of 

broader society.3 By doing so, ballet training will develop and evolve alongside the rest of the 

modern society rather than in resistance of gender inclusivity and equality. When considering 

future pedagogical approaches for teaching ballet, it is important to consider which elements of 

ballet curriculum are no longer relevant and to question if “previous models are either flawed or 

not keeping pace with the changing needs of education and the world at large.”4 Subsequently, 

 

2 See Justin Peck’s “The Times Are Racing.” 

3 Barr and Risner, “Weaving Social Foundations Through Dance Pedagogy,” 137. 

4 Musil, “Perspectives on an Expansive Postsecondary Dance,” 111. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 

ballet training would shift and give value to voices and perspectives from all genders rather than 

just gender-conforming male and female.5 

On stage, ballet appears to make small movements towards gender inclusion and more 

expansive practices, however, in training ballet is so firmly rooted in what has previously made it 

successful that it hinders itself from true advancement towards gender inclusivity and 

equilibrium.6 Ballet training is regarded “as a closed and unified tradition” in Western society, 

and its status as such lends itself to a state of resistance.7 In order to reflect 21st century gender 

ideology, ballet training must continue to evolve. This thesis acknowledges the evolution of 

ballet pedagogy, but advocates for further consideration of more gender inclusive practice in 

ballet training. 

 

5 Musil, “Perspectives on an Expansive Postsecondary Dance,” 119. 

6 Alterowitz, “Toward a Feminist Ballet Pedagogy,” 11. 

7 Novack, “Ballet, Gender and Cultural Power,” 34–48. 
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CHAPTER	1:	LITERATURE	REVIEW	

Dance scholar, Ann Daly, argued that male-female equality is not possible in ballet, and 

rather, the progression of ballet should aim for equilibrium.8 Equilibrium is the state of being 

balanced rather than equal. Biological differences between male and female bodies can make 

different bodies more suitable to certain movement vocabularies in ballet. Dancers with more 

muscle will be able to perform movement like lifts and weight bearing more easily than those 

with less muscle mass. Partially because of the physical differences between biological sexes, 

distinctions in ballet vocabulary and aesthetic emerged that differ for male and female ballet 

dancers. This makes equality in ballet not easy to define. Altering and updating ballet pedagogy 

may launch ballet towards gender equality by helping ballet dancers and students feel supported 

in their strive for success in ballet regardless of their gender identity. Ballet relies on a strict 

gender binary in performance and especially in training, and although this binary may be 

considered “traditional” onstage, the binary is not necessary in training, as it can hinder students’ 

belief in their abilities to perform movements outside of their gender’s prescribed movement 

aesthetic.  

“Gender,” as defined by the dance scholar, Cynthia J. Novack, means the “sets of 

characteristics and practices attributed to a male or female person.”9 Although they are often 

conflated, an individual’s gender differs from both their biological sex and their sexuality and 

 

8 Daly, “Classical Ballet: A Discourse of Difference,” 57–66. 

9 Novack, “Ballet, Gender and Cultural Power,” 46.  
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sexual preferences. Especially in training, ballet preserves a strict gender binary, which contrasts 

with modern Western society which is beginning to acknowledge and accept a broader spectrum 

of gender.  Since ballet retains a strict gender binary, a “natural difference” gender schema arises 

and is taught in ballet pedagogy.10 This schema arises from the notion that males and females 

have innate differences. This schema is enacted by the strict gender expectations and norms in 

ballet training.  

In the field of gender studies, the term “gender expansive” is used to describe 

“individuals that broaden commonly held definitions of gender, including its expression, 

associated identities, and/or other perceived gender norms in one or more aspects of their life.”11 

In this thesis, the term is used in a similar way, but its definition extends beyond a single 

individual. It is used to describe the expansion of ballet’s restrictive gender practices. Here, the 

term is meant to encapsulate the practice of broadening the current gender binary and 

consequently diminishing the limitations imposed by the binary in ballet training. By engaging in 

gender expansive practices in the studio, students would not be limited in the training they 

receive that has been assigned to them based on their gender. Teachers can engage in gender 

expansive training by diversifying the curriculum taught to ballet students so that students of all 

genders can practice any step that might be required in later performance.  

 

10 Schilt, “Just One of The Guys?” 465-490. 

11 Goodrich et al. “Standards of Care in Assessment,” 203–211.  
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The Feminization of Ballet 

Ballet continues to be feminized and is often regarded as a female activity. The idea that 

ballet should remain a predominantly female field prevents gender equilibrium by shifting 

ballet’s purpose as a mode of feminine expression and excluding masculine expression from 

association. In a study of young school children’s perspectives on physical activities and sports, 

it was found that most children perceive ballet to be a “feminine sport” (ballet was included in 

the category of “sport”).12 Over 65 percent of those young children thought only girls 

participated in ballet and therefore classified it as “feminine.” The more general activity of 

“dance” was considered a feminine sport by approximately 62 percent of the children. Perhaps 

because of the feminization of ballet as both an activity and a profession, the divide between 

male and female in ballet is apparent onstage and especially evident during training. Even school 

children recognize that there is a lack of legitimacy of ballet as an activity and profession for 

males. Consequently, males may feel a societal pressure that prevents them from flocking to 

ballet. However, for the males that do engage in ballet, the profession affords males more 

opportunities for positions of authority in the predominantly female profession. Providing males 

more opportunities for positions of authority could be an attempt to make ballet seem like a more 

legitimate career for the hegemonic male population.13  

 

12 Schmalz and Kerstetter, “Girlie Girls and Manly Men,” 536–57.  

13 Kelly, “Dancing Up the Glass Escalator,” 1-45. 
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As a predominantly female field, there are more female than male students that aspire to 

become professional ballet dancers. Sociologist Christine Williams studied men in 

predominantly female professions and found that when men joined a predominantly female 

profession, they tended to benefit from positive attention and guidance that was not equally 

given to the female population in the field.14 Ballet was not one of the professions Williams 

studied, however, ballet also has more female than male pre-professional and professional 

dancers, and ballet companies often follow a similar model of favoring male professionals. 

Williams found that in interviews, the men disclosed a “prioritization of their training, hiring, 

and promotion over that of women to counter-balance societal pressures keeping men out of 

these professions.”15  

The Dance Data Project is a resource that investigates the practices of national and 

international ballet companies through the lens of gender equality. It publishes an annual report 

on the distribution of choreographers presenting their work in the fifty largest ballet companies 

in the United States. The Dance Data Project specifically investigates the imbalances in different 

genders. The 2019-2020 seasons’ report revealed that “83 percent of full-length world premieres 

in the 2019-2020 seasons are choreographed by men,” and “72 percent of works in the 2019-

2020 seasons are choreographed by men.” Dance Data Project has proved with quantitative data 

that there is a consistent imbalance in opportunities for females compared to males. The Dance 

 

14 Williams, “The Glass Escalator: Hidden,” 255. 

15 Kelly, “Dancing Up the Glass Escalator,” 1. 
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Data Project reported that “72 percent of works in the 2019-2020 seasons (in the top 50 largest 

ballet companies in the United States) are choreographed by men,” and “62 percent of programs 

in the 2019-2020 seasons featured work choreographed exclusively by men.”16 

Since the majority of school aged children regarded ballet as a feminine physical activity, 

it can be easily predicted that boys in ballet are a minority. Ratios as drastic as 7:1 of female to 

male students in higher education dance programs in the 1990’s might suggest a translation to 

high levels of females in positions of power in the ballet world.17 However, conceivably because 

of their dearth and their initial position as a minority in ballet, once they begin ballet training, 

males face less competition for professional ballet jobs as dancers and for positions of power and 

authority, such as artistic directors and chief executive officers of ballet companies.18 Although 

females overpopulate ballet, eventually the paradigm shifts because positions of power and 

authority are not given to females in the same ratio that they occupy the field of ballet. 

Consequently, later in their ballet career, the female population relocates to a minority position 

despite the abundance of females in the field.  

 

 

16 Dance Data Project, “2019-2020 Season Overview,” 1-40. 

17 Van Dyke, “Gender and Success in the American Dance World,” 1–224. 

18 Fisher, “Make It Maverick,” 45–66.  
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Gender Differences in Training 

Although the vocabulary in pre-professional ballet training begins as gender-neutral 

(meaning every young pre-professional student is expected to execute fairly uniform ballet steps 

regardless of their gender), ballet pedagogy divides more advanced training according to 

students’ genders, and this divide is typically decided by the teacher’s interpretation or 

assumption of the students’ genders. In advanced ballet training, ballet vocabulary and behavior 

differ between genders. In partnering classes, the boys are asked to support the girl, often lifting, 

spinning, and physically manipulating the girl partner. In the men’s ballet class, the focus is on 

strength, power, and large movements. The male vocabulary includes space-occupying jumps 

and turns. In the women’s ballet class, the focus is on quick footwork, pointe work, and soft and 

fluid port de bras. Students’ assumed gender most often dictates the steps and vocabulary they 

are given in advanced training.  

