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Your number one priority as a teacher is understanding the limits of individual children. 
               ñRaymond Lukens, addressing trainees at American Ballet Theatreõs Teachersõ Intensives, August 2011 
 

ur (small and mighty) ballet school has seen its share of adversity, but 
also significant growth since the last publication of this news 
òquarterly.ó  We have rallied.  I cling to the belief that we emerge the 

better for the challenges thrown our way.  Last December our facility was 
swamped after two water lines ruptured in the empty space above us.  The 
property management was responsive and made repairs quickly, but I also 
made it a point to visit the cleanup crew daily to see that the construction 
deadline was met.  By the time all was said and done, we ended up with a 
mainly new ceiling, new sheetrock in the lobby, office, and part of the 

classroom, fresh paint, and new baseboards. Our piano took on water, 
necessitating repairs, tuning twice, and partial refinishing.  The classroom 
floor had a close call, as it absorbed a large volume of water like a sponge, the 
nonporous Marley surface trapping it and impeding evaporation.  Powering 
up industrial strength dehumidifiers and fans around the clock for about a 
week saved us (unfortunately also making an industrial strength impact on 
our utility bill), followed by the efforts of an additional flooring subcontractor 
who belt-sanded the sprung wood floor to a fare-thee-well after it was fully 

dry.  On returning to ballet school in January, most of you reported you could not tell anything had 
happened, which is as it should be.  Onward and upward. 
 
In the intervening months, Knoxville Ballet School has soared.  In April our young enrollees blew 
the tops off their Affiliate examinations when American Ballet Theatreõs JKO School Principal 
Franco De Vita returned once again to adjudicate (see story on page 2); many young dancers who 
also participated in the 2010 examinations improved their scores by ten points or more, and this time 
five received citations for High Honors.  When I was at ABT last month I had the privilege of 
addressing the new crop of teacher trainees about the experience of undertaking the Affiliate exams.  
I told them about this substantial leap in scores and noted it as proof positive 
of the strength of the American Ballet Theatre National Training Curriculum.  
(And isnõt it nice that our small school is now a known quantity beyond our 
own community?) 
 
The launching of Project Accompany! last yearñbringing live music into the 
Primary Levels and Level 1Añwas a huge success, and we now expand the 
program to bring live music into all childrenõs levels. Our two accompanists, 

Eva Holder and Kate Sivy, return this fall and will play for one each of the 
Level 1B and 2B classes that meet twice weekly in addition to playing for all 

Primary Level classes and Level 1A.  
When I was in New York I had the great 
pleasure of sitting down over dinner with accompanist (and 
composer and New Chamber Ballet director and choreographer) 
Miro Magloire, who has generously advised and supported us along 
the way; he was so pleased to hear of our success.  I also had a 
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Back Row, L to R: Deb Young, accompanist Eva Holder, 
Franco De vita; Front Row, L to R:  Primary Level B 
students Karina Dale, Jasmine Holbert, Caroline Ekern, 
Saiya Palmer, Rowyn Porterfield, Brianna Hunter, Sadie 
Parker Miller 

Back Row, L to R: Deb Young, accompanist Eva 
Holder, Franco De vita; Front Row, L to R:  Primary 
Level C students Ella Vafaie-Partin, Clare Duncan, 
Sophia Thompson, Regan Pugh, Natalie Dale, Jack 
White, Aleecia Moss 

Behind: Franco De Vita, Deb Young; Front Row, L 
to R:  Level 1A students Celia Adlin, Kamryn 
Krishnan, Kaitlyn Bales, Vivian H, Inès Battle 

Behind:  Deb Young, Franco De Vita; Front Row, L 
to R:  Level 2A students Sophia Thompson, Abby 
McConnell, Virginia Ekern 

happy reunion with Michael Cherry at ABT and was privileged to sit next to him and watch and 
listen while he played for several classes.  And our other NYC accompanist friend and supporterñ
Steven Mitchellñhas been kept abreast of our project and is thrilled for us; it was Stevenõs sheet 
music that officially jump-started Project Accompany! last fall, and for that we are incredibly fortunate. 
 
