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“How does Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder affect dancers aged 18 and above, both during education and in the professional environment?”

Introduction – Why I chose this subject
The process of creating my documentary, titled “How does Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder affect dancers aged 18 and above, both during education and in the professional environment?”, has been both an academic investigation and a deeply personal journey. This essay analyses the following areas:
· The motivations behind my chosen title, and my personal connection to the topic.
· The process of making the film, with the associated challenges and personal achievements.
· The research methods I adopted, and how I went about collating the findings to structure my documentary.
· Considerations given to various ‘reflective frameworks’ and how they further supported my development throughout the project. 
As someone navigating dance training whilst living with ADHD, I have often felt caught between loving what I do and struggling in ways that are not always immediately visible to others. I continue to experience moments of intense hyperfocus and creativity that can feel like a superpower, but also periods of feeling overwhelmed, burnt out, and frustration when I could not understand why I was not functioning in the same way as my peers.
To succeed in the dance industry, intense training regimes are involved which prioritise discipline, repetition, and uniformity. As a performing art, dance can be extremely technical, with training sessions that require sustained concentration. Furthermore, rehearsals demand precision and the ability to absorb and retain choreography under pressure. For individuals with ADHD, executive functioning differences can make time-management, organisation, and periods requiring sustained attention spans particularly challenging. However, ADHD can also bring heightened energy, spontaneity, emotional expressivity, and creativity — qualities that can significantly enhance performance. I explored the experiences and challenges further in both my research and resulting documentary. 
When choosing the title of my documentary, I wanted to deliberately avoid making ADHD appear as inherently negative and instead show the complexity of its effects, both ‘enabling’ and ‘challenging’. By including “both the professional dance industry and dance education,” I aimed to bridge two conversations that are often separated. ADHD is typically framed as a challenge for those in education, but professional dancers continue to navigate its impact throughout their careers. Auditions, touring schedules, contract negotiations, self-employment, and self-management can intensify executive functioning challenges.
[bookmark: _Int_AiwARulF]On a personal level, this project became a form of self-exploration, giving me the opportunity to review similar experiences from a range of people and discover further coping mechanisms. By carrying out in-person interviews and written questionnaires, it gave me a diverse spread of answers whilst also offering an opportunity for participants to provide honest experiences and examples of ADHD’s effects. This honesty shaped both the direction and the emotional depth of my research. The documentary format allowed for human connection and expression (including vulnerability), in ways that a written dissertation alone may not have achieved. Furthermore, I was able to tailor my interview style to the needs of the interviewee, in order to obtain stronger and more relevant responses. 


Initial research - Defining ADHD & outlining Dance as a ‘Cognitive Discipline’
When beginning my research and setting out the format of my documentary, I needed to establish clearly what ADHD is, and what ‘Dance’ involves as a performance art. I carried out initial research online, and obtained the following essential information:
1. [bookmark: _Int_heO5eVIP]ADHD (or Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder) - is a neurodevelopmental condition characterised by persistent patterns of inattention and/or hyperactivity-impulsivity that interfere with functioning across academic, occupational, or social settings (Psychiatry.org, What is ADHD? No date). Its effects can present themselves differently in individuals. Some may experience predominantly inattentive symptoms, whereas others display hyperactive-impulsive traits. In most cases, those with the condition experience a combination of the two.
2. Dance - is both a physical and cognitive discipline. It requires participants to have relevant stamina, flexibility, strength, coordination, and precision. These are the physical elements of the performance. Simultaneously, it engages memory through choreography and musical elements, spatial awareness, emotional expression, and attentional control. These are the cognitive elements required by performers. 
As shown in the synopsis of ‘dance’ above, the dual-demand of performance makes for a complex environment for individuals diagnosed with ADHD. Further research also suggested that physical activity can positively influence cognitive function in individuals with ADHD. Studies examining moderate physical activity indicate improvements in working memory and attention span. (ADHD and exercise: How physical activity can improve focus and reduce symptoms, No Date)
Upon clarifying the requirements of dance as a performing art, I then used physical and cognitive demands as the basis to which I would carry out my own research (through interviews and questionnaires) to use in my documentary.

Why I chose to focus on performers over the age of 18
I wanted to keep the documentary relevant to my personal journey as a dancer, both to this point (in training/education) and for my future aims of having a successful career in the professional dance industry. As such, I chose to interview both my university peers who are in the crucial developmental stage, and also professionals who have already embarked on careers as commercial dancers. 
Through my time at University, time management has been increasingly more important. As students, we are expected to adhere to training schedules, manage academic deadlines, attend rehearsals punctually, and prepare for external auditions independently. This has significantly improved my executive functioning skills; however, I continue to experience challenges in these areas. 
From my interviews with tutors and professionals who struggle with ADHD, and my experiences thus far, as dancers transition into the professional industry, these demands intensify. The industry can be fast-paced, competitive, and unforgiving. Contracts are short-term, financial security is uncertain, and reputational expectations are high. Exploring ADHD at this stage allowed me to examine not only training challenges but also questions of long-term sustainability and my personal motivation to pursue this career choice.