Scholar Judith Butler asserts that gender is a continuous performance that is not natural or 

passive in the body, but it is rather a “corporeal field of cultural play,” that has strict punishments 

for challenging the expectations that correlate with specific genders in our culture.19 The 

performance of gender in ballet class is a continuous, yet fixed presentation of gendered 

behaviors, and deviation from gender expectations in the ballet class can result in penalization, 

chastising, or punishment. The pedagogy idealizes delicate female students and macho male 

 

19 Butler, “Performative Acts and Gender Constitution,” 519. 
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students.20 Females are trained to be light and delicate, and the physical elevation of the body 

through the use of pointe shoes aid in this ethereal aesthetic. Males are trained to dance with a 

“macho” quality, which has become a commonly used tactic to attract males to a predominantly 

female profession and to “counter effeminate stereotyping in the ballet world.”21 By stereotyping 

female dancers as delicate and male dancers as macho, dancers’ individual identities are 

eliminated, and conformity is enforced in ballet. Therefore, dancers who identify different than 

gendered expectations can be excluded from being viewed as a “serious” ballet dancer. For 

example, the internationally famous “Les Ballets Trockadero de Monte Carlo” is an all-male 

drag ballet company that parodies well known classical ballets for comedic effects. The idea that 

cross-gender ballet training is something that should be viewed as comedy can diminish the 

perception that the ballet dancers on the stage are dedicated individuals. It also furthers the 

notion that in order to be taken seriously, ballet dancers need to be identical, idealized, and 

gender-conforming dancing bodies.22  

Students studying ballet at pre-professional schools in the United Kingdom reported 

gender differences in the levels of obedience and discipline required by students.23 Female pre-

professional students are trained to most often launch into their professional dance career with a 

 

20 Alterowitz, “Toward a Feminist Ballet Pedagogy.” and Fisher, “Make It Maverick.” 

21 Fisher, “Make It Maverick,” 46. 

22  Croft, “Feminist Dance Criticism and Ballet.” 198. 

23 Clements and Nordin-Bates, “Inspired or Inhibited? Choreographers’ Views,” 6. 
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ballet company by dancing roles in the corps de ballet. Since the intention for the corps de ballet 

is to appear to be moving in a single and unified body, self-government and expression of 

individuality are not regularly supported components to a comprehensive ballet education for 

female students.24 In contrast, since they are a minority in ballet training, male students are 

afforded more opportunities to demonstrate individuality and autonomy. They are more often 

given featured and soloist roles both because of their scarcity and as a means of legitimizing the 

profession for hegemonic males.  

Ballet choreographer’s creativity is shaped by their gender and their subsequent 

opportunities during training. In research on how ballet choreographers’ creativity is shaped by 

their prior ballet training, former students, who trained at pre-professional schools in the United 

Kingdom, referenced their gender when reflecting on their opportunities in ballet school.25 

According to one of the female students, their male peers stood out earlier in their training and 

eventual career, and they were given opportunities when they had “potential,” and this happened 

“not so much with the girls.”26 “Standing out” can be experienced by being given featured roles 

and opportunities not afforded to all students. Because of the ratio of supply and demand for 

 

24 Clements and Nordin-Bates, “Inspired or Inhibited? Choreographers’ Views,” 1-12. 

25 Clements and Nordin-Bates, “Inspired or Inhibited? Choreographers’ Views,” 1-12. 

26 Clements and Nordin-Bates, “Inspired or Inhibited? Choreographers’ Views,” 9. 
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male students compared to female students, the opportunity to stand out is not equal for male and 

female students.  

There are clear gender differences in ballet vocabulary, but gender differences in the 

dance studio can be observed in students from an early age even when the ballet vocabulary is 

not gender specific. In an observation of school-aged children in a public-school dance program, 

boys were observed as being open to involving other students in presentations of their dance 

creations, while girls were observed as standing still more frequently and presenting their work 

“with apprehension.”27 The gender schemas that are internalized from early ballet training can be 

detrimental to both female and male students later on in life.  

 

Gender in Criticism of Performances 

In performances, ballet dancers are constantly navigating a static set of gender norms that 

are enforced in ballet and in broader society. The broad, modern society influences ballet’s 

gender norms in some ways, but ballet upholds stricter expectations than our society, and it does 

not reflect the recently evolving gender norms and expectations. When reviewing live ballet 

performances, the onus is on dance criticism to acknowledge “the larger normative codes that 

structure critical reception of dance” by applying a feminist lens to the criticism of ballet 

 

27 Willis, “Factors that Affect Dance Programs,” 1-7. 
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performance.28 Furthermore, ballet criticism must recognize and take into consideration that 

gender is a performance rather than a stable identity. A failure to reproduce idealized gender 

norms can be viewed as a flawed performance, as evidenced by an assessment of ballet 

performance reviews that were conducted as part of dance scholar Clare Croft’s research. In 

Croft’s research, she considered how gender norms affect dance criticism. There are more 

professional male choreographers than professional female choreographers,29 and in an extensive 

review of dance criticism on the specific female ballet dancer Wendy Whalen, Croft found that 

Whalen’s success was often attributed to the (male) choreographer(s) or her male dance partner 

rather than her own merit.30 In Croft’s research, she noticed that some reviews diminished and 

reduced Whalen’s role in the performance to that of a prop. In many reviews, Whalen’s dancing 

was viewed as the mere vehicle that transported the talent of the male choreographer or partner. 

Dancers have noted that their training affects their career as a choreographer, and females are 

less likely to be granted opportunities to choreograph and stand out as creative individuals during 

ballet training.31 The expectation for female students to be uniform and to not deviate from the 

gender norms in ballet affect how their performance as dancers is reviewed in dance criticism.  

 

28 Croft, “Feminist Dance Criticism and Ballet,” 197. 

29 Dance Data Project, “2019-2020 Season Overview,” 1-40. 

30 Croft, “Feminist Dance Criticism and Ballet,” 214.  

31Clements and Nordin-Bates, “Inspired or Inhibited? Choreographers’ Views,” 1-12. 
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Similar to feminist pedagogy, feminist dance criticism seeks to challenge outdated, 

patriarchal strategies and instead, implement an approach that encourages equity and inclusion.32 

It is clear that a new mode of seeing and writing about ballet is necessary, and feminist dance 

criticism can serve as the vehicle for changing the way gender is evaluated in ballet.33 By 

resisting a submission to the construction of gender norms, progression for ballet as a dance form 

and progress in the inclusion for dancers of any gender, is possible. Feminist dance criticism is 

one way the acceptance of a wider range of gender can be achieved. Croft asserts that “opening 

one’s mind to the idea that multiple kinds of bodies and people with a range of approaches to 

performing gender are suitable for female leads, and that they deserve to be viewed as subjects 

capable of desire, action, and agency within a ballet” is essential for the progression in ballet.34 

 

Hidden Curriculums in Ballet 

Although onstage gender roles can often preserve what the audience expects and 

regularly normalizes in ballet performance, onstage gender roles are only a fragment in the 

complex area of intersectionality of gender and ballet. Ballet dancers respond to the gender 

messages they receive in their training, and these messages can be internalized and in effect, 

 

32 Brown, "Theory or Practice – What Exactly is Feminist pedagogy?” 51-63.  

33 Croft, “Feminist Dance Criticism and Ballet,” 199. 

34 Croft, “Feminist Dance Criticism and Ballet,” 197. 



15 

of 15 

 

 

 

15 

influence their “psyches, behaviors and creative output.”35 In the ballet studio, different 

expectations arise from teachers and audiences assuming students’ genders, but gender is rarely 

explicitly discussed. Perhaps because of this lack of conversation, gender is often discreetly 

taught as a hidden curriculum in the ballet studio.36 The hidden curriculum in ballet training 

refers to “everything students are learning besides what teachers are explicitly teaching.”37 The 

structures and practices of educational institutions are taught to the students through hidden 

curriculums that ultimately shape the students’ thinking. Students are rarely aware of the 

presence of the hidden curriculum. Dance education scholar, Susan Stinson, asserts that although 

dance teachers are not often deliberately attempting to damage their students with their 

curriculum, messages coming from a plethora of sources, both in and out of the studio, contribute 

to the students’ development of gender schemas that can be potentially polarizing, isolating, and 

damaging for students.38  

The polarizing gender schemas taught through a hidden gender curriculum can be 

isolating for students who do not feel their gender aligns with the expectations of their teacher. 

This can lead to stress and anxiety for students and can affect their performance in class and 

onstage. A study on performance anxiety in professional ballet dancers suggested that 

 

35 Oliver, Wendy, and Risner, “Dance and Gender: An Evidence-Based Approach,” 2. 

36 Stinson, “The Hidden Curriculum of Gender in Dance Education,” 52. 

37 Stinson, “The Hidden Curriculum of Gender in Dance Education,” 51. 

38 Stinson, “The Hidden Curriculum of Gender in Dance Education,” 52. 



16 

of 15 

 

 

 

16 

interventions following and prior to high levels of anxiety should focus on boosting dancers’ 

“feelings of control over their dancing in general, as well as over their anxiety…”39 Authoritarian 

teaching can convey detrimental hidden gendered curriculums by exploiting teachers’ power, 

which can compromise the wellbeing of the students and lead to poor performance in class and 

onstage. This teaching method results in an erosion of a healthy state of mind, and as the 

choreographer, teacher, and author, Daniel Nagrin, asserts that it can cause “self-doubt that can 

remain with them for the rest of their life.”40 Students are susceptible to suffering if authoritarian 

teaching methods are exercised, and students’ consequent lack of confidence can often lead to 

poor mindset.  

Although the majority of teachers are not deliberately limiting students by teaching the 

hidden curriculum of gender in ballet training, most teachers do have the power to decide the 

curriculum of their classes. Messages related to gender expectations are perpetuated through 

“null curriculums.” A null curriculum purposely neglects and discourages specific topics and 

ways of thinking, which can maintain gender disparity and disseminate restrictive gender 

ideology to students.41 When a female ballet student sees that only female students are in the 

corps de ballet, this can engender the notion that female ballet dancers are the gender more 

suitable to dance in complete unison. The female corps de ballet often rehearses for a 

 

39 Walker and Nordin-Bates, “Performance Anxiety Experiences,” 133–45. 

40 Lakes, “The Messages behind the Methods,” 5. 

41 Blumenfeld-Jones and Liang, “Dance Curriculum Research,” 245–264.  
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significantly longer amount of time than rehearsing a solo variation. This furthers the gender 

disparity even into students’ eventual professional careers. When a male student sees that only 

the female students are invited to start pointe work, he might infer that male students are not 

suitable for the dancing that entails rapid, precise footwork. The null curriculum is especially 

dangerous when specific student populations, such as non-gender conforming students, are made 

invisible. Numerous scholars have suggested changes in dance education and have noted the 

potential benefits of incorporating feminist, democratic, and progressive philosophies into ballet 

pedagogy.42 By changing dance pedagogy to abstain from incorporating null and hidden gender 

curricula, increased dancer wellbeing could be further encouraged and valued, which can 

contribute to healthy, long-lasting professional ballet careers.  

