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ABSTRACT 

 

 This project analyzes the creative process of choreographing a musical; specifically, my 

journey within my debut as the sole choreographer of Sister Act! with Theatre TCU. I will 

describe my journey to becoming a choreographer, challenges and surprises I faced, problem 

solving tactics I used, and an analysis of the final outcome. I’ll share details from the casting 

process, rehearsals, production meetings, choreography sessions, and actual performances. 

Through this journey, I have learned more about myself and how to create and communicate 

artistic vision, as well as methods to use choreography as a tool to enhance storytelling. The 

account being shared must always be the priority for storytellers. Collaboration is key, and 

having the opportunity to work with the professional artists widened my perspective to the 

possibilities for creative expression and strategies to generating meaningful works of high quality 

entertainment.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 Growing up, I was always drawn to the arts. As my mother was quickly exhausted by my 

at-home spontaneous solo productions as a three-year-old, she decided to enroll me in dance to 

give me a channel for my overflowing energy. Thinking this would filter some of my at-home 

drama to another outsource, it only inspired me further. My head was now filled with new ideas 

of how to use space and imagine my world around me, so I’d spend hours imagining stories of 

being the ballerina superhero who would come save the world from the dastardly darkness. 

Beanie Babies, teddy bears, and Barbies were strewn across the house for me to rescue with 

grace, beauty, and strength.  

 Four years later, I did my first musical—Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory—in 

which I was cast as an Oompa Loompa and Squirrel, but I wanted to be an Angel too so I 

followed that group of cast members into the studio to learn the choreography and got myself 

that extra stage time I was so hungry to experience. As much as I enjoyed our dance recitals 

performing three minute dances to pretty music, I was ecstatic to discover that in these musicals I 

could use dance in a story, just like I did at home!  

 I continued training in both dance and theatre as I grew up, under the direction of Storling 

Dance Theatre at The Culture House. This is a unique dance company in Kansas City, that uses 

methods of dance and movement to retell well known stories such as The Little Match Girl and 

The Prodigal Son; to new narratives such as Butterfly, the reflections of an elderly woman dying 

of cancer as she looks back on her life; and, their most successful production, Underground, a 

moving tale of three daring individuals escaping slavery through the Underground Railroad.  

 As students, we didn’t perform in the classic three-hour recital of disconnected pieces to 

showcase our work like most typical dance studios; instead, each individual class became a 
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character in a story. For example, when we did Cinderella, the upper-level dancers would play 

the lead characters as the beginning modern class would play the horses of her carriage or 

intermediate ballet would be the court women at the ball. I was trained to recognize that every 

member of a cast is a part of a bigger story, each necessary to communicate their chapter of the 

narrative.  

 This prepared my mindset well for being an actor. I am very comfortable in my body and 

know how to physically communicate emotion and story through movement. I spent seven years 

in the ensemble before being given a featured role, and I was immensely content with that for I 

understood that the ensemble is an essential part of telling a larger story. I have a strong 

conviction that there truly are no small roles, only small actors, and I brought this belief into my 

work as a choreographer later in life.  

 I believe that humans, by nature, are expert storytellers. Raised on books, tv shows, radio 

plays, and fairytales, stories are all around us. We tell stories across the dinner table or over 

drinks. Children constantly imagine adventures with a through story of princess, heroes, dragons 

and danger. Audiences come to the theatre to experience story, tales that take them out of this 

world for a moment to gain tools to better handle the story they live every day. Challenges, 

setbacks, and danger are waiting in every corner of everyday life, and it is our job as storytellers 

to provide them strong narratives to inspire them to carry a new perspective into the life they are 

returning to after the curtain falls. 

 

 

 

 



Franken 3 
 

BECOMING A CHOREOGRAPHER 

 My experiences with choreography are sprinkled through my life. I have memories of 

getting together with my closest dance friends to choreograph pieces for our open floor concerts 

or talent shows at one another’s respective schools. Backstage of musicals we’d spend time in 

the greenroom making up our own dances to songs in the show and creating our own scenes to 

connect them.  In high school, I was given many opportunities to serve as dance captain 

productions or taught choreography to younger students in summer camps. My choir director 

discovered that I was a dancer and had me choreograph the end of the year pop-concert for three 

years. I didn’t think much of these choreographic opportunities then, but always looked forward 

to teaching my peers and finding ways to incorporate story structure into pop songs. 

Choreography was a core part of growing up, but I always saw it as something for the 

professional, qualified, and extremely gifted.  

 I arrived at TCU in 2016 to pursue a BFA with an Acting emphasis. To be honest, this 

major felt like an uncomfortable fit, for I had never done a full-length play and had spent my life 

training in musical theatre and dance. I was thrilled for the opportunity to expand my acting 

range in my studies, but still was hungry to continue challenging myself as a dancer. Worried I 

would be limited in opportunities to dance, TCU surprised me greatly by offering multiple dance 

classes within the Theatre Department and course offerings from the School for Classical & 

Contemporary Dance that were available to students who are not majoring in dance. I took 

advantage of these possibilities and was impressed by the quality of training offered to me for 

my first two semesters of college. 

 In the fall of my sophomore year I found myself again not cast in a mainstage production. 

I was curious how to make the most of the semester. My answer came about a week after casting, 
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when the choreographer of Fiddler on the Roof, Penny Maas, reached out asking me to assist her 

with the production. I jumped at the chance and found myself as Assistant Choreographer for the 

mainstage musical that semester!  

 This experience launched my choreographic endeavors at TCU. I learned so much 

helping Penny and by being in the rehearsal space again after a year-long break of not being cast. 

Working on the choreographic side of theatre rekindled my love for performing and ignited my 

love for choreography.  I then went on to assist Jennifer Engler with 42nd Street during the spring 

of my junior year, and she was so generous as to let me choreograph three major numbers in the 

production. 42nd Street requires a high level of technical dance training, in contrast with the more 

pedestrian-based movement musical of Fiddler, and I embraced the challenge to not only stretch 

my skills but also see a professional choreographer at work on a huge production.  

