A Reading Group Guide to

Tiny Dancer

By Siena Cherson Siegel, illustrated by Mark Siegel

About the Book

Siena Cherson Siegel and Mark Siegel’s graphic memaoir, Tiny Dancer, expands on the story they told

in To Dance. While their previous collaboration focused on Siena’s experience as a child dancer with the
School of American Ballet, Tiny Dancer follows her through tumultuous teenage years where the
increased pressure and competition threatens to take away the freedom and love she once experienced
through dance. The memoir also explores navigating a high-pressure competitive world, recovering from

the emotional and physical effects of injury, and, most of all, growing up and finding yourself.

Discussion Questions

1. A prelude introduces themes or motifs that will reappear later in the work. Consider this definition
and explain how it applies to the first section of Tiny Dancer. Specifically, what do you think the ghost
ballerina represents?

2. Explain the dilemma Siena faces when choosing her friend group at school in Puerto Rico. Why do you
think she says she “should have stayed with the first group”?

3. How does dance initially serve as an escape from Siena’s troubles at home and school? How does
dancing make her feel? Why do you think she loses that feeling?

4. How is Siena’s life in New York different from her life in Puerto Rico? Why do you think New York
appeals to her? What do you think she misses about Puerto Rico?

5. One panel depicts Siena divided between her life at Columbia Prep and her life at the School of
American Ballet. What does this image suggest about Siena’s identity? What makes it challenging to
navigate different identities? Do you ever feel similarly divided? How do you handle this challenge?
What advice would you have for Siena?

6. In a graphic novel, it’s important to apply the same strategies we use as readers to analyze the
images, such as predicting, inferring, making connections, synthesizing, and questioning. Apply these
strategies to understand why Siena’s mother is interested in the type of art that Siena’s friends’ families
have on their walls. What else do these pages reveal about Siena’s relationships with her mother and
her friend Jessie? What do they reveal about the differences in Jessie’s mother’s and father’s lives after
their divorce? Why do you think this detail is included?

7. Describe Siena’s visit with her brother at Harvard. What parts of college life appeal to her? Why do
you think she feels like college is not in her future?

8. As Siena ages, the world of ballet becomes more competitive. How does she respond to the increased
pressure and competition?



9. How does Siena’s injury impact her physical and emotional well-being? Why do you think she hides
the severity of her injury? Do you think it can sometimes be harder to recover mentally than physically?

10. How does the pressure to maintain a specific body type and weight impact Siena? How does this
added pressure impact her physical and emotional health?

11. How does the increasing estrangement from her father affect Siena? How does it impact her
mother?

12. What advice does Adam give Siena about the possibility of repeating C1? Why do you think she
rejects his advice and sees repeating C1 as a failure? Who do you agree with more, Siena or Adam?

13. How does Siena’s attitude toward dance and success change after she leaves the School of American
Ballet and starts training at Joffrey? After seeing the ballet Giselle, Siena finds herself wondering about
“the price of floating.” What do you think that price is? Would you be willing to pay this price to achieve
a goal? Explain your answers.

14. How does Siena’s youthful decision to dance with “NYCB or nothing” influence the way she responds
to challenges and setbacks? What opportunities do you think she might have missed as a result?

15. The memoir depicts Siena’s struggle with depression. What warning signs can you identify? Why is it
important to understand and recognize symptoms of depression? Do you think people are comfortable

talking about depression? Explain your answers.

16. Examine the memoir’s section titles, which include Prelude, A Royal Feeling, The Narrowing Road,
The Kingdom of the Shades, and Providence. Explain how the titles relate to the content in each section.

17. Siena choreographs a dance for herself. Describe the narrative of this ballet. What does it reveal
about the person that Siena has become?

Extension Activities

1. A bildungsroman is a coming-of-age story, detailing the formative years or spiritual development of a
protagonist. Analyze Tiny Dancer as a bildungsroman. Discuss the following questions with a partner or
as a class: What circumstances shape Siena’s development? What characteristics enable her to
persevere? What lessons does she learn as a result of the challenges she faces? How is this story similar
to other books you have read in this genre?

2. When Siena’s brother Adam leaves for college, he gives her a mixtape: a collection of songs that he
selected just for her. Create a playlist for Tiny Dancer with songs that help capture the mood or reflect
events of each section of the book. Write a description of each song that explains how it connects to the
book.

3. Ayoung Siena and her friend Jessie make a pact that their future will be “NYCB [New York City Ballet]
or nothing,” a commitment she later regrets. Write a personal narrative essay about a time that you
experienced a failure or setback. How did you respond? What did you learn about yourself from this
experience? Consider depicting your narrative as a short graphic novel in the style of Tiny Dancer.



4. Recently, young elite athletes like Naomi Osaka and Michael Phelps have spoken out about their
struggles with anxiety and depression, even while they were achieving athletic success. Research the
impact that constant performance pressure has on mental health. Why do you think Siena feels like she
needs to hide her physical and emotional struggles from others? What should teachers and coaches do
to help create a more supportive environment for young athletes and performers? Write a persuasive
speech advocating for these changes.

5. As a dancer, Siena faces pressure to maintain a specific body type and is told that she needs to lose
weight after her injury. Research the connection between nutrition and fitness and the effect that eating
disorders have on physical and emotional well-being. Create a campaign to raise awareness of eating
disorders and promote healthy attitudes toward nutrition and fitness.

6. Choose a section of Tiny Dancer to examine with a close reading and analysis of Mark Siegel’s images.
Explain how the images add meaning to the text. What details are included only in the images? What
story do the images tell? How are the images in dialogue with the text?

7. Throughout her memoir, Siena mentions several ballets and dancers that inspire her: Cynthia Gregory,
Gelsey Kirkland and George Balanchine, Suzanne Farrell, Giselle, and La Bayadére. Choose one of these
and research them, watching excerpts of performances if possible. Explain how learning more about the
subject deepens your understanding of Siena’s story. Next, compile a list of people and/or athletic or
artistic performances that inspire you. Explain your reason for choosing each one.
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