 

Mindset and Flow in Ballet Performance 

Success in ballet can be cultivated through purposeful engagement and continuous 

striving for progress. Pre-professional dancers who are striving for professional careers often 

dance up to six days per week for five or more hours per day. Students’ continuous work towards 

achieving their goals can be viewed as discipline and determination, but the curricula they are 

trained in can arguably be holding them back from achieving their maximum success and 

 

42 Alterowitz, “Toward a Feminist Ballet Pedagogy,” Lakes, “The Messages Behind the 

Methods,” and Zeller, “Reflective Practice in the Ballet Class.” 
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utilizing their greatest potential. Carol Dweck, a psychology scholar, coined the terms “fixed 

mindset” and “growth mindset.” A fixed mindset occurs when a person believes their abilities, 

intelligence, and personality are static and pre-determined. They believe the degree of success 

they can achieve is pre-decided and out of their control. A growth mindset occurs when a person 

believes their abilities, intelligence, and personality can progress, evolve, and change. They do 

not believe their success is pre-determined by factors outside of their control, and they believe 

these qualities can be cultivated with resilient effort.43 A person with a growth mindset 

continuously and actively works to increase their intelligence and skills. On the other hand, a 

person with a fixed mindset believes their intelligence and skills are static, and therefore, they do 

not put effort into improving and developing.44 Some ballet educators encourage their students’ 

development of a fixed mindset by integrating specific gender expectations into ballet training 

and consequently furthering the hidden gendered curriculum. Students internalize these gender 

schemas and, as a result, they can develop a fixed mindset and believe that their success in ballet 

has been influenced (or pre-determined) by their gender.45  

During performance, ballet requires heightened focus, concentration, and awareness. This 

is necessary for both the dancer’s technical performance as well as personal and professional 

fulfillment. “Flow,” a term defined by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, occurs when the performer 

 

43 Dweck, “Mindset: The New Psychology of Success,” 4. 

44Dweck, “Mindset: The New Psychology of Success,” 245. 

45 Stinson, “The Hidden Curriculum of Gender in Dance Education,” 51. 
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reaches a psychological state when both their challenges and their perception of their skills are 

exceptionally high.46 It might seem that ballet has the potential to induce experiences of flow for 

practitioners, but without a growth mindset, ballet dancers might not be able to experience this 

peak performance psychological state. In order to achieve the state of flow, the dancers must first 

believe they have the appropriate skill set to succeed when their level of challenge is high. 

“Social factors, such as the impact of teaching and coaching styles and learning environments” 

are prospective stimulants of the state of flow for dancers.47 The power of the teacher extends 

beyond ballet technique; the teacher has the power to influence psychological states of mind and 

to boost their students’ maximum levels of success in and beyond ballet.  

 Flow is a state beyond the average experience of a challenge, and the result of flow are 

“outstanding levels of performance and memorable experiences.48 To increase the likelihood of 

experiencing flow during performance, it is suggested that students be given a choice in the 

activity they engage in order to expand their “autotelic experience.”49 An autotelic experience 

occurs when an activity is purposeful and fulfilling. Ballet has the potential to become an 

 

46 Csikszentmihalyi, “Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience.” 1-9. 

47 Jackson, “Flow and Mindfulness in Performance,” 78–100.  

48  Csikszentmihalyi, “Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience,” and “Beyond 

Boredom and Anxiety.”  

49 Karageorghis, Vlachopoulos, and Terry, “Latent Variable Modelling of the 

Relationship,” 230–248. 
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autotelic experience, but an unaccepting learning environment can limit students’ autotelic 

experiences in ballet and reduce the likelihood of ballet dancers experiencing flow. This happens 

as a result of conditioning dancers to believe their perceived skills do not match with their level 

of challenge.50 By leading a student to believe they are only capable of the amount of success 

that is predetermined by their gender, their perception of their skills will never match the 

challenges they could face. The gendered curriculum in ballet training does not prepare students 

for the challenge of dancing in a vocabulary outside of their assumed gender. Consequently, 

ballet’s hidden gender curriculum is hindering dancers’ experiences of flow and their perceptions 

of their own mental strength, perseverance, and resilience.   

By preparing students for careers based on the assumption of their gender, they will not 

be able to rise to the challenge of dancing outside that gender. Ballet choreographer, Justin Peck, 

recently choreographed a gender-neutral pas de deux for the New York City Ballet. In this ballet, 

a male or female dancer could be cast to partner with another female dancer. If ballet training 

does not allow for more gender inclusivity and fluidity between vocabularies, a dancer’s gender 

becomes a predeterminant of success in ballet. Ballet pedagogy encourages students to develop a 

fixed mindset by conditioning them to consider that their gender predetermines their abilities and 

success in ballet. After developing a fixed mindset, students will be much less likely to 

experience the state of flow, as their perceived skills will never match the high levels of 

challenge. Because flow offers the opportunity for memorable experiences and an exceptional 

 

50 Jackson, “Flow and Mindfulness in Performance,” 79.  
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peak in physical and artistic performance, it would aid dancers to experience flow in the studio 

and onstage. Unfortunately, a fixed mindset will prevent these high levels of achievement and 

enjoyment in ballet. Along with lower levels of performance, having a fixed mindset will also 

gradually erode their sense of self-efficacy and lessen their level of self-assurance which are both 

essential factors in mental wellness.  

It has been previously argued that dancers in general have particularly low levels of 

confidence in comparison to other elite athletes.51  Low levels of confidence in ballet dancers can 

stem from a training system that promotes criticism. This system fosters the divide between male 

and female and allows for no fluidity or transition between genders. Because of this rigidity, 

students develop a fixed mindset in which they believe they are not capable of dancing any role. 

They believe they are only capable of dancing the roles they are assigned to on the basis of 

someone else’s assumption of their gender. These detrimental practices in ballet stem from ballet 

pedagogy, and by implementing changes to the way we talk about and navigate gender in ballet, 

the dance form can become more relevant in the present day while still maintaining its aesthetic 

traditions. Changes in pedagogy can translate into more successful and confident ballet dancers 

 

51 Walker and Nordin-Bates, “Performance Anxiety Experiences of Professional Ballet 

Dancers,” 133–45.  
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who then feel empowered and capable of pushing ballet to remain current by considering this 

century’s evolving gender dialogue.  

CHAPTER 2: METHODS 

Introduction to Methodology 

This research seeks to understand and answer the primary research question: how do ballet’s 

gender expectations during training affect higher education dance students’ mindsets? The 

researcher developed a methodology in order to understand the effects of gender expectations 

during ballet training on ballet dancers’ mindsets. The research design aimed to reveal 

potentially problematic areas in ballet pedagogy that could be addressed in an academic 

discussion.  

 

Methodological Approach 

This research fit under one of the exempt categories for the Institutional Review Board.52 

This study used primary data, meaning that original information (rather than pre-existing data) 

was gathered and analyzed. In order to not interfere with the participants’ contribution, the 

researcher used a survey approach. This approach refers to the definition of survey research 

 

52 See Appendix G for IRB documents 
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which is “the collection of information from a sample of individuals through their responses to 

questions.”53 There was no element of experimentation in this study, and during the interviews 

the participants responded freely. The information they shared during these interviews was 

analyzed after the data collection, as immediate analysis (showing the participants’ their mindset 

score) could potentially interfere with the honesty and comfort of the participants. The research 

used a mixed-methods approach by utilizing both qualitative and quantitative data. The data 

collection methods were designed in a way that allowed the participant to respond in a 

qualitative manner. When analyzing the qualitative data, quantitative numbers were extracted.  

 

Research Design 

Participants were either dance students (both undergraduate and graduate) or ballet faculty in 

higher education. The sample was recruited through an invitation to participate that was sent via 

email, Slack, and a dance department newsletter. The potential participants were asked to email 

the lead researcher if they were interested in participating. Participants were then asked to fill out 

a questionnaire that was distributed by email using a private link to a Google Form. The second 

part of data collection took form in individual interviews for both participant groups (students 

and teachers).  Interviews were conducted via individual Zoom meetings which were recorded 

 

53 Check, Joseph, and Russell K. Schutt. Research methods in education. Sage 

Publications, 2011. 
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with participants’ permission. The recordings were stored directly on the researcher’s computer, 

and the files were immediately transferred to a password-protected, encrypted hard drive. The 

Zoom platform transcribed the recordings, but they were manually reviewed to correct any 

mistakes made by the automatic transcription.  

The online questionnaire responses were linked to an email address, but no names or other 

personal identifiers were recorded. Once completed, the questionnaire responses were recorded 

into an Excel spreadsheet that was then saved on the password-protected, encrypted hard drive 

with the interview recordings. The online questionnaire was administered and submitted in two 

parts for both participant groups.  

The online questionnaire was divided into Part 1 and Part 2 for both the student and teacher 

participants. The student participants’ Part 1 of the questionnaire was different from the teacher 

participants’ Part 1 questionnaire. Part 2 of the questionnaire was the same for all participants, 

and it tested their mindsets. This quiz assessed their current mindset by asking them to answer a 

series of statements with “strongly agree,” “agree,” “disagree,” or “strongly disagree” as the 

answer options. The answers correlated to a numerical value that determined their mindset. Some 

statements in the quiz correlated with a growth mindset and some correlated with a fixed 

mindset, and were randomly selected, mixing the order of fixed mindset and growth mindset 

statements. The four possible results of the quiz were “strong growth mindset,” “growth with 

some fixed ideas,” “fixed with some growth ideas,” and “strong fixed mindset.” The results of 

the mindset quiz were not disclosed to the participants, since informing them that their personal 

mindset was being tested could potentially influence their answers in the questionnaire or 

interview. Instead, the mindset quiz results were evaluated only by the researcher.   



