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			My journey as a dancer has manifested into a wonderful career thanks to the unending love and support of my family and friends who continue to inspire me to do my best, trust my instincts, and follow my heart.

			I dedicate this book to Grandma and Grandpa Shaffer, who reminded me to never give up; to Grandma and Grandpa Smith, for never missing a performance; to my mom, who remains my number one fan; to my dad, who drove me forty-five miles every day to attend a performing-arts high school; to my sister, who taught me to be a fighter; and to Jeff Payton, who challenges me to be a better person and artist every single day.
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			Overture

			 If you happen to be the proud parent of a child who dances, the question-filled parent of a child who wants to become a dancer, or a dancer ready to embark on a professional career, congratulations on the purchase of this book. The stories I share will provide a backstage tour of the life of a dancer. From my first class I knew what I wanted to do with my future. As much as I was grateful to my loving and supportive parents, sometimes as a performer you have to take matters into your own hands.

			I was only thirteen years old. In addition to the insults and name-calling, middle school had brought about a revelation and a serious, life-changing moment. When most young boys were playing He-Man, swapping baseball cards, and perfecting their BMX wheelies, “by the power of Grayskull” I was going to conquer the entertainment business. I swapped out my Boy Scout uniform and Swiss Army knife for jazz shoes and a glossy headshot.

			Inspired by Fame—and the gossip around the water fountain among the older teenage dancers at an audition for the sixty-fourth Academy Awards with legendary choreographer Debbie Allen (who really is going to live forever)—I decided that I needed to attend the Orange County High School of the Arts. (Every parent reading this surely knows the difference between “need” and “need.”) A school dedicated to the training and development of dance, theater, and the art of accepting your creative individuality? Yes, please!

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							#DanceNote

							Every young dancer wants to win a platinum trophy; very few are willing to accept gold as part of the growth process.Ballet

						
					

				
			

			Unbeknownst to my parents, I decided to do some #Pre-Internet research. I secured an application from my vice principal and requested glowing recommendations from my dance and drama teachers. I filled out this application in my own handwriting and waited for a response.

			My parents discovered that I had enrolled myself at OCHSA without telling them when they received an appointment for my entrance audition addressed directly to them. Needless to say, they weren’t pleased that I had reached out without their permission, but they recognized my determination and resourcefulness and allowed me to audition anyway. To my delight, I was accepted into the Commercial Dance Department. Somehow I convinced my dad to commit to driving me to and from school every day! Trust me, that hour-long car ride was invaluable bonding time. My journey at OCHSA provided the foundation for the rest of my career.

			[image: ]

			Say cheese! My first headshot in LA

			As you probably realize, there isn’t “one” singular way to “make it” in this industry. Yet convincing a headstrong artist (regardless of age) to do something other than follow their passion is like convincing a movie critic that Madonna* can act. People who want to succeed always find a way! Hopefully this book offers some practical wisdom and sparks a laugh or two along the way.

			
				* P.S. I L-O-V-E #Madonna.

			

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							#DanceNote

							The difference between a soloist and an ensemble dancer is approximately ten more hours of training a week. #Ballet

						
					

				
			

			Important Note

			I am an expert at absolutely everything. Just ask me. However, my parents, through their recently hired lawyer, insist I remind you that I am not. The events I write of and advice I share in this book are based on my career in the entertainment industry. Though some events and names have been reinterpreted (as artists often do), the stories are real. I offer my hard-earned advice as inspiration but make no guarantees about your future. I’m still on a path to discovering mine!
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			Chapter

			1

			Curtain Up!

			 Around the time that I was taking my first steps as a toddler, I can remember a moment when I was sitting in front of a gigantic, self-standing box made out of dark brown wood with giant plastic dials.* Just on the other side of the glass, vibrant people mesmerized me as they sang and danced. I sat in front of the television set all day trying to figure out how to get in that box and be a part of the magic I was watching.

			
				* For those of you born in the twenty-first century, Google old-fashioned television set.

