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[bookmark: _Toc231591457][bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Introduction:
This reflective essay critically evaluates my final dance production, ‘12’, using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) as the primary framework, alongside Schön’s (1983) concepts of Reflection – in – Action and Reflection – on – Action. The dance performance explored themes of drug addiction, mental health struggles, relationship abuse, and the LGBTQIA+ community, as well as my personal journey as a transgender individual. As the lead performer, soloist, and ensemble dancer, I was responsible not only for the technical execution of movement but also for communicating deeply personal narratives to the audience and ensuring the pieces were cohesive.
     Reflective practice plays a vital role in dance education and professional performance, encouraging performers to critically assess their experiences, identify areas for improvement, and recognise the factors that contribute to successful outcomes. Schön (1983) argues that reflection enables practitioners to learn from experience through both reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action, thereby supporting ongoing professional development. Similarly, Gibbs’ (1988) reflective framework offers a structured approach to analysing experiences and identifying future actions for improvement. Through reflection, dancers can develop a deeper understanding of their emotional responses to performance.
     The creative process behind ‘12’ demanded significant emotional vulnerability, physical endurance, and artistic commitment. Throughout rehearsals and the final productions, I struggled with confidence in my acting, memory retention, the physical demands of the choreography, and working alongside unprofessional cast members. At the same time, the process fostered substantial personal growth as a performer in the professional industry. Positive feedback from tutors and audience members highlighted my emotional authenticity, commitment to the work, and potential for a professional career in the dance and acting industry.
     This essay reflects on the development process, analyses my performance experience, evaluates my strengths and weaknesses, and outlines the actions I will take to support my continued development as an artist. Throughout this critical evaluation, I aim to demonstrate how this performance has shaped my artistic identity and professional aspirations.



[bookmark: _Toc231591458]‘12’ Description:
Blending commercial and contemporary dance while drawing on a range of dance genres and influences, the production of ‘12’ presented a bold, contemporary, emotional, and theatrically relevant performance language, centred on themes that are both socially significant and personally meaningful. Exploring the realities of addiction, abuse, mental health, discrimination within LGBTQIA+ communities, and the complexity of navigating life as a transgender individual, this work required me to draw directly on personal experiences and emotions, making it one of the most vulnerable artistic experiences of my university journey.
     As the Muse, I carried significant responsibility within the performance. Many sections of the choreography focused directly on my character’s emotional journey, requiring sustained audience engagement and a clear narrative. Alongside my solo responsibilities, I participated in ensemble sections that explored external pressures, social expectations, relationship toxicity, and collective experiences within marginalised communities. The rehearsal period involved intensive physical training, repeated rehearsals of the choreography, and creative direction sessions to develop solo pieces, as expected. Given the complexity of the work, I needed to balance technical precision with emotional authenticity and maturity. ‘12’ demanded frequent transitions between states of vulnerability, isolation, resilience, and empowerment.
     The Matinée and Evening performances were presented to an audience of peers, lecturers, family members, and members of the public. Following both performances, I received positive feedback and support from individuals regarding my emotional commitment, stage presence, and ability to communicate the work's hard-hitting themes effectively and accurately. In addition to performing the choreography, I contributed creatively throughout the rehearsal process by exploring movement ideas, developing characterisation, and participating in discussions about the interpretation of sensitive themes. This collaborative approach ensured that the work remained authentic and respectful while accurately representing the experiences and issues explored within the production.
[bookmark: _Toc231591459][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Strengths & Challenges:
At the beginning of the rehearsal process, I experienced a mix of emotions about the piece's narrative. I was excited about the opportunity to explore issues that were personally significant to me, yet I also felt apprehensive about exposing aspects of my identity and lived experience to an audience. Sharing stories connected to mental health, abuse, and my transgender identity created a level of vulnerability I had not previously experienced or explored in performance.