 Through both assistantships, I learned to how important it is to know the show, the 

characters, and the surrounding story. Each song has a purpose of placement in the production, 

so the choreographer and director must unearth that rationale and communicate it clearly to the 

audience. I had to pay special attention to the style of the choreography that Jennifer used, as I 

wanted my numbers to work cohesively within the production. Both shows presented their own 

challenges, and I saw first-hand how these professionals embraced change and adapted 

quickly—skills that would be necessary for me as a choreographer.  

 During my time working on Fiddler, I discussed with Penny the desire I had to 

choreograph a musical as my senior honors project. There had only been one other student 

choreographer at TCU, and she acted as co-choreographer with the director. I discussed this 

prospect with our departmental chair as well, and it seemed that the circumstances would have to 

be aligned just right for me to have the chance to choreograph. The director of the musical would 
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have to be willing to give up the choreography role, and the other professors capable of 

choreographing would have to be okay with releasing this show from their plan as well. They 

would need to pick a musical that is more actor based, for a show as big as 42nd Street would be 

larger than they’d like a student to take on for their choreography debut. I submitted my request 

to choreograph that spring and had my fingers crossed waiting for the result. 

 As one can probably guess, the stars aligned in my favor. The show selection committee 

decided on Sister Act for the fall musical, and Jennifer was open to directing only so that the 

choreography slot would be available for me to fill. I was ecstatic when I found out- I still 

remember Penny turning around during one of our major’s meetings and disclosing that it looked 

like I would end up choreographing the production. My heart leapt within me. I didn’t believe it 

was true until the email went out to the department announcing the design teams for the entire 

season. I was thrilled, but knew my adventure was only beginning.  
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PREPARATION BEGINS 

 Summer came, welcoming in sunshine and the opportunity to begin my work on Sister 

Act! I sat down and started my research. YouTube became my best friend. I wanted to begin with 

watching as much of the original production from Broadway as possible, so I dove deep into 

interviews, Tony performances, recordings of numbers, and anything else I could get my hands 

on.  

 Sister Act follows the story of Deloris Van Cartier, an aspiring disco-bar performer, 

desperate to make her break and become a star. After witnessing her boyfriend Curtis murder one 

of his thugs, she is propelled into hiding by police officer Eddie Souther, who admits to have had 

a crush on Deloris since grade school. Because Curtis is trying to hunt her down, Deloris is 

hidden in a convent, where she must learn to live a tame life compared to the glamour she 

adores. After befriending the nuns, and much to the horror of Mother Superior, Deloris brings 

her disco hits to the convent and vamps up Sunday mornings until their church makes national 

news. Through many laughs, disco hits, chase sequences, and more, this show is pure fun.  

My initial reactions and observations through my research I kept in my notes. The first 

thing I noticed was the style that choreographer Anthony Van Laast seemed to keep consistent 

through the show. The moves were fast, sharp, and full of whimsy. I loved the way he used 

surprises and goofiness to keep the audience laughing and engaged. The nuns specifically went 

on a clear journey of movement from awkward, sharp performances in Act I to more fluid 

movements of confidence in Act II. The thugs had their own style consisting of over dramatic 

disco boys bands. Numbers such as I Could Be That Guy and Fabulous Baby Reprise gave 

opportunity for strong dance breaks that I was especially looking forward to.  

Anthony Van Laast is a character to say the least. I continued my research by looking 

into other shows he was famous for choreographing, and found any availablefootage available of 
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his teaching style so I could discover his primary goals and visions for his work. Some of his 

artistic work includes Annie Get Your Gun, Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat, 

Song and Dance, and Bombay Dreams. The musical Mamma Mia is his other most famous work, 

in which I found many similarities to his style for Sister Act. One of the details I loved about Van 

Laast’s process was that he choreographed most of the nun songs wearing a full habit! He needed 

to know how it moved, where the eye was drawn to, how much movement could actually be seen 

under those multi-layered dresses. (Also, I could tell he simply enjoyed wearing it and saw it 

brought joy to his cast members.) He taught with detail, simplicity, yet fierce excitement, and 

these were qualities I wanted to emulate in my work as well.  

From that research I moved on to find inspiration for myself. I dove into Youtube once 

again to uncover 70’s disco and R&B that were so prominent in this musical. Hit groups such as 

CHIC, Earth Wind & Fire, and The Emotions all became my new favorite jams. I’d pay attention 

to the movement of each group, and how they worked the crowd. The Pointer Sisters and The 

Floaters were clearly direct inspiration for a few of the orchestrations in the show, and I referred 

to many of these videos on a playlist I made for myself. I took into account not only movement, 

tempo, mood, and vocal quality, but also clothing and how that affected their style.  

 Next, I sat down with the script and read the show all the way through. I waited until after 

some time away from seeing much of the Broadway production’s work so I wouldn’t be as 

influenced by the research. I wanted my interpretation to be original and unique. After reading 

through it all and becoming very familiar with each character and their journey, I listed out every 

song of the musical and the characters involved. I notated what each song did to move the plot 

forward, why the character was singing it, each character’s emotion to one another, and a word 

to describe the mood for the number. If the character had to be one way at the beginning of the 
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song, and changed by the end, I was sure to notate those journeys as well. This helped me 

immensely as I began choreographing, for I felt I had the journey of the show clear in my head.  
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CASTING 

 The fall semester was upon us. A few days before auditions Jennifer and I had a brief 

meeting to discuss cast size based on both of our needs for the show. Something I noticed right 

away was how much weight my vision would have in decision making. I went into this meeting 

expecting to make do with whatever Jennifer decided, but I was excited that right away she 

asked about my vision for how many dancers I wanted and what qualifications to be looking for. 