Now on the threshold of our sixth academic year of ballet classes, enrollment at the school has 
reached an unprecedented high; we are likely to feel this in our small facility this year.  Some of you 
have asked me when I anticipate the school will move, and the short answer is, I donõt know.  There 
is a facility Iõve been coveting for a while now, but must have a partner to make it work.  (And since 
talk is cheap, I will add that Knoxville Ballet School would benefit from an additional ABT/NTC-
certified instructor.)  For now, we soldier on and continue to do what we do so well, if a little 
cramped; for my part, I feel energized, focused, and ready for another year.§ 
 
 

merican Ballet Theatreõs Jaqueline Kennedy Onassis School Principal Franco De Vita 
returned to Knoxville Ballet School for a second time on Saturday, April 2, to join us as 
adjudicator for a day of Affiliate examination classes.  Twenty-two young candidates in four 

levels showed him their best work after a few weeks of diligent preparation, and it paid off in spades:  
each dancer passed the exam, with eight receiving citations for Merit, seven for Honors, and five for 
the highest distinction, High Honors.  Pictures from the day: 
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ABT/NTC co -author Raymond 
Lukens addresses teacher trainees 

at ABT in August, 2011 

A large group of ABT alumni attended the August 
training; from L to R, Keith Roberts, Gaby Brown 

Granaroli, Cheryl Yeager, Roger Vanfleteren, Elaine 
Kudo, Pamela Booth Bjerknes, Flavio Salazar 

(repeating as an audit and to assist in translating the 
NTC to Spanish), and Johanna Butow and Cheryl 

Madeux-Abbott (each as instructors). Not pictured: 
Carrie Jensen 

 year without visiting the Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis School at American Ballet Theatre 
seems unthinkable these days.  Jetting to New York alone for a couple of weeks is not for 
crybabies, something I learned the first time I attended the teachersõ intensives at ABT in 

August of 2009.  But the creative stew of people and energy there feels somehow indispensible if we 
are to continue growing our small school in Knoxville.  Simply being in that environment for a few 
days inspires the imagination and evokes powerful emotions, considering the history imbued in those 
rooms and corridors and the ballet giants who have walked them, to say nothing of who is walking 
them now.  (Fear not:  your ballet teacher tries not to gawk in the presence of ballet greatness, 
thought it is sometimes tempting.)  What goes on during the National Training 
Curriculum teachersõ intensives at ABT?  I thought it might be nice to share some of that 
experience with the Knoxville Ballet School community. 
 
All of the training is held at the ABT/JKO Schoolõs facility, housed in a beautiful, aged,  
neoclassical building at 890 Broadway, mostly in the very large Studio 9 on the buildingõs 
fourth floor (ABT occupies several floors in the building).  I attended the first leg of the 
trainingñPrimary through Level 3ñin August of 2009, continuing in Levels 4 and 5 last 
July, and decided my time and resources would be best spent repeating Primary through 
3 this year as an audit; this is a privilege extended to instructors who have already 
obtained certification in the NTC.  And I must admit it is nice to go without the worry 
of the oral and written exams looming at the end. 

 
The week-long intensives begin on the morning of 
the first day with an orientationñthis is an occasion 
often marked by happy reunions among people 
who have sometimes known each other for decades during and 
after their time on the stage.  Each lecture, presentation, or class 
thereafter runs about an hour and a half to two hours in length, and 
each day of the training is about eight hours with a lunch break.  
The material is presented in large part by Raymond Lukens, who 
currently serves on the faculty of JKO School in addition to his 
duties as director of the NYU Masterõs Degree in ABT Ballet 
Pedagogy.  He is also co-author of the National Training 
Curriculum along with his colleague, Franco De Vita.  Learning this 