25 

of 15 

 

 

 

25 

 

Student Participants 

 The undergraduate student participants were all students in the dance department at the 

University of California, Irvine. They ranged from first year students to graduating seniors. The 

graduate student participants were current and former graduate students at the University of 

California, Irvine in the Master of Fine Arts in Dance program. In Part 1 of the questionnaire,54 

the rigidity of the gender binary in ballet was surveyed by using true and false questions that 

were designed to see how gender expectations in ballet training have affected each participant. 

Part 1 of the questionnaire also surveyed the prevalence of detrimental feedback, the feelings on 

breaking the gender binary, and mindset markers in students. This part of the questionnaire used 

“very frequently,” “sometimes,” and “very infrequently,” as the possible answer choices. When 

developing the study design, using a six-point Likert scale was planned, but the possible answer 

choices were cut down to a three-point Likert scale in order to extract quantifiable data with 

more conclusive statistics.55  

 

54 See Appendix B for Student Questionnaire Part 1 

55 Likert, Renis. “A Technique for the Measurement of Attitudes.” Archives of 

Psychology 22 (June 1932):  5–55.  
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The interview consisted of open-ended questions meant to determine the gender 

messages that might be received during ballet training.56 Participants were asked to self-assess 

how the messages focusing on gender personally affected them. In order to evaluate if feedback 

students receive is more frequently remembered as positive, negative, or constructive, students 

were asked to recall one memorable piece of feedback or correction that was given to them by a 

teacher at some point in their training. This question was also intended to assess if feedback has a 

lasting effect on students by checking if the student was able to easily and quickly recall one 

specific instance from their many years of training.  

 

Teacher Participants 

The interview questions for dance faculty were open-ended, and the interviews began by 

asking if the teacher taught gender specific combinations in ballet class. They were then asked if 

students’ mental attributes (like work ethic and persistence) or physical attributes (like flexibility 

and turnout) were more important to have a professional career in ballet. The teachers were 

asked for examples of feedback or corrections they give their students during their classes, and 

they were specifically asked if they ever give corrections on the mental aspects of ballet training. 

Participants were asked to recall feedback from their training that had impacted their own 

teaching. They were also asked to recall feedback they received from a student they had taught 

 

56 See Appendix F for Student Participant Interview Questions 
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that had impacted their teaching. The teachers were asked how they thought a student’s gender 

influenced their success in ballet. Teachers were asked to explain how they thought their own 

training or career prepared them to teach their students that are a different gender than 

themselves. The participants were asked to share the most challenging and the most rewarding 

parts of teaching for them. Lastly, they were asked what they hoped their students took away 

from their ballet classes.  

 

Methods of Analysis 

The researcher used both questionnaires and open-ended interview questions, so the study 

benefits from both qualitative and quantitative data. Using frequencies of words, the content of 

the interviews was analyzed. Word frequency was calculated within each participant group. The 

most commonly used words were highlighted to find comparisons between transcripts.  

Purpose of Methodological Choices 

 The results of this study gave insight into how students’ mental wellness can be better 

supported in ballet training, regardless of their gender identity. Solely using questionnaires 

would not be sufficient for this study, as a more in-depth understanding of students’ and 

teachers’ perceptions was necessary. Consequently, interviews were utilized to gather more 

individualized insights from the participants. Using the results produced from these methods, 

pedagogical changes can be suggested with the intention of making ballet more inclusive and 

improving dancers’ mental wellness.  
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CHAPTER 3: RESULTS 

The data collected from the online questionnaires and the individual interviews informed 

the following discussion of the results. Conclusions from the findings will allow ballet pedagogy 

and curriculum changes to be developed with the goal of cultivating a growth mindset in ballet 

dancers and encouraging teachers to improve dancers’ mental wellness. Of the 18 students who 

were invited to participate, 16 students completed the entire process of data collection (Part 1 

Questionnaire, Part 2 Questionnaire - Mindset Quiz, and Interview). Of the 5 teachers invited to 

participate, 4 completed the entire process.  

 

Mindset Results (Questionnaire Part 2) 

There were four possible results for the mindset questionnaire that both groups of 

participants completed. The result options were Strong Growth Mindset, Growth with some 

Fixed Ideas, Fixed with some Growth Ideas, and Strong Fixed Mindset. A participant’s mindset 

result was found by scoring between 0-30.57 Of the 17 student participants who were invited to 

complete the online mindset questionnaire, 16 submitted it. The results of the mindset 

questionnaire revealed that the majority of student participants had a strong growth mindset. Of 

the 16 students, 75 percent scored a Strong Growth Mindset, and 25 percent of the student 

 

57 See Appendix A for the mindset numerical scale and sample completed questionnaire 
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participants scored a Growth with some Fixed Ideas Mindset. No students scored a fixed with 

Some Growth Ideas Mindset or a Strong Fixed Mindset. The average for the student participants 

was 23.3, with the lowest score being 18 and the highest score being 30. Of the 5 teachers who 

were invited to complete the online mindset questionnaire, 4 submitted it. In the teacher 

participants group, 75 percent scored a Strong Growth Mindset. A single teacher (25 percent of 

this participant group) scored a Growth with Some Fixed Ideas Mindset. No teachers scored a 

fixed with Some Growth Ideas Mindset or a Strong Fixed Mindset. The lowest score was 19, and 

the highest score for this group was 27.  

 

Student Results (Questionnaire Part 1)58 

a. Feedback Related Questions 

To survey students’ perceptions of how their teacher’s feedback affects their mental health, 

questions 1, 2, 3, and 4 in the Questionnaire Part 1 listed statements with varying potential 

feedback styles. Question 1: “My teacher’s feedback criticizes me as a person” tested if students 

perceive their teachers’ feedback as an attack on their personal character. Students that answered, 

 

58 See Appendix B for the Student Questionnaire Part 1 
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“very frequently,” identify their teacher’s feedback as detrimental to the student’s mental 

wellbeing. 

  

Figure 1. Question 1 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 

Question 2: “My teacher’s feedback in class values my emotional and mental wellbeing” 

tested if students perceive their teachers’ feedback style to value them as a person and not how 

well they can perform a ballet step. Students that answered, “very frequently,” categorize their 

teacher’s feedback as beneficial to the student’s mental wellbeing. 

 

Figure 2. Question 2 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 
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Question 3: “My teacher gives me feedback that is aimed at showing their dissatisfaction 

in me rather than improving my technique” tested if students feel their teacher’s feedback is 

tailored to improve their dancing. No students answered, “very frequently.” Students that 

answered, “sometimes,” think their teacher’s feedback is sometimes based on the student’s 

personal character rather than dance related feedback.

 

Figure 3. Question 3 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 

Question 4: “My teacher’s feedback in class is detrimental to my mental health” tested 

how students generally perceive their teacher’s feedback. No students answered, “very 

frequently.” Students that answered, “sometimes,” think their teacher’s feedback sometimes has 

a negative effect on their mental health.  
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Figure 4. Question 4 from Student Questionnaire Part 

Overall, there is a large range of how students perceive their teachers’ feedback. Some 

view it as primarily detrimental to their mental wellbeing, and some perceive it to value their 

mental wellbeing.   

 

b. Breaking the Gender Binary Questions 

To survey students’ attitudes towards breaking the gender binary in ballet, questions 5, 6, 

and 8 in the Questionnaire Part 1 listed statements regarding their attitudes and desire for agency. 

Question 5: “I have discouraged myself from doing another gender’s combinations in class” 

tested students’ self-regulation of breaking the gender binary in ballet. Students that answered, 

“very frequently,” demonstrated more self-judgment for breaking the gender binary.  
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Figure 5. Question 5 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 

Question 6: “I have felt judged by others for doing another gender’s combinations in 

class” tested feelings of judgment for breaking the gender binary in ballet class. Students that 

answered, “very infrequently,” perceived a small to zero amount of judgment from others for 

breaking the gender binary, while students that answered “sometimes” have felt judgment at 

some point previously.  

 

Figure 6. Question 6 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 
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Question 8: “I want to have the choice to do another gender’s combinations in class” 

tested for a desire to break the gender binary in ballet. Students that answered, “very frequently,” 

showed desire to engage in more gender expansive training during class. 

 

Figure 7. Question 8 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 

Overall, students showed a high level of desire to break the gender binary in ballet class, 

but barriers, such as self-regulation and judgment from others, might be the discouraging factors 

that prevent students from practicing another gender’s combinations in class.  

 

c. Mindset Related Questions 

To survey students’ mindsets and determine if they showed signs of a fixed mindset, 

questions 7, 10, and 18 in the Student Questionnaire Part 1 listed different statements that 

correlated either with a growth or a fixed mindset. Question 18 examined mindset in a dance 

specific context. Question 7: “When someone tells me I can’t do something, I feel discouraged 
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from trying” tested a fixed mindset. Students that answered, “very frequently,” demonstrated an 

indication of a fixed mindset, since individuals with a fixed mindset often fear challenges and do 

not want their performance to appear effortful. 

 

Figure 8. Question 7 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 

Question 10: “When someone tells me I can’t do something, it makes me work harder to 

achieve it” tested a growth mindset. Students that answered, “very frequently,” demonstrated an 

indication of a growth mindset, since individuals with a growth mindset embrace feedback and 

criticism and view effort as the key to increasing their talents and intelligence.  
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Figure 9. Question 10 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 

Question 18: “I think my success in ballet is predetermined by my gender” tested 

students’ mindset in a ballet specific context. Students that answered, “true,” demonstrated an 

indication of a fixed mindset. The keyword “predetermined,” is a sign of a fixed mindset, as 

individuals with a fixed mindset often believe their level of success and achievement is 

predetermined or ultimately out of their control. 

 

Figure 10. Question 18 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 
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In the mindset related questions category, many students showed signs of a fixed 

mindset. More students exhibited signs of a fixed mindset in the ballet specific question, and the 

majority of students demonstrated a fixed mindset in Question 18 (the ballet specific question).    