This we determined together, deciding what characters would be the responsibility of each 

ensemble track. Having a general idea before going into auditions gave us a clear aim for what 

skillsets and personalities we would need for our production. 

 

The Audition 

 The weekend before classes started, our Saturday was filled with the auditions of nearly 

one hundred TCU students from inside and out of the theatre department. Each brought in a song 

and monologue to perform for our panel of auditors. I felt somewhat out of place being “behind-

the-table” so to speak, for I’d always been an auditioning studen over the last three years. I 

learned so much about auditioning from watching the process that I wish every performer had 

the opportunity to sit on the other side at least once during their time at TCU. 

 I realized that presence is everything. Having confidence as you walk into the audition 

room not only puts the panel as ease, but also gives us hope that you will be the answer to our 

question mark in casting! I also realized that while material is important, it’s not as important as 

how you do it. Bringing in material you love and that shows your essence fully and completely is 

much more helpful to us than material that may be “perfect” but is under prepared. I learned that 

I shouldn’t pick material that will fit a character, but I should figure out an aspect of myself that 
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is similar to a character and find material that highlights that quality. Folks behind the table want 

the auditions to be successful, they want casting to be hard due to having so many insanely gifted 

people for each role.  

 As each actor performed their audition, I quickly learned a system that worked for me in 

relation to callbacks. I would write the actor’s name, then next to their name write a code that 

included a number scale 1-5 for acting, singing, and overall presence. If I hadn’t met the person, 

I’d often jot down a note to help me remember them or a person they reminded me of. Lastly, I’d 

scribble down the initials of the character I thought they could be called back for, if any.  

 At the end of the audition day, Jennifer and our Music Director Aimee went to Jennifer’s 

office and spent about thirty minutes composing our callback list. What surprised me about this 

moment is how fast it moves. Our department chair needed the callback list within the hour if 

possible, so we raced against the clock to compose a list of each role and who would be called 

back. Sometimes we had a clear idea of who we wanted to cast already and would call back 3-4 

others simply to have a balanced amount of folks to do readings. Others we had no clue who we 

wanted and would write down names of people we wanted to see more of for those roles in 

callbacks. It all happened so quickly, I realized just how easy it could be for someone to fall 

through the cracks. My eyes were definitely opened to the reality of making the callback cut.  

 

Callbacks 

 Our list went out, and the next afternoon/evening was to be devoted to callbacks. 

Callbacks are the second round of the casting process, where each person being considered for a 

role are “called back” to be seen again doing material from the show. Sister Act was scheduled 

for the end of the day, and I would be leading the dance callback. I had spent a couple hours 
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earlier that week coming up with phrases of choreography for both the men and women, as their 

callbacks were separate. I liked my men’s combination to I Could Be That Guy, I thought it 

showed personality and spunk with room for strong characterization that would be essential for 

the men in our show.  

 I had choreographed the women’s combination originally to Take Me To Heaven, but 

really was not happy with my progress on it. Whenever I did the combination, it didn’t feel fun 

or free, but rather labored. So about an hour and a half before dance callbacks began, I ran to the 

studio and began jamming to other songs in the show, looking for fresh inspiration. I pulled up 

Fabulous, Baby, Deloris’s anthem at the beginning of the show that lays the foundation for her 

mission in life to stand out from the crowd no matter what other people say. This is the spirit of 

Sister Act, learning to let loose and be free from judgement by enjoying the gifts of music that 

are best shared. I quickly whipped together a forty second combination, and was ready for the 

actors to arrive.  

 Callbacks were a blast! We started with the men’s combination. I learned quickly that I 

am a very efficient teacher— I teach quickly and clearly, leaving time for actors to really be 

comfortable with the movement before their final run of the dance. I opened up certain sections 

for free improvisation or creative license with the movement, and those moments told me more 

about these men than the choreography itself. Knowing how to improvise within the style and 

match the vision of the choreographer while still performing with one’s own style is a major skill 

that allows actors to stand out from the others in the room. We had a good many laughs as each 

group of four performed their over-the-top disco seduction moves.   

 I had a fresh confidence in teaching the women after the men’s choreography session 

went so well. My freshly choreographed combination felt just right for our needs, and I was able 
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to accentuate the characterization and confidence we were looking for in the routine. The girls 

rocked it, and I was inspired seeing so many fabulous young women command the space and 

dance from their hearts. Throughout the dance callbacks Jennifer and I both took notes of who 

the strong dancers were and who brought confident personality even if their dance technique 

wasn’t as strong. Sister Act is not a technical dance show, but it does call for strong characters in 

every role.  

 We had a brief dinner break, that allowed me a chance to get in a shower after an 

afternoon of dancing, and then arrived at the Hays Theatre for some vocal callbacks to be 

followed by readings from the show. Singing callbacks were eye-opening for us, as it revealed 

who had the vocal range and stamina to make it through a vocally demanding show. We also 

could see who was able to command the stage while singing. Many actors are willing to be 

confident when dancing, while singing, or while acting, but rare are the ones able to bring their 

full energy to all three.  

 After the round of singing, we thought we had narrowed down many of our leads. We 

moved on to scene readings to get the last bit of information necessary-- who was able to clearly 

tell the story with truthful and honest acting. This was a game changer for us. Many of the roles 

we thought were decided were shifted due to how they read the role, and it was clear who had 

done their character research and prepared their sides well. We had to do one final sing of the 

Deloris casting options at the end of the evening to see how their voices endured a full day of 

callbacks. All of them blew us away, pouring the last of their stamina out fully onto that stage 

before we wrapped up the night.  

 Aimee, Jennifer, and I all went to Jennifer’s office stumped. There were at least three 

different castings of the show that would all be phenomenal. We started by casting the roles we 
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felt were very clear, and narrowed down to the difficult ones as time went on, hoping process of 

elimination would make our decisions easier. We discussed for at least an hour before we had 

our draft list, then all decided to take the night to ponder our choice before reconvening for final 

casting with the other two sets of directing teams.  