Identifying gaps in existing research in order to formulate my investigations
While ADHD has been widely studied in both educational and clinical contexts, I found that there is extremely limited source material which specifically addresses its impact within dance training and professional performance. Research that I did find suggests individuals with ADHD may experience greater difficulty with motor coordination and skill acquisition, which could imply that a dance career would be unsuitable. However, through the results of my primary/in-person research, I ascertained that the dance sector includes a significant number of individuals who identify with traits associated with ADHD — such as high energy, creativity, and emotional intensity.
This apparent contradiction intrigued me – I.e. the motor coordination challenges of dance and performing arts are documented, yet many dancers with ADHD thrive artistically. I therefore structured my further research to answer the following questions:
· Did initial diagnosis/acknowledgment of the condition allow further self-discovery?
· How do training structures support or hinder those with ADHD? 
· What specific coping strategies emerge as a result of acknowledging the condition? 
These questions formed the foundation of my documentary, with the aim of achieving a diverse overview of the dance education and professional dance sectors.

Primary Research Method - Interviews and Questionnaires
Given the limited dance-specific scholarship as outlined above, primary research became central to my documentary. I conducted interviews with three groups: dance students aged over 18, professional dancers, and tutors. I also distributed anonymous questionnaires amongst those groups to broaden participation and responses. I have set out both the process and results for each group below:
1. Dance Students (University)
My questions explored day-to-day experiences in classes and rehearsals, challenges and strengths associated with ADHD, strategies for managing focus and organisation, perception of institutional support, masking behaviours, and desired changes within higher education.
I designed these questions to allow participants the freedom to discuss both practical experiences and emotional impacts. I structured interviews to give participants time and space to discuss both positives and negatives of living with ADHD. By exploring strengths and weaknesses, coping strategies, and impacts on confidence/personal wellbeing, this gave me a balanced narrative when looking at higher education specifically.
Recurring themes from my ‘dance student’ participants included:
· Feeling overwhelmed during long training days.
· Difficulties with time-management.
· Increased self-consciousness for feeling “distracted.”
· Masking symptoms to avoid stigma and unwanted discussions.
· Experiencing hyperfocus during creative tasks.
· Increased creativity and emotional depth in performance.

2. Professional Dancers
My questions examined ADHD within auditions, rehearsals, live performances and impacts of travel/touring. I wanted to discover whether my participants felt that the industry was supportive to them and furthermore what adjustments they had experienced (helpful/not helpful).
Results from my questions included:
· Hyperfocus enhancing performance intensity.
· Challenges managing administrative tasks (including time and general self-management).
· Burnout from irregular schedules.
· Reluctance to disclose ADHD due to fear of stigma.
· Limited formal support structures.
Many expressed that while the performance itself allowed them to freely express their unique character, the surrounding requirements of sustaining a career in the industry were at times exhausting.
3. Tutors/Choreographers
These interviews explored how participants found that ADHD presented itself in their classes/rehearsals, observed strengths and challenges, teaching strategies, and institutional barriers.
Participants frequently noted:
· Creativity and risk-taking is generally increased in neurodivergent dancers.
· Struggles with punctuality and organisation.
· Limited training in neurodiversity.
· Institutional constraints limiting personalised support.

The interview and questionnaires presented several challenges - As someone with ADHD, throughout the interview process I had to remain aware of ‘confirmation bias’, and being naturally drawn to research that validated my own experiences. Engaging critically with academic sources required conscious and continued effort throughout the process. Furthermore, reflective practice became essential to ensure integrity to my findings. 
As many of my participants were diagnosed with ADHD, I also had to deal with the ongoing challenge of keeping them engaged and ‘on-track’ when carrying out the interviews. This process was at times difficult, but personally informative and increased my self-awareness of how ADHD manifests itself outwardly towards others.
Furthermore, the interview process allowed me to better connect to the research topic – my participants provided both emotional depth and ‘real-life’ authenticity by sharing their experiences. I then aimed to convey this in the content of my documentary. As part of this project, I was also required to complete a ‘Research Journal’ which sets out and analyses the methodology of my above research.