     Throughout rehearsals, confidence was a recurring challenge, as I have mentioned before, especially at the start of the process when the narrative wasn’t finalised. Although I understood the choreographic and artistic intentions, I often questioned whether I could convey the emotional complexity the piece required. There were moments when self-doubt affected my performance in rehearsal, particularly during sections requiring strong acting or intense emotional expression, as I struggled to use facial expressions while dancing. But as the weeks progressed and the story was pieced together, my character development began to emerge.
     To be completely transparent, I didn’t expect to feel as exhausted as I did during the process, but I don’t think it was due to the piece’s physical demands. It had more to do with some of my cast members’ attitudes and the lack of professionalism from certain individuals during rehearsals. This often left me mentally fatigued, which occasionally affected my concentration and memory. However, I overcame this by surrounding myself with positivity and maintaining an upbeat attitude in the rehearsal space, despite others being negative or rude. Being around this taught me that there’s more to being a performer than just being a good dancer. It’s about being a team player, being open-minded, resilient, and willing to try new things, even if they’re uncomfortable at first.
     As the performance date approached, my anxiety grew. I worried about forgetting the choreography, losing energy, or failing to communicate the narrative effectively. However, once on stage, these concerns gradually gave way to a clear sense of purpose. I became immersed in the performance, letting the movement and narrative guide my focus. After the performance, I felt an overwhelming sense of achievement and pride. Knowing that audience members connected with the themes and emotional content validated the risks I had taken throughout the creative process and in the final shows. 
     One of the most challenging moments in ‘12’ came during a section of the performance in which I gradually removed layers of clothing on stage until I was left wearing only binding tape and skin-coloured ballet-type shorts. This moment was intentionally choreographed two days before the show to symbolise vulnerability, exposure, and the stripping away of identities and expectations imposed on me throughout my life. This section carries deeply personal meaning and requires a level of emotional courage I had not previously experienced or explored in performance. Initially, I was willing and excited about the idea; however, when it came time to rehearse this section, I grew anxious. The act of undressing on stage created feelings of self-consciousness and vulnerability, particularly because it drew attention to aspects of my body and identity that I have historically struggled to accept. I was also worried about how some members of the audience would interpret this moment, wondering whether they’d grasp its symbolic significance or view it as a simple costume change. However, feedback positively validated the metaphor for honesty, self-acceptance, and the emotional reality of navigating my transgender journey, while also removing social expectations, shame, and external judgement. This moment truly allowed me to present a more authentic version of myself to the audience and cast members.
     Drawing on Schön’s concept of reflection-in-action, I became acutely aware of my personal response during the Matinée performance. Rather than focusing on my character, I felt a sense of freedom. In that moment, I was simply myself. The emotions I felt were real, not performed. This shift helped me connect more deeply with the piece ‘Blessed’, strengthening my performance. Reflecting on this experience afterwards, I recognised that this section marked a significant milestone in my development as both a performer and an individual. It challenged my confidence and forced me to confront personal insecurities, yet it also demonstrated my capacity to use dance as a medium for honest self-expression.










[bookmark: _Toc231591460]Performance Evaluation:
Several aspects of the performance process were highly successful. One of the strongest elements was audience engagement. Feedback indicated that the audience felt emotionally connected to the piece and understood the narrative throughout, suggesting that the work successfully achieved its primary artistic objective.
     Another positive aspect I’m immensely proud of is my emotional expression. Throughout the rehearsal process, I worked hard to develop authenticity in my performance rather than relying solely on technical execution when dancing. The ability to connect personal experience with the performance material allowed me to portray emotion in a genuine and compelling way. Studying Rue’s mannerisms in ‘Euphoria’ also helped me portray a believable drug addict. 
     Additionally, I demonstrated impeccable resilience throughout the process. Despite challenges with confidence and the physical demands, I remained committed to rehearsals, consistently seeking opportunities to improve. This dedication significantly contributed to the quality of my performance in the final productions. The most significant factor in both the challenges and successes of ‘12’ was the content's deeply personal nature. Because the work was inspired by my transgender journey and mental health experiences, I had a stronger connection to this piece than to previous performances over the years. This connection enhanced my voice and emotional authenticity, allowing me to be vulnerable and seen. 