 

Our Final List 

 We gathered Monday afternoon, the first day of classes, to determine our final castings 

with the rest of the department professors. This is what makes university casting so unique—it 

becomes a game of trades and barters, as a cast member one director wants is also chosen for 

another cast. Each of the directors had to come in with two or three options for each role just in 

case the actor was taken for another show. The primary choices for each role are written on the 

whiteboard, a star placed next to those that had repeats. Any repeats would be argued over 

between directors. Names would fall on and off the board in an instant.  

 This process was more eye opening than any. I realized that as an actor, it is easy to see 

casting as a personal success or failure, and then seek understanding of why things turned out the 

way they did for you. Only by being on the other side of casting did I realize that so much of it is 

gut feelings in the moment. Since this day, I have become a better auditioner, performer, and 

healthier person. I no longer take rejection from a show as a personal failure, but that I am 

simply a puzzle piece for someone else’s grand picture.  Moving forward, I’ll go to audition after 

audition and present my best self to each, understanding that what I have to offer isn’t for every 

story, but that doesn’t make it any less valid.  

 The cast list was released, and I was thrilled to know our Sister Act family for the 

semester.  I couldn’t wait to get started.  
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PRODUCTION MEETINGS 

 About four weeks into the semester we began to do weekly meetings to discuss design 

aspects of the show. Our first meeting consisted of a presentation from Jennifer describing her 

vision for the show as a whole. She had already met with Ian Loveall, our scenic designer, to 

begin brainstorming ideas. He brought in a draft consisting of a high upper level with two spiral 

staircases coming down from it, with a turntable on the floor (a giant rotating section of the 

stage). I’d never choreographed for a turntable but was familiar with the movement of it due to 

my work on Fiddler. I took vigorous notes on both presentations, eager to get as much 

information as possible that would help me create my part of the show.  

 In the coming weeks, the set was adjusted based on the needs of the orchestra and set 

transitions. Our costume designer, Taylor Gray, began bringing in fabric samples and sketches of 

ideas. One aspect that surprised me was how often I was consulted throughout the design process 

of others. Ian would often ask about my needs of the set and Taylor would ask about what 

movement the characters were expected to do. I was caught off guard by this—as I’ll admit that I 

expected them to make their decisions for me to work around. I often had to make split minute 

decisions about what I could work with or around. I was eager to get a final ground plan so I 

could begin choreographing. As we were unsure of space, it was not yet clear how many people 

would be in which number or how the set would inhibit/enhance movement on the stage.  

 I’d often consult Jennifer throughout this time, asking her opinion and vision for things 

and obtaining advice on navigating each step that came as a surprise to me. Overall, I didn’t feel 

overwhelmed, simply pressed for time as I needed a ground plan to begin choreographing. Each 

week more details were finalized—such as the turntable being nixed and the upper platform 

adjusted and the orchestra being moved—but here we were suddenly a week out from our first 
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rehearsal and I still didn’t have a final ground plan. My original goal was to be working on 

choreography from the beginning of the semester, but this had been delayed due to this vital 

piece of information.  

 

Informed by Fashion 

 In the meantime, I made sure I was familiar with the details of other aspects. The rental 

costume pieces for the nuns had come in, so I made an appointment with the costume studio to 

familiarize myself with the pieces. I went through each piece with Taylor to determine what look 

belonged to each song. Each habit throughout the show was different and had different points of 

focus. For example, the black habits had white around the hands and head, accenting those areas. 

These would be used for Raise Your Voice and Take Me to Heaven (Reprise). Knowing this later 

informed my choreography for these numbers.  

In tribute to original choreographer Anthony Van Laast, I put a habit on and tried a 

variety of dance moves to see how it moved and what sorts of movements were lost. I noticed 

quickly that any leg movements were immediately swallowed by the tunic, and would have to be 

accentuated by arm or upper body movement. Often movements forward and back were not as 

clear as side to side. I practiced with the draped sleeves to see how they moved and how the eyes 

were drawn to them. The scapular over the habits would spread when spun, and that was another 

observation I used often in my choreography.  

After learning all I could from costumes, Jennifer and I met up with Aimee to discuss 

rehearsal schedule for the coming weeks. Our plan was to do our first read through Monday, 

learn half the music Tuesday and teach one dance, take Wednesday off, then teach two more 

dances and the remainder of the music Thursday night, and Friday would be spent doing two 
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major choreography numbers. I agreed this would be possible, if I got the final ground plan by 

the weekend!  

It was the Friday before rehearsals began. I finally received the ground plan late that 

afternoon and began cracking down on choreography for the following week.  
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CHOREOGRAPHING THE SHOW 

 Saturday and Sunday were spent in the studio. I reserved the room for two hour slots 

throughout the weekend, bringing my script, score, notebook, laptop, and water bottle with me.  I 

listened through each of the songs I was responsible for choreographing the following week, and 

looked back at the research I had done before this point. I decided to choreograph Take Me to 

Heaven first. It would determine much of the reprise of this number, as I wanted it to seem like 

Deloris adapted the version of the song she and her friends performed to fit the chorus of nuns 

later on. I also choreographed Find My Baby, Fabulous Baby, and Lady in the Long Black Dress.  

 As one can imagine, I spent most of my weekend in the studio working out dance moves. 

I referred back to the original production, and other clips from YouTube I had found as 

inspiration for each number. I’d listen to the songs on repeat and try numerous different 

variations of movements. If I ever got stuck, I’d refer to my inspiration videos or jump to 

working on another number. Time was of the essence, as along with choreographing four 

numbers over the weekend I still had a full load of class work ahead too. I would run the whole 

thing through a couple times to clarify transitions and make sure everything felt smooth, clear, 

and ready to teach.  