 

d. Gender Expectations and Gender Binary Related Questions 

To survey students’ perceptions of gender in ballet, questions 9, 13, 14, and 15 in the 

Questionnaire Part 1 asked about gender expectations and the binary while performing different 

combinations in class. Question 9: “I think people expect me to dance a certain way because of 

my gender” tested the presence of gender expectations in ballet. Students that answered, “very 

frequently,” perceived strong expectations based on their gender. Students that answered, “very 

infrequently” think their gender does not influence the way people expect them to dance. 

 

Figure 11. Question 9 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 
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Question 13: “Gender expectations in ballet have affected me personally” tested the 

prevalence of gender expectations in ballet. Students that answered, “true,” consider themselves 

to be personally affected by these expectations. Students that answered “false” might not think 

they have been personally affected, but there is a possibility they have seen the effects on other  

people. 

 

Figure 12. Question 13 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 

Question 14: “My teacher lets me choose which gender’s combinations to do in class” 

tested the presence of a gender binary in ballet training. The students that answered, “false,” 

evidence a stronger gender binary in ballet. Answering “false” means that their teacher might 

separate combinations based on gender, but the students are automatically grouped, and there are 

no choices to switch groups.  
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Figure 13. Question 14 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 

Question 15: “My teacher makes everyone do both genders’ combinations in class” tested 

the availability for students to perform another group’s combinations. The teacher of the students 

that answered, “false,” does not make all students do both combination options, and it is likely 

the students only get to practice one of the separate combinations. 

 

Figure 14. Question 15 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 
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Nearly half of all student participants sensed gender expectations in ballet. The students’ 

reports of the practices in the studio show that teachers rarely ask students of different genders to 

perform the same vocabulary of ballet movements in classes. Generally, students perceived high 

levels of a gender binary in ballet. 

 

e. Additional Gender Related Questions 

To survey how students perceive gender related attitudes and in-studio practices, questions 

12, 16, and 17 asked about corrections, pronouns, and experiences differing by gender. Question 

11: “I have been given a correction that references my gender explicitly or implicitly” tested the 

presence of a gender binary in ballet training. Students that answered, “true,” perceived a strong 

gender binary in ballet. The student’s gender could have been factually known or assumed by the 

teacher when they were given a correction that referenced their gender.   

 

Figure 15. Question 11 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 
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Question 12: “I feel comfortable talking to my teachers about what pronouns I use” tested 

students’ comfort levels when talking about their gender identity with their teacher. Students that 

answered, “true,” feel comfortable, while the other students do not. Answering “true” could also 

mean students perceived a more gender inclusive training environment, while answering “false” 

could mean they perceive a strong binary.  

 

 Figure 16. Question 12 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 

Question 16: “I think it would be beneficial to do both genders combinations in class” was 

used as a comparison to an interviewed question that asked if training in non-gender specific 

combinations would be beneficial in training. In the online questionnaire, students that answered, 

‘true,” thought it would be beneficial to perform another gender’s combinations during their 

ballet training. This was later compared to the interview answers. In the interviews, all students 

said they thought it would be beneficial to do both combinations, but it is important to note, there 

were 17 questionnaire participants, and of those only 15 participants completed the interview.  
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Figure 17. Question 16 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 

Question 17: “I think my gender influences my success in ballet” looked at students’ 

attitudes towards gender differences in ballet. Students that answered, “true,” perceived a 

stronger gender binary in ballet, and they think their gender influenced their degree of success in 

training or a potential career. This can be contrasted with believing their success in ballet is 

“predetermined” (Question 18 which indicated a fixed mindset). Question 17 does not 

necessarily mean the participant thinks their success was out of their control, but it does mean 

they think their gender had an influence on it. 

 

Figure 18. Question 17 from Student Questionnaire Part 1 
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Teacher Results (Questionnaire Part 1)59 

a. Dance-Specific Mindset Related Questions 

All the questions (6 total) in the Teacher Questionnaire Part 1 related to mindset. Question 1: 

“A student’s physical markers (i.e., natural flexibility, turnout, etc.) are more valuable than 

their mental markers (i.e., concentration, focus, etc.) in ballet” was similar to a question asked 

in the interviews. All of the teachers answered “false.” This indicated that the teacher 

participants all value mental strength over physical advantages or strengths.  

 

Figure 19. Question 1 from Teacher Questionnaire Part 1 

 

59 See Appendix C for the Teacher Questionnaire Part 1 
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Question 2 stated, “I believe my students’ talent and intelligence can be developed.” All of 

the teachers answered “true.” This indicated a growth mindset where the teachers believe their 

students’ talent can be cultivated and their traits are not static and unchangeable.  

 

Figure 20. Question 2 from Teacher Questionnaire Part 1 

Question 3 stated, “I believe mistakes are a valuable part of learning ballet.” All of the 

teachers answered “true.” This indicated a growth mindset, because the focus of their classes is 

on learning and practicing rather than only valuing the outcome or products of their teaching. 

This also shows that perfection is not expected in their classes, and they view mistakes as part 

of the path to mastery rather than something to be embarrassed by.  
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Figure 21. Question 3 from Teacher Questionnaire Part 1 

Question 4 stated, “I think my students feel threatened by another student’s success.” 60 

percent of the teachers answered “false,” and 40 percent answered “true.” Being threatened or 

intimidated by others’ success is an indication of a fixed mindset. The teacher participants are 

divided in this question; 2 of the 5 think their students show a sign of a fixed mindset, and the 

remaining 3 participants think their students have more of a growth mindset.  

 

Figure 22. Question 4 from Teacher Questionnaire Part 1 
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Question 5 stated, “I think my students view another student’s success as inspirational.” All 

of the teachers answered “true.” The 100 percent unanimously “true” answer conflicts with the 

previous question 4, because now all 5 teacher participants think their students show a sign of a 

growth mindset: being inspired by another student’s success.  

 

Figure 23. Question 5 from Teacher Questionnaire Part 1 

Question 6 stated, “I think my students embrace new challenges.” All of the teachers 

answered “true.” This indicated that the teachers think their students show another sign of a 

growth mindset: embracing challenges as a part of learning.

 
Figure 24. Question 6 from Teacher Questionnaire Part 1  
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Interview Findings 

a. Students’ Common Themes 

Several themes emerged from the student interviews, and the most frequently used words and 

phrases were analyzed to identify common themes. Keywords for each of the themes can be 

found in Appendix D. The themes that were identified are: 

• Female Dancer Competition: females faced increased competition for opportunities 

• Gendered Body Expectations: distinct body expectations for students of different genders 

• Female Gender Expectations: qualities used for describing femininity in ballet 

• Male Gender Expectations: qualities for describing masculinity in ballet 

• Male Guilt: feelings of guilt for the male students being afforded more opportunities  

• Fixed Mindset Indications: describing or indicating a fixed mindset 

• Individuality: describing the varying standards of individuality for different students  

b. Teachers’ Common Themes 

Several themes emerged from the teacher interviews, and frequently used words and phrases 

were analyzed to identify common themes. The themes that were identified are: 

• Gendered Combinations: choosing to separate combinations by student genders or not 

• Gender Differences in Behavior: females are more engaged during class 

• Value of Mental Resilience: mental strengths are more valuable than physical strengths 

• Learning How to Teach Ballet: how current teachers became teachers 
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Discovering a Dance-Specific Fixed Mindset 

Originally, it was hypothesized that students would exhibit signs of a fixed mindset 

because of the gender expectations projected on them in ballet training. Placing limitations on a 

student’s training because of their gender, such as limiting them to the “male” steps, aesthetic, or 

roles, was thought to possibly foster a fixed mindset in students. The research done with the 

mindset questionnaire proved this hypothesis to be incorrect, as the student participants all 

scored a strong growth mindset or a growth with some fixed ideas mindset in the questionnaire. 

In fact, the majority of students scored a strong growth mindset, and no students scored a strong 

fixed mindset. However, several participants did exhibit signs of a fixed mindset when asked 

questions that pertained specifically to ballet. Consequently, the hypothesis that proposed that 

students would exhibit a fixed mindset was proved true, but only to a certain extent. Although 

most participants score a Strong Growth Mindset, and no participants scored a Strong Fixed 

Mindset, several participants certainly exposed fixed mindset indications. In a general, mindset 

quiz, students exhibited growth mindsets, but in a ballet-specific context, their mindsets shifted, 

sometimes very drastically, to more fixed mindsets.  For example, one question asked student 

participants to answer true or false to the statement, “I think my success in ballet is 

predetermined by my gender.” The majority of students agreed, and this showed that most of 

the students believed their achievements were ultimately out of their control, which strongly 

indicated a fixed mindset.   
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CHAPTER 4: DISCUSSION OF RESULTS of the EMERGING THEMES 

STUDENT THEMES 

a. Increased Competition for Female Dancers 

An increase in competition for female ballet dancers was noted in the majority of the 

student interviews. Of the fifteen student interviews, eleven participants mentioned the hyper 

competitive environment for female students. Both teacher and student participants noted an 

imbalance in the number of males to females in the ballet field, and since ballet is predominantly 

female, the competition for a professional job is increased for female dancers. In the fifteen 

interviews, ten participants noted specific body expectations for ballet dancers, and words such 

as “leaner, smaller, and slim” were associated with female expectations. Even though the female 

dancers are now being sometimes asked by teachers and choreographers to perform more athletic 

and physically strenuous movement, there is still clearly a pressure on female dancers to be thin. 

Although some professional ballet companies are moving towards a more neutral (non-gendered) 

vocabulary in their repertory, there is still an imbalance in the body standard for dancers of 

different genders. 

b. Gendered Body Expectations 

There are still physical expectations that differ for ballet students depending on their gender. 

