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“I’m a professional dancer,” I said, to a random person who asked my occupation. The 

response I got was, “That’s cool, but what’s your real job?” This is a regular and disappointing 

response many dancers receive throughout their careers. Though people acknowledge that a 

career in the arts is hard to achieve, many still try to pursue it. The process of getting into a 

college dance program or a professional dance company can be quite difficult. However, 

graduating from an accredited college dance program can be what catapults a dancer into their 

professional career. 

 

The Conservatory of Dance at SUNY Purchase College is regularly named one of the top 

10 college dance programs in the United States. Although the name may not hold as much 

weight as Juilliard to the everyday person, some would agree that the dance program at Purchase 

is comparable in its reputation. 

 

Purchase College senior dance majors discussed why they chose the program. Carlin 

Olson said, “I saw the senior project show the weekend I auditioned for Purchase,  and that was 

actually what made me decide to go to Purchase. I thought, if they’re turning out dancers that 

dance like that, that’s where I want to be, because…Woah.”  

 



 

Olson was referring to a senior who graduated in the spring of 2018 named Kiley 

Doloway. Doloway has danced with many major contemporary companies in the US and 

currently has almost 10,000 followers on her dance Instagram account. The list of alumni from 

Purchase who have gone on to dance professionally in the dance world is a long one. Purchase 

currently has graduates in The Martha Graham Dance Company, the Limón Dance Company, 

and LA Dance Project to name a few. Phoebe Burden was attracted to the dance conservatory’s 

reputation. She said, “I chose Purchase because of the diversity that it has, how much art it has, 

and it’s well known for dance. I wanted a big name to be on my resume.” 

 

The dance program at Purchase is a grueling yet rewarding one. Dancers take six 

technique classes per week, three dance classes of choice, as well as one or two dance academics 

per semester depending on a student’s year. This is in addition to the many hours of rehearsal 

that are added on throughout the week. However, this is also the schedule that has brought 

dancers to their peak performance. Kristen Lambert said, “The amount of dancing that we do has 

been so rewarding. And the space to have a process rather than feeling like I have to do 

everything perfectly. I feel like being at Purchase I learned that there’s always room for more 

growth. This is your working project, and it can always be changed or improved. Learning about 

process was just the most rewarding part.” 

 

Dancers learn how to cultivate a creative process throughout their entire time at Purchase 

through improvisational classes and choreographic composition classes. This prepares the 

dancers for what some consider the most important performance in school: the senior project 

weekend. Every dancer is required to do a dance senior project in their last year of school, which 



 

consists of performing a repertory solo by a professional choreographer as well as 

choreographing a piece on five to eight dancers that must be six to eight minutes in duration. It is 

put together in show format with about four other dancers and is performed on a Friday and 

Saturday evenings.  The dancers quoted in this article were in the same senior project weekend 

as I, earlier this year on February 25 and 26, 2022.  

 

The process of creating the project can be stressful as the show displays the culmination 

of a dancer's four years of training in the conservatory. The stress behind a senior project mostly 

comes from the composition requirement. There is a long and draining audition process that is 

lacking a supportive structure for the seniors. The process can take two to three days since all of 

the freshmen, sophomore, and junior dancers audition. The seniors meet after auditions to 

discuss which dancers piqued their interest most. Then, the seniors are told to wait until after the 

auditions are over and to wait until a specific time to start asking dancers to be in their senior 

project piece. This way, the selection process is fair to every student. However, usually, the 

seniors do not follow the rules and begin to ask much earlier than allowed. This leaves the “rule 

followers” high and dry with almost none of their first choices.  

 

“The audition to get a cast for our senior project was very stressful because you can’t just 

get your perfect cast,” said Lambert. “You have to, like, think of how all of the dancers look 

together and how they’ll work together. You might get turned down by some people and that’s 

frustrating. Also, preparing for our actual senior project weekend was hard. Knowing dates, 

deadlines, what you had to do, and when you had to do it, was also really stressful.” 

 



 

After this audition process, scheduling rehearsals can be tricky because this project is not 

on anyone else's priority list. It is only a top priority for the senior who is creating it. The dance 

program is tough due to the lack of downtime, so dancers often end up needing to schedule 

rehearsals from 8-10 p.m. even after a long day of classes and rehearsals. Also, some people who 

join the dance program are not comfortable with choreographing. For those individuals, the idea 

of having to create a piece for their senior project can feel like a big hurdle to jump.  