 

Rehearsals Begin 

 Our first read through was upon us! We first gathered for a company meeting with every 

member of our team—from build crews to wardrobe to lighting and everyone in between. It truly 

takes a village to make a great work of art. Each person introduced themselves and how they 

were to be involved with the show. The designers gave their presentations of set and costumes. 
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After this, the cast stayed after to do our first read of the show. I had goosebumps I was so 

excited to begin imagining the masterpiece we were about to create.  

 The first week was a blast. Tuesday I sat in on music rehearsals to become familiar with 

the vibe of the actors and the accompaniment. I had been practicing with either the Broadway 

album or YouTube videos from the show, depending on which version matched our score. There 

were times throughout music rehearsals I’d even be consulted about solos, vamps, etc. as they 

would be affected by choreography. I loved the energy the cast instinctively brought to our first 

sing through of all the music in the show.  

 

Fabulous, Baby 

 That evening I taught Fabulous, Baby. This is the number I had used for callbacks, so I 

was able to pull some movements and inspiration from it to use in the final choreography. One 

thing that was at the forefront of my vision for being a choreographer was making clear the why 

behind each song. If the actors weren’t clear on their intention behind the song, the story 

wouldn’t be clear. I wanted to be sure that my choreography was supporting the choices the 

actors were hoping to make for their characters.  

 We began by discussing exactly that. I asked what Deloris’s motivation was for this song, 

and to describe her journey from beginning to end. We discussed how the point of views 

between Deloris and her backup girls collided, and how that conflict drove the song. I 

emphasized that for a show like this, I was hoping to give very basic structure to the 

choreography, so the actors could have freedom to act as their characters would in the situation. 

Actors need freedom to play, and in their discoveries is where the gold is found.  
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 Fabulous Baby is the first song motivated by a character’s need to sing in the show. 

Deloris had just performed Take Me To Heaven, the show’s opening number, as an audition to 

perform in her boyfriend Curtis’s club. She was shot down again, told she is crazy to dream of 

being a star. No one seems to believe in her. Fabulous Baby is Deloris’s anthem of decision-

making, she will not be told what she can or can’t be any longer, for she knows what she is 

capable of and will leave everyone who’s trying to hold her back in the dust.  

 This approach got the actors and myself all working toward the same vision, and I was 

able to adapt choreography as necessary to adjust to the vision they had for their characters. 

There were other times that I found the choreography I gave informed them further of their 

character’s essence. It was fun, fluid, and collaborative. I taught the whole thing pretty quickly, 

and gave the girls advice for areas to continue improving cleanliness and specificity at home.  

 Wednesday was our day off, and I spent it choreographing the last number I needed to for 

the week- Take Me to Heaven Reprise, and catching up on my other homework for the week.  

 

Dancing Thugs 

 Thursday was another music/choreography rehearsal. I would be teaching Lady in the 

Long Black Dress, and When I Find My Baby. These are unique pieces in the show. When I Find 

My Baby is Curtis’s love-song-gone-wrong about finding his sweet love Deloris so he can kill 

her after seeing him murder one of his henchmen, it uses many colorful and graphic descriptions 

of ways this could be done. It sets itself up to be a 70’s love song, when suddenly the thugs 

become back up dancers as Curtis describes how he will mutilate his “baby.”  

 My challenge in this dance was navigating the gift of surprise toward comedy. I wanted 

to catch the audience off-guard with four boys singing about ridiculous content in a very serious 
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way. I chose specific dance moves that highlighted each of the lyrics that were especially 

morbid. I was very lucky, as the four actors I had to work with were willing to make big choices 

and be very goofy with me. They tried things and let me adjust as necessary.  

 Lady in the Long Black Dress was similarly a comedic challenge. This was another love 

song, very comparable to The Floater’s song, “Float On.” I had a hard time with this number as I 

needed to find the comedy but also let the men have freedom to own the stage. I had given each 

of them homework earlier in the week to come up with their own choreography for their solos, 

where they describe their methods of seducing a nun. Before choreographing the rest of the 

number, I had them each perform as a competition of who could be the most extremely 

ridiculous. Jennifer walked in right in time, and we stood in the corner laughing until we cried as 

these men shocked us with their outrageous work. I turned to Jennifer after to ask how far she 

wanted this song to go, to which she replied that we had to make it at least as ridiculous as what 

we had just seen, otherwise it would become offensive. The men took that note and ran with it.  

 

Take Me To Heaven 

 I was especially excited for this day. Take Me to Heaven is the energized opening number 

of the show- high energy and big glamour. I wanted it to be fierce and grab the audience’s 

attention immediately. Take Me to Heaven Reprise was my favorite number I’d choreographed 

so far, as it is the first performance of the nuns under Deloris’s direction. They break out into 

disco dance and upbeat song right in front of an unsuspecting audience and Mother Superior of 

the convent.  

 After setting vision for each of these I went into teaching. Take Me to Heaven which I 

found to be one of the most difficult songs in the show, with fast precise choreography and the 
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pressure of being the opening number. We worked with microphones (dry erase markers for the 

time being) and stands for the number, having to sync up directions, steps, and more between the 

three characters. What I found to be the primary challenge of this piece was getting the women to 

let go of perfectionism and own the choreography. They had a hard time picking it up, and 

luckily we had time for me to review and adjust as necessary throughout the process. I implored 

them over the coming weeks to let go of getting every step right and simply doing each move 

with confidence. Deloris and her women had to be sexy, fabulous, fierce, and confident, and 

drawing this out of the two back up dancers took some encouragement.  

 Take Me to Heaven Reprise, on the other hand, was a breeze. The nun chorus picked up 

choreography incredibly quickly, and understood the style right away. It, too, was sharp and 

detailed, with a bit of awkwardness sprinkled throughout. I loved watching them perform as their 

unique nun personality right away. There’s a section in the dance with some funky boogie style 

music, and Jennifer jumped in with some really fun ideas to add to mine. We added a few 

Michael Jackson Thriller references, and justified them by saying he was one of the people who 

came into the church while the nuns were singing and was inspired to create the hit song from 

there. We ran the whole song all the way through a couple times, and I was smiling from ear to 

ear by the time we finished. I felt so accomplished after getting through a week of five dances 

already! I looked at my calendar for the following week and saw that as soon as we came back 

from Fall Break, I would teach the rest of the choreography for the show.  