Words such as, “leaner,” “smaller,” “body,” “slim,” “physical,” and “look,” were mentioned by 

student participants during interviews. Of the fifteen student participants, ten of them mentioned 

at least one of these keywords. The majority of students who mentioned these body type 
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standards also emphasized the difference in physical expectations for the female dancer 

compared to the male dancer. Students noted that females must be “smaller” and have a “leaner” 

physique, and they also noted that the spectrum for acceptable female body types is smaller than 

the spectrum for males. With several participants (students and teachers) referencing male 

dancers as a “commodity” in higher education dance programs in the United States, it is no 

surprise that varying from the ideal physical standard is more acceptable for males. If male 

students continue to be viewed as a rare commodity in ballet, they are afforded more acceptance 

of deviations from the ideal dancer than females. A wider range of accepted body types is one 

example of the ways male students might have more opportunities to pursue a professional ballet 

career.   

c. Male Gender Expectations 

Certain words, such as “powerful” and “jump” were frequently associated with the male 

vocabulary and standard. Of the student participants, nine mentioned at least one of the keywords 

listed in Appendix D. One female student recalled a vivid memory that showed the expectations 

for female students compared to male students. This participant, a female student, said 

“Sometimes I'm a very powerful dancer. I like the big leaps and jumps, and then sometimes she 

(meaning her teacher) would say, ‘oh, this is too much; you are not a boy,’ She actually said that 

sometimes.” Another female student, Participant 16, noted explicit gender messages during her 

training.  

I remember… having an evaluation and my ballet teacher telling me that I danced like a 
boy. And I was like, “What do you mean?” … But what she meant was and what she 
explained was that I kind of throw myself and dance with a lot of energy and I kind of 
like throw myself into things, and it was kind of like a backhanded compliment. You 
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know, like ‘you jump really high and really strong but basically you need to pull it back 
and refine a little bit more.’ And so, what she said was like you dance like a boy. You just 
kind of throw yourself into things. 

Out of the fifteen student interviews, two female students offered examples of these 

explicit gender messages, where “dancing like a boy” was negative and even deserved correction 

or “refinement.” This type of explicit discouragement from engaging in “masculine” steps 

contrasts with the recent demand for ballet repertory that requires female dancers to perform 

“powerful” steps like big jumps and supporting partnering steps. However, female students are 

actively being discouraged from training in this movement vocabulary, as evidenced by 

memories recalled by the two participants who were corrected in an attempt to fix their practice 

of “dancing like a boy.”  

d. Female Gender Expectations 

Certain words, such as “delicate, soft, airy, and dainty,” were frequently associated with the 

female vocabulary and aesthetic. In the fifteen student interviews, nine mentioned one or more of 

the keywords: delicate, fairy, dainty, soft, graceful, airy, lifted, or feminine that are listed under 

the theme of female gender expectations (found in Appendix D). Interestingly, the words 

associated with the female expectations were less related to a physical condition or corporeal 

execution (as they were in the male expectations category). Instead, the words were more 

concerned with the illusive “female attitude” or essence.60 The words used to describe how 

 

60 See Erwin Straus’s argument of the feminine attitude in “Phenomenological 

Psychology.” 
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females are expected to dance were adjectives that were difficult to corporeally characterize. 

These words did not correlate with any physical step or vocabulary in ballet. While the male 

gender expectations were often linked to a physical step like a large jump or turn, that same 

connection to a physical step was absent in the female gender expectations.  

e. Guilt for Male Dancers 

The majority of student participants identified themselves as female. Although there were 

very few non-female identifying participants, one topic that emerged from a male identifying 

participant was how male dancers can experience guilt from receiving roles in ballets that they 

do not feel they deserve based on their merit. Participant 15 summed up their feelings of guilt by 

saying: 

I do feel guilty because I do not... [pause]. I know that I'm not qualified for that 
role, but I was selected because there were no other guys. There's no one else to take that 
role because of the gender that they need to be in that role…because at the end of the day, 
it comes down to the character of what the story is telling and if they do want that a male 
figure and it's not many male figures that you are the first one in line, basically. 

 The inequities of making casting choices based on a student’s gender, or what a student’s 

assumed gender is, can be problematic. It can be detrimental not only for the students not cast in 

a role due to their gender, but it is also potentially damaging to the student who is cast based on 

their gender, because it can cause feelings of guilt and unworthiness.  

f. Fixed Mindset Indications 

In the interviews, four students mentioned words that can be associated with a fixed mindset. 

A couple of the students viewed the shape of their body as something that could prevent them 
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from having a ballet career. Instead of viewing their body as something that can be shaped and 

changed with the physical practice of ballet, they viewed their body shape as a permanent 

limitation. One student named her physical traits “physical limitations.” The student participants 

put a heavy emphasis on the importance of their body types, which differs significantly from all 

the teacher participants who stated that mental strengths are more important than any physical 

traits for a successful ballet career. Many students also viewed their body as something of a static 

shape, again indicating a fixed mindset where they believe their talents (which includes the body 

in ballet) are static and predetermined.  

 

TEACHER THEMES 

a. Gendered Combinations 

The five teachers who were interviewed had various similarities and differences in their 

answers to the interview questions.61 Each participant was asked if they give different 

combinations separated by gender in the ballet classes they teach. Out of five teachers, three 

teachers said no, they give the same combinations to all students with very few distinctions in 

ballet vocabulary based on students’ genders. One of the five teachers said they give separate 

combinations based on students’ genders, and the fifth teacher said they give separate 

 

61 The questions the teacher participants were asked can be found in Appendix E. 
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combinations but give students the agency to choose which combinations they would like to 

perform in class. Both the teachers who said they gave separate combinations said that classical 

ballet repertory was the reason for their decision to separate the combinations. However, some of 

the teachers also noted the advancements that ballet repertoire is making. One teacher said, “Men 

are partnering men. Women are partnering women. You know there's all kinds of different things 

going on.” There is a conflict between the gender binary training that might better equip students 

to dance classical ballets (like Swan Lake or Sleeping Beauty) and the gender expansive training 

that might better equip students to have the physical skills needed for neo-classical or 

contemporary ballet repertoire. Diversifying the training would prepare the women to be the 

supporting partner that lifts other people instead of exclusively being the partner who is lifted, 

and consequently they could develop more upper body strength. It could also prepare the men to 

have higher extensions and more flexibility.  

b. Gender Differences in Behavior 

Some of the teachers noted gender differences in behavior during their ballet classes. Teacher 

participant 18 mentioned that the female students in their ballet classes act differently than the 

male students. This participant stated, “because in reality, the ladies tend to, you know, be more 

engaged. That’s not all cases, you know, but that doesn't bother me. I just want to work with 

dancers who focus, who really want it.” Participant 18 noticed the behavioral differences in 

different students, which can be unpacked further. Social conditioning and social norms for 

females, which is often exacerbated in the ballet field, could influence the way the students act in 

and out of ballet class. The hyper-competitive nature of ballet for females, which was mentioned 
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by the majority of student participants, could also influence the higher standard of focus, 

concentration, and engagement during training for female students.  

c. Mental Resilience 

All five of the teachers said they thought mental attributes, such as a good work ethic or 

perseverance, were of the utmost importance for a student to have a professional ballet career. 

They all ranked mental attributes as more valuable than physical attributes in order for a student 

to have a professional ballet career. One of the teachers said, “your body is able to change much 

more than we believe it is,” meaning that a student’s physical attributes, such as turnout and 

flexibility, can change and develop over time. Mental strength is needed much earlier than 

physical strength in training, because concentration and determination is necessary to have 

physical progress in terms of strength, flexibility, and coordination. Developing mental resilience 

from the start of students’ training will enable them to accomplish great feats physically. If they 

begin cultivating a growth mindset sooner in their training, they will expand beyond their initial 

physical capabilities. A student with a fixed mindset will be more likely to remain stagnant in 

their physical abilities due to a fear of challenges and mistakes. Including mental ballet training, 

as well as physical ballet training, would give students the tools that they need to develop the 

mental attributes that all the teachers thought was more important and valuable than any physical 

skill in ballet.  

d. Learning How to Teach Ballet to Different Students 

Most of the teachers said their training did not prepare them to teach students with different 

genders. Some of the teachers said their careers (rather than their training) prepared them to 
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teach ballet to different genders. One teacher said, “I didn't really train anywhere to be a 

teacher.” As seen in the cycle of authoritarian teaching methods, teaching styles can be 

mindlessly adopted by former students that are imitating their mentors’ authoritarianism in their 

own teaching. Similarly, gender expectations can also be passed down without any serious 

contemplation of whether those gender expectations are still relevant and necessary. Without 

continuous professional development, it can be difficult to evolve as a modern-day teacher. This 

professional development can be sought out by the teacher as an individual, but higher education 

institutions can also aid in giving their teachers the opportunity to expand their pedagogical 

knowledge. Higher education institutions can do this in a number of ways; they can offer faculty 

members grants for seeking outside professional development courses. They could offer courses 

in the themes of the psychology of learning, gender equity and inclusion, feminism in education, 

and mindfulness.  

 Teacher participant 18 stated that “students constantly teach us how to be better 

teachers.” They expanded on that to say that their students help them become a better teacher, 

not only through written evaluations and feedback, but also by asking the teachers questions 

during classes. This type of feedback from students was meant in a more corporeal sense, as they 

were speaking about changing their approach and verbal cues to help a student who was not 

understanding and asking follow-up questions about a physical correction. However, this can 

also be applied to the way ballet teachers look at gender. The students, who are usually at least a 

generation younger than the teacher, can show teachers practices that align with current gender 

ideology. For example, if the majority of students are asking each other’s pronouns, this might be 

an appropriate and current practice that teachers could implement. By observing their students, 

teachers can gain knowledge of current practices revolving around gender inclusion.  
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CHAPTER 5: IMPLICATIONS 

Encouraging Breaking the Binary 

The majority of the student participants (64.7 precent) indicated having a desire to engage 

in more gender expansive training. Yet, breaking the gender binary and performing another 

gender’s combinations in class was noted as a potential source for judgment from themselves and 

others. Breaking boundaries is considered positive in leadership roles in ballet. Successful 

choreographers are noted as being innovative or expansive. With breaking boundaries and 

binaries being considered a risky move in ballet class, students will not be able to have the 

opportunity to practice the skills that choreographers are most often acclaimed for. There could 

be some debate about the most ideal time to introduce students to the opportunity to diversify 

their ballet training by choosing to cross-train in another gender’s vocabulary. With continuous 

discouragement from themselves, their peers, and their teachers, when is the correct time to 

practice breaking boundaries, binaries, and glass ceilings? There is not an arguably “perfect” 

time to begin implementing agency for students in the ballet studio, but with notable 

choreographers looking for intelligent dancers, now is the ideal time to start providing ballet 

students with the opportunities to have agency in their own training and career trajectories. 

