
When an older student mentors a younger one, 
both can blossom 

By Diane Gudat 
I was 12 years old and standing backstage at my first recital. My knees were 
knocking and the feathers on my white Swan Lake costume were giving me 
hives. And then I saw them—the high school advanced jazz class. I had never 
seen anything so spectacular! 
 
They floated past me in a sort of unearthly glow, whispering and giggling, with 
perfectly coiffed hair, fabulous sequin leotards, jazz skirts, and makeup. Their 
confident smiles, adorned with glistening braces, were as white as their Oxford 
jazz shoes. As I watched them stretch effortlessly in the wings, I dared to wonder 
if someday I might be as groovy (it was, after all, the early ’70s) as they were. 
And their routine! It was brilliant! I had never seen pas de bourrée done at such 
breakneck speed. I was breathless. 

Then the unthinkable happened. As they exited the stage, one particularly 
dazzling girl stopped, straightened my feather head wrap, and said, “Good luck! 
Don’t forget to smile!” My knees went weak. Unable to respond, I just grinned 
and shook my head. She was gone in a flash. 

Advanced students possess an undeniable power over younger students, and 
even over the atmosphere of our studios. I watch as little ones stop and stare up 
at the older dancers moving confidently on their way to class. We need to 
harness this power for the good of our studio and capitalize on it whenever we 
can. 

That’s why I have chosen to hold my older dancers responsible for their position. 
I make them aware that they have the “it” factor and a unique, subliminal 
influence on the studio. I remind them that what they wear, how they 
communicate with each other, their work ethic, and their respect for the studio 
are all monitored closely and emulated by the dozens of children who watch 
them each week. 

Every so often I test this theory (and prove it to the advanced dancers) by having 
them wear a specific color or style of headband to class every day. Within about 
two weeks the trend will trickle down to the intermediate students. The results are 
even faster if you use the older students as demonstrators or teacher’s assistants 
for younger classes. 

I encourage this social status and purposely create opportunities for older 
students to use it to mentor the younger ones. Here are a few ideas to get that 
trend started. 

1. Assign “big sisters” or “big brothers” to younger students who will be doing 



solos. It’s the older students’ responsibility to remind the younger ones to 
practice, encourage their efforts, and assist with rehearsals from time to time. 
Suggest that they make a good-luck card or poster for the performance; the 
younger students treasure them. 

2. Enter only your younger students in a competition. Require your older dancers 
to be there not just to applaud but to be in charge of caring for the younger 
participants. Make each one responsible for helping one dancer check in and for 
offering advice and encouragement backstage. Allow these mentors to cheer for 
their charges from the wings and be there to compliment their performances. 
Parents are particularly impressed with this change of focus toward their younger 
children. We get a lot of compliments about the mentoring students after these 
events. 

3. Have older students visit younger classes and show what they are learning. 
The demonstration can be as simple as a “perfect” plié or shuffle. This can also 
be an excellent, convenient venue for checking on older students’ progress with 
their solos. Or try the reverse: take a younger class on a “field trip” to a more 
advanced class. It need not be the same genre of dance the younger children are 
studying. Just witnessing an older dancer moving to the music can inspire 
younger dancers and give them heroes to emulate. 

4. Remind the older students to notice the younger ones. Give older students 
trinkets like stickers, coloring sheets, CDs with ballet music, and pictures from a 
dance-related magazine to hand out to younger students they see in the studio. 

5. Encourage older students to keep the dressing room clean by helping the 
younger ones find a place for their belongings, picking up items from the floor, 
and gently reminding the little ones to respect the furniture and walls. 

6. Ask them to compliment students who are following rules and are dressed 
nicely for class. 

7. Ask them to befriend a child who seems less popular than others. Having an 
older “cool” student as a friend will instantly raise that child’s confidence level and 
might help her fit in. 

Without this kind of guidance, some older teens can become self-absorbed and 
socially demanding. Most of their world revolves around their schedules, their 
needs, and their social status. Giving them an opportunity to inspire and mentor 
younger students can help them look outward and teach them important lessons 
about giving back and being grateful for what they have. 

I don’t know what became of my long-ago recital friend, and I’m sure she has no 
idea how she changed my life with a kind gesture that day. I do know, however, 
that I have helped to form many new mentors over the years and intend to “pay it 
forward” for many years to come. 