 

Week Two 

 I spent most of Fall Break in the studio once again. I choreographed Fabulous Baby 

Reprise that weekend, and was excited as that would be my most technically challenging number 
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in the show. I also set upon tackling Spread the Love Around, the nearly ten minute finale of the 

show. I came at it multiple times over the weekend, for this was the most difficult song I’d come 

across so far. The beginning of the song came pretty easy, I knew I wanted to use the beautiful 

sequined draped sleeves they would be wearing to make some unique pictures on stage. What I 

didn’t realize is how repetitive the song was, and how that proved to be the ultimate challenge 

for keeping inspired throughout.  

About three quarters of the way through the dance, I got stuck. I worked on the same 

eight count for about an hour before I sat down on the floor, exhausted and defeated. I hadn’t 

realized I’d been on that same bit for so long, and what I quickly learned about myself is if I 

become that perfectionistic over something so small, my brain short circuits and stops working. I 

felt stressed out and very critical about my work.  

I knew I couldn’t give up on this, however, for I was teaching the dance the next day. I 

decided to take a brain break- I turned on some music that was unrelated to the show and gave 

myself ten minutes to breathe and meditate a bit, focusing on other things. I drank some water 

and looked again at the dance. I had to keep moving, and as I’d burned out over that section of 

the dance I simply jumped to the final chunk of the dance and finished it out. After completing 

the end I was able to go back and fill in the gap I had been slaving over for so long.  

 

The Final Pieces 

 Teaching Spread the Love Around went surprisingly well. It took the full time we had 

allotted, and it was a tight squeeze trying to fit the entire cast into our small dance studio. We 

wouldn’t be on the stage for another week. We called the actors at staggered time in relation to 

their entrances, and luckily all these times were nearly perfectly aligned with how fast I taught. 
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Energy was rather low that day in the cast, but I kept things moving as best I could and we got 

that monster of a number completely taught, and it looked nearly performance ready. I was 

simply happy to have it taught and out of my hands.  

 The next day I was able to clean Fabulous Baby from the week before and taught 

Fabulous Baby Reprise. I taught the nuns their section in about ten minutes, then let them go 

home for the evening. I spent the rest of my night with the dance ensemble. The trained dancers 

picked up the choreography very well, and I only had a couple of folks I needed to spend some 

extra time with to break down the steps. We worked through the whole number, and I could tell 

this one would need a bit of polishing to even out the skill levels of the different performers to be 

uniform. I liked the foundation that had been laid. 

 After rehearsal I stayed late to finish choreographing I Could Be That Guy, the dream 

sequence Eddie sings about who he wants to be. We had to incorporate the tearing away of two 

sets of clothing, so earlier that week I had been spending some time in the costume studio 

learning how it works best. This piece was choreographed in about forty-five minutes, much 

faster than I had planned. It looked very clean so we moved on to review a bit early that night. 

 I spent our day off on Saturday finishing the last songs of the show, Raise Your Voice and 

Sunday Morning Fever. Raise Your Voice was a challenge because I quickly realized it was more 

of a blocking song than a choreography song. I got the general skeleton of what Jennifer was 

looking for, but while teaching it we ended up making it more of a collaboration piece between 

the two of us. She clarified entrances, exits, and character work that was nearly a scene with 

song, and I added the aspects of dance and the overall arc of the song. I was very thankful she 

jumped in, because then I knew she could clarify her vision for the piece immediately rather than 

adjusting later.  
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This was something I appreciated about Jennifer’s mentorship immensely—she always 

spoke up when she had an idea or adjustment to bring the song closer to her vision. Because of 

this, I never had to wonder if she liked what I was doing, for I knew she would let me know if 

there was an issue. She gave me the artistic freedom to make choices, solve problems, and ask 

for help when I needed. Critiques or questions were sometimes saved for when actors were on 

break if we needed to discuss our visions or make a unique change. I always felt she set the 

standard of respect that the cast gave me, and always treated me like a professional while still 

being a supportive mentor.  

 The last number I taught was Sunday Morning Fever. This one is a lot of fun, but also 

incredibly long. Broken up by scenes, Jennifer and I had to work together to coordinate entrances 

and exits to be sure both of us got the stage pictures we were after. This was the song I 

challenged myself most to come up with creative formations that moved and eclipsed. I wanted it 

to be flashy, fast moving, energetic, and clean. Because of the often stops and starts of scene 

work, the hardest part about this number was making sure the actor’s energy stayed up the whole 

time. Often it would wilt during each of the scenes. It all got taught however, and I knew energy 

would improve once we could rehearse on stage.  

 And with that, the entire show’s choreography was taught. I looked back at my calendar 

and realized I taught 11 dances over 8 rehearsals, two of those also being vocal rehearsals. Only 

two weeks before had I first gotten the ground plan and started choreographing. That evening I 

collapsed onto my bed, feeling as though I had just finished a creative marathon. 

 Looking back, I am actually very grateful for the short time span to complete this huge 

project. I had no time to second guess myself, no time for perfectionism, no time to get 

permission for my choices throughout the way. I had to trust my instincts and make the most of 
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my primary ideas. I think more time would’ve taken away from my work, and I came out of this 

entire process with more trust in my skills and creativity than I’d ever had. 
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CLEANING IT UP 

 As dances were finished being taught, we were able to look at a few of the numbers we 

hadn’t seen in a while. I realized quickly why choreographers had always begged us actors to 

practice at home. It was so obvious who had reviewed at home and who hadn’t. Unconsciously, I 

had the expectation that when actors returned to a number days after learning it, the dance would 

look the same if not better than where we had left it the rehearsal before this one. Every number 

we hit was messier— filled with more hesitancy, more confusion, and more questions about what 

moves were or the sequence of a piece. I found myself re-teaching choreography much more 

than I anticipated.  