Teaching a gender neutral or gender expansive curriculum can happen early in training 

especially since young children are at a physically similar developmental stage until puberty 

starts during adolescence.  

As with many leadership roles, in the ballet field, breaking boundaries is considered positive, 

and it is a move numerous professional ballet companies are making. Artistic leadership in 



59 

of 15 

 

 

 

59 

several large ballet companies, like the American Ballet Theatre, Boston Ballet, and English 

national Ballet are pioneering female choreographer initiatives and have started diversifying 

casting to be more gender expansive.62 It makes sense that students aspiring to hold positions of 

leadership in ballet should have the choice to make the decision to diversify their own training to 

be more expansive. Allowing students to make choices about which genders’ combinations they 

practice during ballet class would be a step towards enabling them to work in these types of 

progressive artistic leadership roles.  

The easiest way to foster an innovative environment that encourages out of the box thinking 

is to avoid assigning students to a gender’s combinations based on what the teacher assumed 

their gender is. Gender is able to change, transition, and fluctuate, and by avoiding the practice of 

assuming gender, teachers are able to make the ballet studio more gender inclusive environment. 

Additionally, engaging in cross gender training allows students to gain first-hand knowledge of 

how another gender’s vocabulary in ballet operates. This encourages and allows students to 

become informed choreographers that have a more complete, full understanding of all ballet 

vocabulary. This is useful for the realistic possibility of being asked to create a choreographic 

work for a multi-gender cast or company. There are very few professional ballet companies that 

 

62 See https://www.abt.org/community/abt-rise/abt-womens-movement/, 

https://www.bostonballet.org/Home/Support/choreograpHER-initiative, and 

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/06/08/arts/dance/the-first-man-dancing-in-a-female-

corps-de-ballet.html  
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only have dancers of a uniform gender identity. Being able to choreograph from a more 

expansive, informed perspective would be beneficial in expanding ballet repertoire. This shift in 

perspective can occur in both the physical steps that create the repertoire and also in the themes 

and topics explored through movement.   

 

Asking Student Pronouns 

Addressing students with a non-gender specific pronoun, such as “they/them,” is a good 

practice when the teacher does not know a student’s correct pronouns. When creating the 

interview questions for students, the original line of thought was that teachers should ask for a 

student’s preferred pronouns. Over the course of writing this thesis, that idea shifted; the first 

shift was replacing “preferred pronouns” with “correct pronouns.” This updated word 

substitution when asking a student’s pronouns tries to make sure that the student knows their 

gender identity is not a mere preference but rather, it is the correct and appropriate way to 

address them. Since implementing that word substitution, another shift about the concept of 

asking pronouns occurred. Perhaps teachers should not be asking pronouns, especially in front of 

an entire studio of people. The reasoning behind this is that gender can be fluid, and it can 

change. While correct pronouns might be concrete and never change for some students, it might 

change or be in transition for others. Asking correct pronouns in front of a whole class could 

potentially cause an immense amount of pressure to answer immediately and concretely. Instead, 

teachers could ask for correct pronouns in a more private setting or extend an invitation for 

students to publicly share their pronouns. Instead, the teacher could ask students what they prefer 
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to be called, whether that be their birth name, nickname, or some other name. Then simply using 

the student’s preferred way to be addressed will be the most straightforward and accurate 

approach. This can ease some of the pressure students might have to “know,” precisely, who they 

are in one specific moment or who they might become during the rest of the academic term.  

 

Pedagogical Suggestions for Feedback 

During the interviews, students were frequently able to recall negative feedback 

previously given to them. This suggests that negative feedback is more memorable to students 

than positive feedback, and the way that teachers frame feedback has an enormous effect on 

students. Students were able to share very specific, vivid recollections of the negative words their 

teachers used, but few expanded on how that affected them long term. Participant 8 shared a 

comment their teacher made about their weight after the student could not fit into a costume. 

Participant 16 shared about a time their teacher said, “this is trash,” and sent the student home 

after they performed their ballet variation during a rehearsal. Participant 14 recalled a teacher 

threatening to pull them from a dance during a dress rehearsal (presumably right before the 

opening of the show) because they did not perform well enough. Participants were able to recall 

all these distressing memories with ease, and many of them shared the memory with a small 

laugh, essentially brushing aside the shock factor of some of these comments that were made to 

impressionable students in the midst of seeking coaching and help improving their ballet 

abilities. Hopefully, the intention of the teachers from the memories was not to be as critical and 

harsh as the students recalled them. Perhaps the teachers were intending to use a shock factor to 
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jump start the student into applying themselves and giving them an extra spark of external 

motivation. It is noteworthy that not many of the negative memories shared by the students were 

from their time training in a higher education dance program, but these authoritarian methods are 

still being used in ballet training. Although these memories were not from higher education 

dance training, it is concerning that some students younger than the young adults in college are 

receiving these types of comments. Although it appears that this intensely critical feedback is not 

as common or maybe as memorable in college training, it is imperative that teachers in higher 

education consider what effect their comments might have on their students. It is also noteworthy 

that one limitation of this study was that the student participants were aware that their current 

teachers in this dance program would be able to read this thesis. This could have potentially 

limited student transparency and discouraged them from sharing negative memories from their 

experiences in this particular higher education dance program.  

The most shocking comments that students shared were not constructive, and they were 

focused on things that were out of control of the students at that moment. There was not a way 

for the student who could not fit into the costume to “apply” that feedback and fix it at that 

moment. Comments and actions like sending the student home early or threatening to pull them 

from a show last minute are not constructive, and the student is not given feedback they can 

implement to improve their performance. In fact, these actions actively inhibit the student from 

improving, as a lack of opportunity to perform gives the students less of a chance to practice.  

Several of the teachers that were interviewed for this study made comments about more 

significant benefits of practicing ballet than being able to physically perform ballet steps. Some 

teachers hoped their students would come away from their class for a love and joy of movement, 
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and another teacher hoped their students could use their ballet training as a “tool of expression.” 

None of the teachers mentioned a perfected technical performance in class as the goal of their 

class. They all mentioned skills besides technique that they hoped their students would take away 

from the classes they taught.  

 

Is this the Aesthetic or Is It Gendered? 

Teachers should avoid gendering a student when giving verbal feedback, especially when 

the student’s gender identity is not known for a fact. Even if their gender performance seems 

clearly gender conforming, their identity should not be assumed. Classical ballet still has a very 

specific aesthetic, and gender roles are embedded into the classical repertoire. The physical and 

artistic corrections given by the teachers can adhere to the aesthetic without gendering a student. 

Some students had memories of seeing or hearing male students being explicitly told to be more 

“manly” or “masculine,” and females frequently recalled hearing words like “delicate” or 

“graceful” being used synonymously with “feminine” dancing. Words like this often have 

gendered connotations, and they can trigger gender stereotypes and expectations. Instead, 

teachers can suggest a more corporeal approach to giving corrections that pertain to achieving 

the specific ballet aesthetic. For example, instead of saying “try it again, this time with a more 

manly, confident approach” (which insinuates that masculinity involves confidence, and 

femininity perhaps does not), a teacher could say, “try it again and this time, keep your chin up, 

and occupy the whole stage with your movement.” The words used in the second example of 
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feedback could generate the same physical correction, but it is framed in a way that does not 

gender the physical posture or movement.  

 

Curriculum Suggestions 

It would be advantageous for higher education dance programs to use a curriculum that 

enhances and trains the students’ mindsets. Although many of the student participants in this 

study had positive attitudes towards their current dance program, it is not guaranteed that all 

dance environments these students will be in will always be mentally nurturing, thus creating an 

overall positive experience. In the instance of a negative or detrimental environment, it would be 

beneficial for the students to have a sound understanding of how to thrive mentally even in 

difficult or challenging environments. The field of ballet can be competitive, and students could 

thrive if they were equipped with the tools needed to continue to increase their mental resilience 

and cultivate their growth mindset. A higher education dance program curriculum that includes a 

mental training class would be beneficial for the students to develop the same caliber of mental 

strength as physical strength. There is no doubt that ballet is rigorous physically, but it also takes 

significant mental strength and resilience to have a successful and healthy career. By providing 

students with the training to cultivate a growth mindset, students will be better prepared for the 

mental rigor that ballet demands.  

The curriculum that higher education dance programs use should implement a mental 

training course. This type of course could help students develop the skills to be able to handle the 

high levels of stress that are often entailed in pre-professional or professional ballet. Topics 
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could include stress management, sustaining memory, managing the inner critic, and the 

importance of developing grit in highly competitive professions. Some graduate school 

programs, such as the University of California, Irvine School of Law and the University of 

California, Los Angeles School of Law, both offer mindfulness and peak performance classes 

that teach students in those intellectually rigorous programs how to use mindfulness-based stress 

reduction techniques to set themselves up for successful, fulfilling, and healthy careers. The 

University of California, Los Angeles offers an elective undergraduate course called “Life 

Skills,” which teaches students how to navigate a potentially stressful field (which ballet often is) 

and teaches how to maintain and improve their mental strength in order to manage stressful 

situations. Similar to these types of courses, dance programs should implement a mental training 

course as part of the required curriculum. This type of mental training would enable the students 

to maintain their mental wellness and improve the chances of students being more equipped to 

pursue a career in the competitive field of ballet.  