     Using Gibbs’ reflective framework, I examined my experience during the Matinée performance and applied lessons learned to the evening performance, such as being more cohesive as a company rather than as individual characters, so the storyline could be portrayed more effectively. Schön’s concept of reflection – in – action was particularly relevant during the two performances. During the Matinée, I subconsciously monitored audience reactions, my emotional state, and my physical execution. At times, my nerves threatened my concentration, such as when I had to sit on stage for a while as the audience took their seats. I adapted my focus by reconnecting with the narrative and my character’s motivation and intentions for the opening piece. This real-time awareness allowed me to maintain performance quality and professionalism, despite my internal worries and struggles. 
     In addition, reflection–on–action became important after rehearsals and mock performances. Reviewing feedback from lecturers, the director, and peers helped me identify patterns in my performance practice. For example, my confidence issues often emerged when I focused excessively on technical perfection. Conversely, my strongest performance came when I prioritised storytelling and emotional connection to the pieces. This observation taught me that it’s important to balance technique with artistry, not merely to master the choreography. My acting abilities developed significantly after this observation. Initially, I viewed acting and dancing as separate disciplines, but ‘12’ demonstrated that effective performance often requires integrating movement and characterisation.
     Furthermore, this production gave me space to be my authentic self. The performance highlighted the importance of representation in dance. For me, as a transgender performer, presenting narratives that reflected parts of my life and the LGBTQIA+ community held both social and personal significance. As daunting as it was to display such vulnerability in front of 50+ people, it felt truly empowering. The audience engagement demonstrated how valuable authentic storytelling is in contemporary performance. Throughout the process, I recognised that this art form could function not only as entertainment but also as a platform for education, empathy, and social awareness. 
     Reflecting on my experience performing and creating ‘12’, I have identified several areas for continued development to support my progression as a professional performer. I intend to further develop my acting abilities. One of the most valuable lessons that this process has taught me was recognising the importance of integrating characterisation with movement. To strengthen this area, I plan to participate in acting workshops and explore additional training opportunities that focus on character development and performance presence.
     Additionally, another area for development is confidence and self-belief. Throughout the process, I often questioned my abilities despite receiving positive feedback. Reflecting on the success of the final performances has highlighted the need to trust my training, preparation, and artistic instincts more fully. Moving forward, I will challenge negative self-perceptions by focusing on evidence of my achievements and recognising the progress I have made throughout my degree.
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In conclusion, reflecting on my experience performing in ‘12’ has enabled me to critically evaluate my artistic, personal, and professional development during the final stages of my university dance training. Drawing on Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle and Schön’s concepts of reflection-in-action and reflection-on-action, I have identified the strengths and challenges that shaped my performance experience and have understood how they contributed to my growth as a performer. 
     One of the most significant aspects of ‘12’ was its ability to transform personal experiences into a meaningful and relatable performance, particularly a moment of profound vulnerability in a section where I removed layers on stage, revealing only binding tape and skin-coloured shorts. This was meaningful because it allowed me to dance shirtless, which affirmed my gender identity as a transgender man. I developed a greater understanding of the power of dance as a form of storytelling, self-expression, and social representation, rather than merely something visually pleasing. 
     This experience has strengthened my desire to pursue a professional career in the dance and acting industry. Encouragement from tutors and audience members has reinforced my confidence in my potential as a performer. I intend to actively seek auditions, professional classes, workshops, and networking opportunities to support my transition from university training to industry practice. Moreover, I hope to continue creating and performing work that explores themes of identity, representation, and lived experience, as ‘12’ demonstrated the powerful impact of authentic storytelling on audiences.
     Ultimately, ‘12’ has been one of the most transformative experiences of my university education. It has boosted my confidence, deepened my understanding of performance, and reaffirmed my ambition to pursue a career in the performing arts industry. The lessons learned throughout this process will continue to inform my future practice, enabling me to approach new creative opportunities with greater self-awareness, resilience, and artistic purpose. 
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