 I learned some major lessons at this point in the rehearsal process. Choreographers and 

directors want actors to come in prepared, ready, positive, enthusiastic, and full of new ideas for 

character work. Throughout cleaning, energy often died rather than improved. I was constantly 

asking for more, trying to hype up the actors to have fun while they performed. My eye was 

always drawn to the unique few who found distinct characters, and played with performing the 

dances as that character. I’d praise them for their excellent preparation and energy, and 

encourage the rest of the cast to find their unique characters as well. Since this experience I have 

sworn to myself to always give my all in rehearsals, arrive prepared, and bring a positive outlook 

to each step of the process.  

 I reminded the cast of the videos we had taken and posted from learning each dance and 

asked them to go home and review so they could feel confident the next time we addressed each 

song. The large group numbers especially had this issue, but I faced another challenge entirely 

with the smaller songs, specifically the thugs.  
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Less Is More 

 We had a cleaning rehearsal for When I Find My Baby and Lady in the Long Black Dress, 

and some surprising challenges arose. I realized that moments where I gave the men less 

choreography, they were using that time to make hilarious character choices. The moments that I 

filled with choreography looked rather forced, for the men were trying to fit their characters into 

my moves rather than having their own. I quickly discovered I had a choice to make: I could 

cling to my choreography and spend my cleaning time over the next two weeks trying to get it to 

look clean, or I could humble myself enough to nix some of the choreography in order to let the 

actors have adequate room to play. One of the best decisions I made throughout this process was 

choosing the latter option.  

 My cleaning rehearsals with the thugs ended up being more of a carving process. Each 

run I would list off different moves to omit from the piece, and gave them new areas to make up 

their own thing. All of them had proven incredibly responsible with knowing their choreography 

very well, so I trusted them to make and remember the changes I’d made. I am so thankful for 

this little group; their flexibility and willingness to make big choices ended up creating a crowd 

favorite. We discovered the greatest laughs in the simplest movements and most selective 

moments. I scrapped about 60 percent of my original choreography in these numbers, but gained 

so much through it. Both these songs became audience favorites due to their comedic charm.  

 As our cleaning rehearsals had at this point moved onto the stage, I realized what I had 

learned with the thugs was about to prove true on another number. Spread the Love Around 

simply wasn’t working. We had cleaned and cleaned yet the energy simply died and wasn’t 

giving us the grand finale we so desperately wanted. I finally turned to Jennifer after a long 

cleaning rehearsal with about thirty minutes left for the night and she said, “it feels too inwardly 
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focused, rather than sending the energy out into the audience. The song is called Spread the Love 

Around as a call to action to the audience, and we aren’t achieving that.” I knew what I had to 

do. 

 I turned to the cast and said, “we’re going to scrap the ending.” We cut the last two 

minutes of choreography (the section I had a mental shutdown over, if you recall) and simply 

had them all come all the way downstage and clap in beat as they sang to the audience before 

running back to hit a big final pose. We tried it. The burden fell from my shoulders as I heaved a 

sigh of relief, we had found the finale.  

 

A Fabulous Surprise 

 One of my favorite changes we made after moving onto the stage was with Fabulous 

Baby Reprise. Deloris begins the song singing from the bed in Eddie’s apartment, then as it 

builds the walls fly away to reveal glittery backup dancers for a disco dream sequence that all 

dissolves into Sister Act, the most beautiful, raw moment of stillness in the production where 

Deloris realizes what her heart truly wants. We had the upstage platform built, and were about to 

do a spacing rehearsal for the number. Before starting rehearsal, Rebecca, our stage manager, 

casually mentioned that the platform was built to be strong enough to have bodies hang from it. 

Jennifer stopped her immediately. She turned to me with a gleam in her eye. I knew exactly what 

was going to happen next.  

 We ran onstage to test it out, within five minutes Jennifer and I were having the actors 

jump up and grab the upper rails, playing with shapes of their body as it hung. I imagined 

silhouetting each pose, and assigned the men their stage picture for each pose. Jennifer described 
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how we could do bursts of light through the shimmer scrim to reveal each pose momentarily 

before the lights went out for them to switch to the next pose.  

 I loved this moment because it was honestly a happy accident. As a director, Jennifer had 

a constant mindset of play and discovery, searching for comedic and surprising moments that 

will make the audience lean forward in their seats. I learned quickly that tunnel vision must be 

avoided at all costs in creativity. The moment you only see choreography or blocking as locked 

in, one misses out on the wonderful treasures waiting to be discovered in process. My eyes 

stayed open and imaginative from that moment. 
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A BUMP IN THE ROAD 

 Just a few weeks from opening, I received a call from Jennifer that made my heart race. 

Our set designer had just called her onto the stage to describe to her an issue they were having 

with the spiral staircases up to the higher level. While I’m not sure the exact details, apparently 

the set was built from an old variation of the ground plan that didn’t have updated measurements 

for the staircases. Once put up, the steps took up about a foot and a half more space than 

expected in the model, which doesn’t sound like much, but was just enough to prevent our black 

scrim from flying in. This scrim masked most of our scene changes and provided a backdrop for 

scenes that occurred far downstage. This could affect the staging of the entire show.  

 We had two options. First, keep the staircases where they were and move every scrim 

downstage by a line or two. This would mean days of extra labor for our builders, cutting our 

downstage space for scenes and dances, but we could keep our blocking using the upper level 

and the stage pictures we imagined with the staircases. Leaving the staircases downstage also cut 

our entrance space much smaller downstage, as they were indeed taking up more space than we 

had accounted for. Our other option was moving the staircases offstage, keeping the scrim on the 

same lineset, and adjusting blocking and choreography to allowing actors time for exiting to 

reenter the raised platform. After a few minutes of consideration and discussion, we decided to 

go with the latter option.  