			

			[image: ]

			Early in my dance career (please note the strong parallel second position but weak #JazzHands!)

			I was hooked. From then on, everything I did became a theatrical event. I used the coffee table in our living room as a stage and performed my very own cabaret. Bath time turned into “Singing in the Tub.” Household chores turned into a scene from Annie. It didn’t matter if I had an audience or not. Grocery shopping was the best because I had those big aisles with the linoleum floors, ideal for my rubber-soled shoes that would squeak like tap shoes as I sang and danced along the canned-food section. It was like one giant set, and all the other shoppers were the extras in my big show. I still fight the urge to do chassé switch leaps every time I’m in a grocery store.

			It was abundantly clear that my parents had no hope of my becoming a doctor, lawyer, civil engineer, or anything other than a performer when I grew up. Thankfully they encouraged me to follow my passion, and don’t think I didn’t take advantage of that. I exploited every family reunion, wedding, and company picnic with my off-off-off-Broadway shows. Captive audiences became the perfect showtime.

			I was confident that I had my supportive parents convinced of my creative genius. However, it wasn’t until two larger-than-life heroes entered my world that it occurred to me that I could dream bigger.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							#DanceNote

							Pick one thing that you learned by watching a peer perform and incorporate it into your daily dance practice.

						
					

				
			

			The first time I saw Thriller I was blown away. Michael Jackson’s showmanship and talent was totally #Rad, as we’d say in the 1980s. I was obsessed with studying Michael’s every move and mannerisms. I learned the choreography to every video so that I would be ready to step in as soon as I received the call from the Gloved One. (Because that fantasy plays out in your head when you’re nine years old.) My dreams really took flight soon after watching the movie Dirty Dancing.

			I was nine years old when I snuck into the living room past my bedtime to watch an R-rated movie with dance in the title.

			Patrick Swayze made working as a dance teacher at a country club look like the most glamorous job ever. (The adrenaline from secretly watching the movie and excitement from being up past my bedtime may have heightened the cool factor.) Regardless, Patrick demonstrated his talent as a well-trained dancer, singer, and actor. Plus, he got the girl in the end. Sign me up. I wanted to be just like him.

			VHS tapes† were still coveted phenomena at the time, and my parents loved to collect them, so naturally they bought Dirty Dancing. Every day for two months I would play the tape before they came home from work. Like a Russian ballet mistress, I’d force my sister to rehearse the dance steps just like we saw in the movie.

			
				† Kids, a VHS—or video home system—player is an oversized electronic instrument used to watch movies at home, often bulky, and seriously out of date. I’d compare it to a DVD player, but you probably don’t know what that is either. It’s like watching Apple TV, only you had to buy the movies at a video store. Okay, never mind.

			

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							#DanceNote

							The entertainment industry is small and connected. Build relationships, not rivalries.

						
					

				
			

			Around the same time, my parents were invited to a lavish wedding at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles, and children were welcome. I felt like a movie star from the moment I walked into that hotel ballroom. The sound of the live band filled that enormous room with magnificent energy. As the night progressed I could hardly contain myself from exploding on the dance floor. Once I’d consumed enough cake to ensure a sugary high, I found the courage to approach the bandleader. Without my parents knowing, I requested “The Time of My Life,” the finale song from Dirty Dancing.

			As the first chord vibrated through the crowd, I had my sister up out of her chair and on the floor. I felt like a bigger celebrity than Justin Bieber, dancing our choreographed routine to the live music in that grand ballroom. (I’m positive our performance would have rivaled any seen on the Grammys.) By the end of the song, my sister and I were the only two people left standing in the middle of the parquet floor. It was silent for a minute, and then a roar of applause and laughter filled the room. My parents approached us in a state of shock and delight. Obviously they had questions that would be answered later in the evening at home, but for the time being, I could see the pride on their faces.

			As fate would have it, a children’s entertainment agent happened to be among the guests at the wedding—and the rest (as they say) is history.