Reflecting on Interview/Questionnaire process - Schön’s ‘Reflective Practice’ & Gibbs’ ‘Reflective Cycle’
Throughout filming of my interviews, I engaged in what Donald Schön describes as reflection-in-action (Donald Schon (Schön): Learning, reflection and change 2025). During the process, I aimed to give my participants the feeling of a two-way conversation, rather than a formulaic interview. To achieve this, I adjusted pacing, repeated and/or rephrased questions, and modified the direction of the discussion in response to participants’ comfort levels. When my participants sensitive topics such as burnout or masking their condition, I slowed conversations to give sufficient space for emotional processing prior to recording their responses. I believe it was more important to understand how those experiences affected my participants emotionally than to simply move through my prepared questions.
Later, during editing the interviews to obtain suitable content for my documentary, I engaged in reflection-on-action (Library: Reflective writing: Schön, No Date). I found that when reviewing footage, several recurring themes were revealed that were less obvious at the time of recording the interviews. Themes of self-confidence, being overwhelmed, and hidden strengths of having ADHD appeared consistently across all my participant groups, in both education and professional settings. As a result of this discovery when editing through the footage, I chose to highlight shared emotional narratives throughout the documentary, rather than focussing on the differences between education and the professional industry.
I also used Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle which further helped me to determine a structured framework upon which to format my documentary (Gibbs' reflective cycle: Reflection toolkit, No Date). Below is how I applied Gibbs’ Cycle to my research and interview content:
· Description: This is the initial basis for my research question – i.e. Creating a documentary exploring ADHD in dance across educational and professional contexts.
· Feelings: My own experiences with ADHD have connected me directly to the topic. As such, I was passionate yet anxious to discover more, with the resulting process both empowering and occasionally overwhelming.
· Evaluation: I aimed to establish significant and qualitative insights but had challenges maintaining objectivity and sourcing dance-specific research material.
· Analysis: The scarcity of research highlights a significant gap; and the personal connection to the topic of both me and my participants enhanced authenticity but required self-awareness.
· Conclusion: The documentary successfully discussed both the challenges and strengths of being a performer with ADHD.
· Action Plan: Future research could expand to other performing arts sectors and investigate both personal and institutional coping strategies more deeply.
By using Gibbs’ framework, I ensured that my reflection on the research and interviews was analytical whilst also including emotional/personal elements. I then incorporated this reflective framework into the conclusion of my documentary film.

Reflecting on research to correlate my personal experiences with ADHD in Dance
Reflecting on my own journey thus far, ADHD has impacted both my dance training and live performances. 
From a negative standpoint, technical classes have sometimes felt overwhelming due to sustained repetition, intense attention requirements and the necessity to make ongoing rapid corrections. I have often internalised feedback as personal failure, which several interviewees also reflected.
However, from a more positive position, performance and rehearsal settings have revealed strengths. I have experienced hyperfocus during live shows, and as such felt I have given a stronger stage presence. Furthermore, hyperfocus has meant that improvisation felt intuitive, and a sense of freedom in expressing creativity. Again, all my interview and survey participants outlined this point of view and were keen to mention the positives that ADHD can bring.
As I reflect on the above points and the research into this project, I have now recognised that many of what I deemed as struggles were in fact not personal inadequacies, but rather a lack of understanding on both my part and also lacks institutional support. The process has allowed me to discover more appropriate coping mechanisms, better self-awareness, and a realisation that ADHD is a widespread challenge across my peers in the dance industry which brings further opportunity for positive discussions and research.

Implications for Dance Education and the Professional Dance sector
Upon completing primary and secondary research, when editing my documentary to answer my research question, I considered the impacts and implications on the wider dance industry. My findings suggested that there is a need for greater awareness, more open discussion, and structural flexibility. I have highlighted the key suggested improvements from my various groups of participants below, which I then included and highlighted in my final documentary:
1. Education:
· Clear and concise written instructions.
· Structured rehearsal breakdowns, and a clear plan showing the aims of the session.
· Flexible deadlines where appropriate.
· Tutor training in neurodiversity.
2. Professional contexts:
· Transparent communication.
· Flexible scheduling where feasible.
· Recognition of diverse working styles.
· Reduction of stigma around disclosure.
As can be seen, both the education and professional settings showed similar responses from my participants. Although I focussed my research on a dance-specific demographic, I believe that the responses included in my documentary would apply not only to dancers with ADHD, but the wider performance arts community. Furthermore, my documentary could also highlight significant similarities to those who have been diagnosed with other neurological conditions. (Dwyer, 2022)

Conclusion
The process of creating my documentary has been challenging yet personally transformative. By combining academic research with primary interviews and reflective practice, I found that my subject matter explored a significant gap within existing analysis.
The main challenge of the process was ensuring that my research stayed relevant, whilst also identifying and following up on gaps in the academic research. Once I had identified areas/topics for further analysis, I then had to ensure that my interviews and questionnaires were structured in a way that would provide me with stronger data. The interviews themselves were both informative and reassuring, whilst also being challenging in ensuring that I kept them focussed to ensure that my participants expressed their genuine and relevant opinions.
[bookmark: _Int_p7BEtjkZ]Upon completion of the interviews, I then found the process of reflecting on my findings to create this essay to be a substantial challenge. The reflective essay has required me to self-analyse the rationale behind my subject matter, and also the way I went about obtaining the necessary material. The challenges in creating this piece is possibly a clear indication of the impact of ADHD – in that I have found aspects of the process fulfilling (hyperfocus/instinctiveness/creating structure etc), yet struggled with others (self-doubt, organisation etc). 
I found the creation of my ‘Research Journal’ to be less of a challenge, as this was a clear review and critique of both existing source material and my own research. As I have mentioned above, I found the carrying out of interviews to be an instinctive process, which then makes ‘after the fact’ reflection somewhat challenging. 
My documentary conveyed the multitude of ways in which ADHD can affect both performers and tutors/choreographers. I then used this data/content to provide evidential clarity of my belief that ADHD should not be seen wholly as a negative limitation, but rather how those in dance environments can evolve to recognise those with neurological differences as a positive asset.
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