material firsthand from an NTC co-creator is a privilege to be sure, 
but in short order the trainees also discover that Raymond 
possesses a rare and sophisticated sense of humor that illustrates so 
well his encyclopedic knowledge of the classical ballet canon, its 
history, and the various styles of training that have evolved since 
the earliest days of the art form.  Raymondõs eloquent levity helps 
the long hours in a metal folding chair evaporate quickly.  He is 

typically assisted by two other instructors (this summer, Johanna Butow and Cheryl Madeux-Abbott, 
each of them an ABT alumna).  The dancer health leg of the training is given by ABT physical 
therapist and NTC contributor, Julie Daugherty, a former dancer and an intelligent, articulate woman 
with a keen knowledge of current dance medicine practices and health issues that are specific to 
dancers. 
 
A thoughtful and logical presentation of the theory behind the NTC early in the training precedes the 
curriulum itself.  The dense material is presented in lectures, followed by the opportunity to take or 
observe a class in the level being discussed, and small group work sessions during which each trainee 
shows an instructor his or her own exercises in Primary Level through Level 3 of the NTC for 
scrutiny. This last bit is a little daunting.  I found myself actively trying to shake off nerves when it 
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The legendary Elaine Kudo demonstrates her 
Level 1 exercise for fellow trainees 

Raymond Lukens, Franco De 
Vita, and teacher trainees 

look on during a small group 
work session 

Students in Johanna Butowõs class at ABT 
during the 2009 Young Dancer Summer 

Workshop 

was my turn to stand and deliver at the 2009 training, but reminded myself 
at dayõs end that this was an incredible opportunity:  how better to learn 
than for Raymond Lukens and his colleagues to tell you what is right or 
wrong about what you are doing? 
 
Teacher trainees also have the opportunity to observe JKO faculty teaching 
the students who attend the Young Dancer Summer Workshop, which runs 
concurrently with the Primary through Level 3 teachersõ intensives.  Close to 
two hundred students between ages nine and eleven are selected from 
around the globe through an audition process to attend YDSW, where they 
are placed in one of eight classes.  Because I was returning as a certified 
instructor (and because I was staying a few extra days), I was invited to 
attend the final day of classes and the short studio performances the 

YDSW students gave for the faculty and for their 
parents.  This experience is worth its weight in gold, 
as there is no substitute for observing a veteran ballet teacher of the highest order 
of magnitude teaching the NTC to children who are not unlike our own young 
enrollees at Knoxville Ballet School.  Suffice it to say that I took prodigious notes 
and paid very close attention on these occasions. 
 
Near the end of the intensives I also addressed the teacher trainees about our 
experience undertaking the Affiliate exams at Knoxville Ballet School.  Teachers 
from around the world asked thoughtful questions during the presentation (and 
many, many more off the record during breaks).  It is noteworthy that although 
there are several hundred instructors across the globe who have obtained 
certification in the ABT/NTC since the teachersõ intensives began a few years ago, 
there are only thirty-three Affiliate instructors to date, sixteen of them in New 
York.  The chance to describe our experience for others helped me earn my keep 
while I was at ABT, but hopefully also helped convince other teachers that the 
process of participating in the exams is worth the effort.  Currently there are ten 

adjudicators nationwide on ABTõs Board of Examiners who travel to Affiliate schools for the 
examinations; we are so fortunate to count ourselves among their 
destination schools. 
 
Finally, I wish to applaud Jenna Bitterman, who is the coordinator for 
the National Training Curriculum.  Jenna works in the fourth floor 
education office at ABT and does the jobs of maybe three or four 
people.  In addition to managing the administration connected with each 
teacher training session (and to get the full thrust of this, imagine 
hundreds of teachers emailing one person with questions about the 
training over the course of a year), she is also our ABT liason for the 

Affiliate examination planning process and the adjudicatorõs actual visit 
to our school.  All this with many, many other responsibilities, 
including travel with other JKO staff on the summer intensives 
audition tour that begins during the winter.  I had a few logistical problems on my trip to New York 
last month, and Jenna very graciously helped make them go away.  (She also happens to be a lovely, 
classically trained former ballerina, certified in all the levels of the NTC, with an identical ballerina 
twin who lives and works in the ballet community of the Pacific Northwest.)  Thank you and thank 
you, Jenna, and all the faculty and staff at JKO School. 
 
