Level 5

Understanding the Mastery Curve

Learning a new skill rarely happens in a straight line. The mastery curve describes how
progress often unfolds as we learn, practice, and refine a skill over time.

You might pick up a new movement quickly at first, experience a period where progress
feels slow, or even feel like you are getting worse before things begin to click. These
experiences are a normal part of learning.

In dance, improvement involves much more than getting a movement right once. It
requires developing coordination, strength, musicality, consistency, artistry, and the
ability to execute skKills under pressure.

What Does the Mastery Curve Look Like?

1. The Beginning: Rapid Progress

You may notice quick improvements as you learn the basics of a new movement or
combination. Each practice session can feel rewarding because you are discovering
something new.

2. The Middle: The Plateau

Progress may begin to slow. You are putting in the work, but improvements become less
obvious. You might repeat the same correction without seeing immediate results.

This is often where frustration develops. However, a plateau does not necessarily mean
you have stopped learning. You may be refining details, building consistency, or
developing the coordination needed for more advanced execution.

3. The Refinement Stage: Integration and Consistency

With continued practice, feedback, and adjustments, skills can begin to feel more
coordinated and reliable. You become better able to execute the movement in different
combinations and under different conditions.

Progress can still fluctuate at this stage. Mastery is not a permanent state of perfection;
it is an ongoing process of learning and refinement.

Why This Matters for Preprofessional Dancers

Dance training often involves constant evaluation, corrections, auditions, and
comparison with peers. It can be tempting to interpret slow progress as evidence that
you are not talented enough.

The mastery curve offers another perspective: struggle is not automatically a sign of
failure. It can be part of the learning process.
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Control, Influence, and Letting Go

As a preprofessional dancer, you work in an environment where many things matter: your
preparation, your performance, your relationships with teachers, casting decisions, and
opportunities for advancement.

Some of these things are within your control. Others are outside it. And many fall
somewhere in between.

1. What You Can Control
These are your own choices and actions. You can make decisions about them, even when
you cannot guarantee the outcome.
Examples in dance:
e How you prepare for class and rehearsal.
How you respond to corrections.
Your effort, attitude, and professionalism.
How you speak to yourself after a mistake.
Whether you take care of your body and prioritize recovery.

2. What You Cannot Control
These are outcomes, circumstances, or other people's decisions that you cannot
determine on your own.
Examples in dance:

e Whether you receive a particular role.

e Ateacher's personal preferences.

e How other dancers perform.

e Whether a casting decision feels fair.
Trying to control these things can leave you spending energy on worry, comparison, or
frustration rather than preparation.

3. What You Can Influence
This is the middle ground. You cannot guarantee a particular outcome, but your actions
may affect the likelihood of it happening.
Examples in dance:
e You cannot control whether a teacher casts you, but you can influence their
impression through your preparation, performance, and professionalism.
e You cannot control how quickly you master a difficult skill, but you can influence your
progress through focused practice, feedback, and recovery.
¢ You cannot control how a teacher responds to you, but you can influence the quality
of your working relationship through communication and openness to feedback.
¢ You cannot control whether you feel nervous at an audition, but you can influence
how you respond to those nerves through preparation, breathing, and attention to
the task.
Your focus: What can | do that may positively influence this situation?
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Performance Anxiety: Finding Your Optimal Zone

Feeling nervous before or during a performance does not automatically mean
something is wrong. In fact, some level of physical and mental activation can
help us perform at our best. The goal is not necessarily to eliminate anxiety, but
to learn how to work with our energy and attention so we can stay engaged with
what matters.

The Inverted-U

One way to understand the relationship between arousal and performance is the
Inverted-U Theory. The basic idea is that performance tends to improve as our
level of arousal increases—up to a certain point. Too little activation can leave us
feeling flat, unfocused, or unmotivated. Too much activation can make it harder
to think clearly, stay present, or execute skills automatically.

Think of it like a volume dial:

Too Low = Optimal Zone - Too High

A Body-Based Strategy: Grounding With Cold

When your nervous system feels highly activated, a brief grounding strategy can
help you reconnect with the present moment.

One option is using an ice pack or something cold. Place the cold object against
an area such as your hands, forearms, or the back of your neck for a short period
while paying attention to the physical sensations.

A Cognitive Strategy: Notice, Unhook, Refocus

Sometimes the biggest problem is not the thought itself-it is getting hooked by
the thought.

You might notice:

“What if | mess this up?”

“Everyone is better than me.”

“l can't be nervous right now.”

Rather than arguing with the thought, try:

1. Notice: “I'm having the thought that | might mess this up.”

2. Name: “I'm getting hooked by worry.”

3. Refocus: Bring your attention back to something you can do right now.
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