			There are a million different ways that people get started in this business. Some of us have supportive families, great opportunities, and pure luck; others do not. I was fortunate to have luck on my side getting started. However, the journey has taken me down many rough roads. I worked very hard to pave my own way in this industry, and I did so without much knowledge of how the business side worked. There were no books on how to succeed as a dancer or which direction I should take to realize my dreams.

			Though I’m now able to look back with appreciation on that part of my journey, my goal with this book is to present some answers to the questions I had when I was getting started on my own. I hope that the stories I share and the advice I offer will add inspiration, encouragement, and practical answers as you embark on your journey as an artist. No matter what, the best advice I can offer is to never give up!
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			Chapter

			2

			Right to the Pointe

			#TalentCompetitions

			The sequins, glue gun, and hair extensions are packed, and you are set for another weekend of showstopping competition. Like many of you, I also started out as a competition dancer. Now, thanks to that training (and the career that I have worked so hard on), I’m fortunate enough to experience competitions from the other side of the judges’ table. I love the opportunities that dance competitions provide.

			Aside from the obvious experience you gain as a performer, competitions offer a unique perspective into what your life will be like as a professional. The competition dancer learns how to handle the pressure of remembering a massive amount of choreography, perfecting a quick change, and improvising when you forget choreography. You make friends and develop networking skills that will help you as a professional in the industry. People with negative things to say about dance competitions fail to recognize the amount of dedication, hard work, and creativity involved. Just like any other athlete, a competitive dancer will endure tough love. In this industry you’d better get used to that early.

			At every competition I judge, I’m inspired by the artistry and remarkable advancements that dancers make at such a young age. The future of dance relies on the fearlessness of the up-and-coming innovators who often emerge from the competition world. The challenge is learning how to transition into a professional career from that world.

			#TechnicallySpeaking

			Young dancers often spend much of their time perfecting competition choreography and building on technique, which of course serves its purpose. You have to remember that audiences pay big money to be entertained. The most important job you have as a dancer is to master the art of performing. You are a storyteller, and technique is just the beginning. It is essential that you convey the emotional journey that corresponds with the choreographer’s piece.

			[image: ]

			The dance moms are all smiles when an industry insider is near!

			Everyone hates listening when old people tell them what to do, so just pretend I’m the most popular kid in your school right now. Okay, so, like, it would be sooo amazing if you understood how important it is to, like, be a well-rounded dancer. For reals. You totally, like, have to do your job as a dancer and, like, expand on your training as an actor and singer. Seriously, like, the more polished and amazing you can be as a performer, like, the more you will for sure work as a dancer!

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							#DanceNote

							Working on tricks will help you win competitions. Working on technique will help you become a working dancer!.

						
					

				
			

			It is easy to watch other dancers in class or on stage and critique their technical ability. But how often do you enjoy another dancer from the audience’s point of view? The average audience member has no idea what flawless technique looks like. I promise they will always prefer watching a captivating performer over a perfect dancer. For example, did you watch Black Swan and think, “OMG, Natalie Portman is such a brilliant dancer”? No. Still, I bet you got caught up in the emotion she conveyed as an actor.

			
				
					
				
				
					
							
							#DanceNote

							Overusing pirouette combinations in your choreography is like using the same word over and over and over and over and over again in a sentence. Eventually it becomes ineffective and uncreative.

						
					

				
			

			Passion and natural charisma have a lot to do with that, but so does hard work. It is not enough to learn a phrase of choreography. You have to explore the layers in the movement and connect with them emotionally. A piece of choreography has a storyline, just like your favorite movie, with an arc and a journey that the audience goes on while watching the performance. As a dancer, you have to analyze the choreography exactly like an actor would study a script. Find the beats in the story. Understand the movement and how it relates to the “character” you play while performing the choreography. Discovering as a dancer how to properly connect with the dance will make you stand out above the corp.

			In every major city there are acting and vocal classes geared toward dancers. Find a class where you feel safe and supported. I know how hard it is for dancers to use their voices. Just like Lilly in Pitch Perfect, it scares us to express ourselves with our voices because we have spent our entire lives “talking” with our
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