Until next time, ABT.§  
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Natalia Ashikhmina in rehearsal last season 
for Coppélia with other company members; 

photo, Michael Hayman, The Courier-Journal 

y final visit to see our Louisville Ballet friends during the 2010-11 season was March 5, for 
the evening performance of the full-length Coppélia; Knoxville Ballet School Level 2 
student Dana Robinson and her parents attended with me.  Coppélia is a Marius Petipa 

ballet (premiered by the Paris Opéra Ballet on May 25, 1870), with additional choreography for this 
production by Alun Jones and Helen Starr.  Léo Delibes wrote a big, juicy score for this light-hearted 
story, but unfortunately because Louisville Orchestra was still in Chapter 11 bankruptcy last spring, 
the company danced it to recorded music.  (The orchestra has since emerged from Chapter 11.) 
 
Like many nineteenth century ballets, this one is set in òBallet Land:ó  
a generic European landscape where the boys wear lederhosen and 
the town is dotted with buildings of rough hewn timbers and 
window-boxed masonry.  The story is about a dollmaker, Dr. 
Coppélius, whose lifelike creation seems so real that she fools 
handsome young Franz; he flirts with her from the town square 
below her balcony perch, sending his fiancée, Swanhilda, into a 
tailspin.  Soon thereafter she and her friends discover that Coppélia is 
not real, and the rest of the story unfolds with innocent theatrical 
humor in a predictably òallõs well that ends welló narrative. 
 
Sets and costumes for Louisvilleõs production of Coppélia were 
gorgeous and full of big color.  The corps de balletñwho appear to dance better and stronger with 
each passing seasonñdelivered crisp, clean work in the character dances, which are crowd-pleasing 
favorites in this ballet.  Phillip Velinov made an excellent Dr. Coppélius, and his real-life wife, Natalia 
Ashikhmina, delivered another sterling performance in her role as the jealous Swanhilde; their 
energized partnership and comedic acting were brilliant. 
 
Other standouts in this performance were Kristopher Wojtera as Franz, the ever-enjoyable Christy 
Corbitt Miller as Swanhildaõs friend, and Robert Dunbar in the Czardas; Mr. Dunbar is relatively new 
to Louisville Ballet and appears to be coming into his own as a strong presence on the Louisville 
stage.  Memorable performances were also given by Kateryna Sellars in the role of Dawn, and Emily 
Reinking OõDell in the Prayer.  It is also worth noting that the mechanics of the second act of 
Coppélia are tricky, and the company pulled them off seamlessly. 
 
In school news, Elena Fillmore Diehl, our friend and occasional KBS guest artist (and director of 
Louisville Ballet School), had a beautiful baby girl in June.  Huge congratulations to Elena, husband 
Jeffrey, and baby Ellie, who is lovely as her mama and appears to be thriving. 
 
Next on the Louisville agenda:  the September 17th season-opening performance of André 
Prokovskyõs The Three Musketeers.  This is Louisville Balletõs 60th Anniversary season, and promises 
plenty of variety.  If you canõt join me this time, I encourage you to make it to Louisville to see the 
company when we return next semester.§ 
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According to Emily C. Harrison, dietician at the Centre for Dance Nutrition and 

Healthy Lifestyles, an ideal energy snack contains mainly carbohydrates, plus a little 
protein and fat to slow down their absorption and release calories more gradually.  She 
recommends:  half of a whole wheat bagel with one to two teaspoons of peanut butter or 
almond butter; a handful of carrot sticks with two tablespoons of hummus and half a 
pita; or a handful of blueberries and granola.  All are about 150-250 calories, enough to 
provide energy for a ballet class or rehearsal.ñSource:  Dance Magazine, Vol. 85, No. 9 