 Jennifer and I went through and planned every change we needed to make due to this set 

adjustment and approached rehearsal with a solid game plan to use time efficiently. I watched as 

she positively took command of the rehearsal and, without complaining, told the actors what was 

happening. Within an hour and a half we had fixed each transition change, and were able to pick 

up rehearsal as planned.  
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 Although we lost some stage pictures we were excited about, moving the staircases off 

stage ended up having its perks. We gained much needed space downstage for entrances and 

exits, set changes, and full group numbers. Although the change seemed daunting at first, it 

ended up working out for all of us.  
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TECH AND DRESS REHEARSALS 

 The show got cleaner each time we ran it. In tech we added elements such as the tear 

away cop uniform and the moving scrims and walls. Lighting started illuminating the set, and 

details such as transitions and sound effects were falling into place.  

 I spent many of these days consulting with Michael Skinner, our lighting designer, 

pointing out moments I choreographed to be lit in a way that would draw the eye. I know next to 

nothing about lighting, so I learned a lot through communicating with him and his assistants. I 

loved this collaboration aspect, and would get so excited when Michael came up with creative 

ways to accent moments that I hadn’t even considered. The lighting of the disco ball especially 

got me so excited, I remember jumping up and dancing as they performed Spread the Love 

Around with the glittering lights everywhere for the first time.  

 Fabulous Baby Reprise blew me away when we ran it for the first time in tech.  Michael, 

Jennifer, and I had all discussed the first beats of the dancers hanging on the rails I mentioned 

earlier and I couldn’t wait to see it. Deloris was singing her heart out describing her dream, and 

as she described the scene, the brick walls rolled away as suddenly the lights pulsed brilliant blue 

through the shimmer scrim to reveal seven dancers in fierce poses hanging from the platform. It 

took my breath away, then I broke into applause as I jumped up and cheered Michael for his epic 

lighting. This moment was one of my favorites in the whole show.  

 Other numbers really came together too. We decided to have Eddie play the saxophone in 

I Could Be That Guy after discovering the actor had been a part of a jazz band in high school. 

Watching him gain confidence and own the stage while letting loose his fantastic notes was 

unforgettable. We added the altar boys onto the platform during multiple numbers, for their 

energy and joy was infectious.  
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 Dress rehearsals went along without a hitch. We added full costumes, and the quick 

changes we were worried about went smoothly after a few extra practices. Transitions and 

syncing the wall moves were tricky, but we started adjusting those early enough in the process 

that it wasn’t too much to handle. The glittery habits and vibrant disco elements all added the 

pizzazz and fabulous factor that the show needed, and we couldn’t wait to have an audience.  

 Final dress rehearsal was visited by a group of chancellor’s scholars on campus. These 

were nearly all non-arts majors, and this small audience of fifty was my favorite audience of any. 

Having no knowledge of the show going into it, they all laughed at all the right moments, 

cheered wildly after every musical number, gave encouraging whoops when actors would wail a 

gorgeous belting note or come out in a fabulous costume. I was giddy. I felt like a proud mom. 

Proud of the cast, proud of the product, and proud of myself for tackling the largest creative 

project I’d ever done. I loved every minute of it, and teared up a few times thinking back to the 

entire process we had gone through to reach this day.  
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PERFORMANCE 

 After seeing the show around twenty times at this point, one would probably guess I’d 

then call it a day and leave the show for everyone else to enjoy. This happened in a way- I was 

surprised by the sudden lack of responsibility I had after opening. I took no more notes, cleaned 

no more dances, gave no more pep-talks to actors who were on the brink of excellence. I 

suddenly had nothing left to do.  

 I couldn’t stay away for long, Sister Act had become too much of my life to suddenly let 

it be. I watched opening night (on my birthday!) and laughed just as much as ever. I saw the 

show three other times that weekend, and I loved experiencing the show in a new way with each 

audience. The actors grew in confidence over that week as well, and watching each of them own 

their characters and the story in a new way warmed my heart.  

 All good things come to an end, and about six hours after the show closed, strike was 

completed and the stage was bare once again—ready for the next world to inhabit it as new 

stories came to life. 
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CONCLUSION 

 Choreographing Sister Act remains to this day the project I am most proud of 

accomplishing. I was challenged, stretched, inspired, and impacted by every step of the process, 

and I am a better artist because of it. I’ve come to realize that I am a servant to the art—I show 

up with my gifts and abilities to collaborate with other artists to discover and realize the fullness 

and authenticity of the story we tell. I am a better actor because of my time behind the table. I’m 

a stronger dancer knowing the experience of a choreographer. I’m a better storyteller due to the 

lessons and truths I’ve learned throughout this process. I’ll admit now with a full heart and 

content spirit—choreography truly is more than just steps. 

 

 I finish writing this in the midst of Covid-19 epidemic, quarantining from my bedroom 

for the last quarter of my senior year. What I wouldn’t give to be back in rehearsal, working with  

the cast, or even choreographing at a dance studio in the early hours of the morning. As clear as 

those memories still are, they simultaneously feel like ages away. Looking forward to the 

summer, I’ve already had two professional assistant choreographer positions postponed due to 

the epidemic, and one yet to be determined. I’m unsure how long it will be until I’m allowed 

back into a rehearsal space, surrounded by artists and creators, collaborating as inspiration fills 

the air. Yet the arts remain to be what is keeping me sane in this time, whether through artist 

interviews over Zoom, dance classes over Facebook live, or singing to the slightly untuned 

chords of my ukulele; I realize now the artist within me cannot stop learning, growing, and 

imagining. I have a deep appreciation for every moment of live theatre, and am hungry for the 

day it will be back among us—telling stories that make us laugh, cry, and touch unseen parts of 

our hearts. 