Limitations 

This study has some possible imitations. The first limitation is that the individually 

conducted interviews offered very personal, specific answers and consequently, this data cannot 

be generalized beyond the participant group. This weakness was outweighed by the depth of 

insight that the interviews offered. The second limitation is that this study had a relatively small 

sample size. These are the two major limitations of this study that could be addressed in future 

research that expands beyond this sample group. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS 

There are steps that can be taken to improve ballet pedagogy in terms of gender 

inclusivity. However, the onus is not solely on ballet teachers to change the current, restrictive 

gender practices in ballet. The higher education institutions should also share the responsibility 

of progressing ballet towards diversity, equity, and inclusion. Institutions can provide the ballet 

teachers at the school with professional development courses and support them seeking 

professional development outside the instruction’s offerings as well.  

In order to better equip ballet students with the tools they need to have successful, healthy 

careers, higher education dance programs need to diversify the physical training to be more 

gender inclusive and expansive. Teachers can encourage students to train in the entire ballet 

vocabulary, rather than limiting them to one set of steps based on their gender. Requiring every 

student to perform every version of the combinations in class would help eliminate the feelings 

of judgment that some students reported feeling when they tried to practice combinations outside 

of their prescribed gender’s vocabulary.  

Since modern-day repertoire is reflecting progressive partnering, blurred gender roles, 

and gender-neutral choreography, students should be trained for the now very real possibility that 

they will be asked to perform in this new way during their career. One way to implement this is 

adding contact improvisation or gender-neutral partnering classes to dance programs’ curricula. 

These classes would encourage students to build both physical and mental strength. Physical 

strength could be increased for students because they will learn to activate and engage new 

muscles in order to dance with different partners. Current professional ballet dancers need to be 
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able to support and be supported, so implementing contact improvisation and teaching basic 

partnering skills for all students would benefit students’ physical training. Mentally, this would 

also enable them to develop a growth mindset by helping them believe they are not destined to 

be exclusively the partner in the air if they are female and exclusively the partner lifting if they 

are male. Gender neutral partnering classes would help eliminate the fixed mindset that many of 

the students in this study exhibited. These classes could help debunk the idea that a student’s 

gender predetermines their career. 

A mental training component should be implemented into the dance programs’ 

curriculum. This will enable students to develop and train a growth mindset, where they no 

longer believe their success in ballet is predetermined (as many of the student participants in this 

study reported). The students need to be viewed as individuals with distinct identities that may or 

may not align with ballet’s current gender rigidity. As times change and evolve, ballet training 

should reflect the present. On stage, ballet continues to make movement towards diversity, 

equity, and inclusion, but ballet training would benefit from pedagogical and curriculum updates 

that are relevant in the current day.  

More research in this area is necessary to measure the effects of implementing mental 

training courses into the required curriculum in schools. Further research after implementation of 

the suggestions outlined in this thesis would play an important role in ensuring the ballet 

curriculum in higher education dance programs supports all students in their training and ballet 

goals. Current gender ideology is constantly in flux and practices in the studio will inevitably 

progress over time. Because society’s ideas about gender are fluid and continuously expanding, 

what is currently viewed as “gender expansive” might become obsolete in the future. As ballet 
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training continues to evolve, ballet practitioners of all identities must strive not for static 

perfection, as this in itself would inflict a fixed mindset in students, but instead, we must 

continue to critically evaluate our ballet practice and make updates to ensure that we are always 

striving for gender diversity, expansion, and inclusion. This is how ballet will progress forward 

and stay relevant as an athletic practice, a means of expression, and a thriving art form in the 21st 

century.  
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APPENDIX	A	

Blank Mindset Questionnaire (Student and Teacher Questionnaire Part 2)63

 
 

 

63 Participants completed the questionnaire online without knowledge of the numerical 

score chart. Statements on the online questionnaire were not valued numerically.  

MINDSET(QUIZ(
(
1.(Circle'the'number'for'each'question'which'best'describes'you''
2.(Total'and'record'your'score'when'you'have'completed'each'of'the'10'questions'
3.(Using'the'SCORE'chart,'record'your'mindset'
'''
'

'
Strongly(
Agree' Agree' Disagree' Strongly(

Disagree'
' ' ' ' '
Your'intelligence'is'something'very'basic'about'you'that'
you'can’t'change'very'much'

0' 1' 2' 3'

No'matter'how'much'intelligence'you'have,'you'can'
always'change'it'quite'a'bit'

3' 2' 1' 0'

Only'a'few'people'will'be'truly'good'at'sports,'you'have'
to'be'born'with'the'ability'

0' 1' 2' 3'

The'harder'you'work'at'something,'the'better'you'will'
be'

3' 2' 1' 0'

I'often'get'angry'when'I'get'feedback'about'my'
performance'

0' 1' 2' 3'

I'appreciate'when'people,'parents,'coaches'or'teachers'
give'me'feedback'about'my'performance'

3' 2' 1' 0'

Truly'smart'people'do'not'need'to'try'hard' 0' 1' 2' 3'
You'can'always'change'how'intelligent'you'are' 3' 2' 1' 0'
You'are'a'certain'kind'of'person'and'there'is'not'much'
that'can'be'done'to'really'change'that'

0' 1' 2' 3'

An'important'reason'why'I'do'my'school'work'is'that'I'
enjoy'learning'new'things'

3' 2' 1' 0'

''
SCORE(CHART(
22@30(=(Strong'Growth'Mindset''
17@21(=(Growth'with'some'Fixed'ideas''
11@16(=(Fixed'with'some'growth'ideas''
0@10(=(Strong'fixed'mindset''
'
(
MY(SCORE:'
(
MY(MINDSET:(
(
(
(
(
(
(

Adapted'from:'
Dweck,'C.'S.'(2006).'Mindset:)The)new)psychology)of)success.'New'York:'Random'House'Inc.''
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APPENDIX	B	

Part 1 Questionnaire for UCI Students 

Think of a teacher you have had or currently have. Answer all the questions about this single 
teacher (not a combination of your many teachers). 

____ My teacher’s feedback criticizes me as a person (e.g., “You are lazy” or “You have no  

musicality”). 

____ My teacher’s feedback in class values my emotional and mental wellbeing. 

____ My teacher gives me feedback that is aimed at showing their dissatisfaction in me rather 

than improving my technique. 

____ My teacher’s feedback in class is detrimental to my mental health. 

____ I have discouraged myself from doing the other gender’s combinations in class. 

____ I have felt judged by others for doing the other gender’s combination in class. 

____ When someone tells me I can’t do something, I feel discouraged from trying. 

____ I want to have the choice to do the other gender’s combinations in class. 

____ I think people expect me to dance a certain way because of my gender. 

____ When someone tells me I can’t do something, it makes me work harder to achieve it. 

Survey Questions: True/False 

____ I have been given a correction that references my gender either explicitly or implicitly. 

____ I feel comfortable talking to my teachers about what pronouns I use. 

____ Gender expectations in ballet have affected me personally. 

____ My teacher lets me choose which gender’s combinations to do in class. 

____ My teacher makes everyone do both genders’ combinations in class. 

____ I think it would be beneficial to do both the male and female combinations in class. 

____ I think my gender influences my success in ballet. 

 

1: very frequently 2: sometimes 3: very infrequently 
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APPENDIX	C	

Teacher Questionnaire Part 1 

Answer the following true or false questions in regard to your current students. 

1. A student’s physical markers (i.e., natural flexibility, turnout, etc.) are more valuable than 

their mental markers (i.e., concentration, focus, etc.) in ballet. 

2. I believe my students’ talent and intelligence can be developed. 

3. I believe mistakes are a valuable part of learning ballet.  

4. I think my students feel threatened by another student’s success. 

5. I think my students view another student’s success as inspirational.  

6. I think my students embrace new challenges.  
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APPENDIX	D	

Student Interview Themes and Keywords 

 

	 	

Theme Keywords 

Female Dancer Competition competition, competing, competitive, harder, discrepancy, easier, 

dominated 

Gendered Body Expectations leaner, smaller, body, slim, physical, look 

Female Gender Expectations delicate, fairy, dainty, soft, graceful, airy, lifted, feminine 

Male Gender Expectations jump, height, strong, powerful, masculine 

Male Guilt guilt, opportunities  

Fixed Mindset change, height, matters, limits, limitations 

Individuality same, identical, corps de ballet, similar 
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APPENDIX	E	

Interview Questions for Ballet Teachers 

1.  Do you give separate combinations for male and female students in your class? 

2.  Why do you think it is/is not valuable to teach both? 

3.  Do you think physical attributes like turnout and feet or mental attributes like 

work ethic and persistence are more important to have a professional ballet 

career? Why? 

4.  What kind of things do you give your students feedback on? 

5.  Do you ever give feedback on mental attributes? Or usually just physical 

corrections? 

6.  What is some feedback/a correction you got from a teacher in your ballet training 

that has stuck with you for a long time? How do you think that impacted your 

teaching? 

7.  What is some feedback you got from a student that you have taught that has stuck 

with you for a long time? How do you think that impacted your teaching? 

8.  How do you think a student’s gender influences their success in ballet? 

9.  How did your training prepare you to teach your students that identify as a 

different gender than you? 

10.  What is the most challenging part of teaching for you? 

11.  What is the most rewarding part of teaching for you? 

12.  What do you hope your students take away from your ballet class?  
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APPENDIX	F	

Interview Questions for UCI Dance Majors 

1.  Since this is a study concerning gender in ballet, if you are comfortable sharing, 

what is the gender you identify with? 

2.  What messages about gender did you receive during your training? 

3.  How do you think those messages affected your outlook on ballet? 

4.  Do you have the choice to do both genders’ combinations in ballet class? Do you 

think that having that option would be beneficial in your training? 

5.  Do teachers/choreographers ask your preferred pronouns? How do you feel about 

that? 

6.  Have you ever received feedback from a teacher that references gender? 

7.  What is some feedback or a correction you got from a teacher in ballet that has 

stuck with you for a long time? 

8.  How do you think your gender influences your success in ballet? 

9.  What is your dream career in dance?  

10.  If any, what hurdles do you think could prevent you from having that career? 
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APPENDIX	G	

Institutional Review Board Exempt Form
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