 

“I was pretty stressed in the beginning about making choreography because I don’t think 

that I’m the best at it, but it ended up being fun because of my cast,” said Burden.  

 

Other seniors found the process to be extremely emotional and a bonding experience for 

themselves with their dancers. Olson created a piece that portrayed a difficult point in her life 

that she once faced.  

 

“I took a long time in rehearsals to check in with my dancers, '' said Olson. “My piece 

was about a lot more than just dancing. It was inspired by the significance of a multifaceted 

relationship and how it affects both partners involved. If it affects one person more than the 

other, it truly only takes the person affected to stop it. I just dance about my life,” she said.  

 

Despite the stress of it all, a dancer’s senior project weekend is something each Purchase 

dancer excitedly waits for as they make their way through the program. Finally getting to 

showcase your hard work to your peers and instructors with the repertory solo of your choosing 

is such an empowering feeling.  



 

 

“It was a long rep and it was an emotionally tolling process to go through, but it was 

really rewarding to finish, and bow, and be in that moment,” said Olson. “And just…I did it. This 

is what I’ve been here for four years for. This moment is what I’ve trained for.” 

 

This gratifying moment of performing onstage, alone, is also echoed in  Lambert’s words. 

She said, “Performing my solo was just fun. That’s what we train to do, which is to perform. So, 

getting to do that by yourself, onstage, there’s just nothing more special.  In the end, it was just 

so rewarding, and I felt very supported that weekend.”  

 

The senior project weekend that has been discussed throughout this article was called “In 

Flux.” We chose the name because the phrase means continuous change. We felt that the four 

years at Purchase College transformed us in a way we never knew possible.  

 

Going through college during the Covid-19 pandemic taught us how to keep working 

while dealing with difficult times. We learned how to motivate ourselves in uncomfortable 

situations, like trying to take a ballet class from home over Zoom. The lack of performing 

opportunities throughout the pandemic was hard to cope with, but eventually, our senior project 

performance became a light at the end of a long tunnel. The years at Purchase showed us that we 

are ever-changing, and the senior project weekend was just to celebrate how far we had come 

and to be proud of who we were at that moment.  

 



 

The show was a success. We felt happy with our solo performances and with the entire 

show weekend overall. The show went off without a hitch and we were able to celebrate with our 

families afterward. The rest of the semester has been busier than ever with auditions, classes, 

assignments, and last-minute stressors. Post-graduation plans are looking different for everyone 

right now. Some dancers have jobs lined up after graduation, while others are still figuring things 

out. Olson will be moving to Dallas for a part-time management position for the Dash Ensemble, 

a contemporary dance company currently moving from New York to Dallas. She will also be 

working with Soul Escape,  a project-based dance company. Like many of the dancers at 

Purchase College, including myself, Lambert and Burden are both leaving school without a 

contract. 

 

“I haven’t done much,” said Lambert. “I feel like I’m the type of person that needs to get 

their bearings after college. So I sat this audition season out, and I just need to get some stuff 

together. I think the reality of getting into a company right out of college is a possibility, but it’s 

not something I wanted to fight for at this point in my life. I think that I’ll be more freelance-

based and more teaching-based until I can get the connections rolling a little bit deeper.” 

 

Another difficulty many dancers face is trying to find and get to auditions in New York 

City while still maintaining good grades and getting assignments and projects done. Burden said,  

 

“I didn’t really start the process of auditioning until later because our senior project was 

during audition season.  So I feel like I lost out in some of that aspect, time-wise, but now after 

doing some, I want to go more towards commercial dance a bit and see what happens.”  



 

 

Getting a job in the dance world is no easy feat, especially while in a college 

conservatory program. I have been to eight auditions this season and have sent emails to over 20 

companies with no luck yet in getting a contract. It takes time, and it also takes effort. You need 

to meet people in the dance world and form real connections for choreographers to consider you. 

It is always best to hire someone you know you can depend on, so I hope that my fellow dancers 

and I will continue to show up, and audition for the jobs we really want.  

 

The SUNY Purchase dance program is exceptional, though I may be biased. Our senior 

project was a beautiful experience. It felt so empowering and rewarding to take that final bow for 

myself at my school. I would not trade my four years at Purchase for the world and I think my 

friends can say the same. Olson said it best, 

 

“At some points, the program felt like living hell. But now I get to make a career out of 

doing what I love and that makes every bit of my time at Purchase worth it.” 

 

 

 


