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Hello to the readers of this essay at the Tribute National Talent Competition! | am 18 years old and am in
my 16th season of dancing at Northern Force Dance Company. For as long as we have been attending
Tribute, | have always said that | would write this essay my senior year. | think that's because | never knew
a better way to truly express how deep my appreciation runs for everything my parents have done to
support my journey in dance. Over the past 16 years, I've gathered countless memories, and this felt like
the only way to carefully put them into something they could hold onto forever. Please enjoy reading the

devotions, the moments, and the teachings of my incredible parents, Sherri and Lucas Haugen.

My Mom and | were sitting at a dance competition, watching, the other weekend, when a tiny mini walked
on stage for what was probably her first solo. My mom leaned over and said, "Don't you wish you were that
little again?" And | remember thinking, yes... but not for the reason you think. Because if | could go back, it
wouldn't be to redo anything. It would be to have more time. More years of sitting next to my mom in those
uncomfortable auditorium chairs, more late nights, more car rides, more everything. | would give anything
for eighteen more years of doing what | love, with my person, my mom. My dance career may look like it

belongs to me when I'm on stage, but it has never just been mine, it has always been ours.

It's every strawberry acai she bought me after a long day, every post competition McDonalds cheeseburger
(with extra honey mustard), every random foot stretcher she bought that she somehow believed might
magically fix my feet. It's every ridiculous, weird spirit day costume she bought for me, and let me wear
(even when | know she was slightly embarrassed at times) because she has always let me be exactly who

lam.

My mom has been in every part of this journey in ways people do not see. She sent me every dance video
she came across on her Instagram reels, just hoping I'd try that dance or that trick. And | would, over and
over again, until we were sitting on her bed watching me try the same trick for the seventeenth time,
laughing at every failed attempt. But what | remember most isn't the trick or dance | learned. It's the way
she would smile at the screen when | finally got it, and then ask to watch it again "just because". She made

the small moments feel big. She made me feel seen.




And my dad, he never just supported dance, he learned it. He was never the dad to question dance or why
it mattered. Instead, he tried to understand it so well that sometimes he actually did. He became "DJ 8-
count" searching for my senior solo song months before | even knew what | wanted. And somehow, he
found the one. The perfect one. He's always had a way of doing that.

But my favorite version of us isn't even in a competition or a studio. It's a video of me standing on his feet,
dressed in that strawberry shortcake costume, while he danced with his tongue sticking out in
concentration. | didn't know it then, but that was the beginning of everything. The beginning of a dad who
fueled his daughter's journey that | get to call my passion.

During COVID, when the world slowed down, dance did not stop in our house. | took over our unfinished
basement with online combo classes, shaking my family's feet in the kitchen above me with probably the
same Lewis Capaldi song repeating more times than anyone wanted to hear. And even then he still never
complained. Instead, my dad built me a "dance floor" out of scrap wood and pool noodles because
dancing on the bare concrete "wasn't acceptable". He even added LED lights underneath it, because of
course he did. He didn't just want me to keep dancing, he wanted me to keep loving it.

That's the kind of love I've been raised in. The kind that shows up. The kind that builds things (literally and
figuratively) so | can keep going. The kind that stays. But more than anything, my parents taught me how to
work. They have never sugar coated things, and | thank them for that. When | would cry over placements or
trophies | didn't get, over feeling like | wasn't enough, they didn't soften it for me. My parents never told me
it was unfair, that the judges were wrong, or that | was perfect just the way | was. They told me the truth.
They told me thatifitdidn't matter | wouldn't be crying about it and that caring this much meant something,
that it meant | was capable of more. And | remember sitting there sometimes, wishing they would just tell
me what | wanted to hear, wishing they would just say that it didn't matter. But they never did. Because my
parents knew that it did. They told me, "If you're not happy with where you are, then work harder." And not
in a harsh way, but in a way that made me believe | actually could. So | did. | went back to the studio and |
stayed longer. | tried again. And again. And again. And somewhere in all of that, | stopped dancing just to
win, and started dancing because | knew | could become something more. And all because that mindset...
that drive... that refusal to settle, that didn't come from dance. It came from them, my mom and dad. And
I think about that a lot.

Because one day, and that day is not far off, there will be a last competition. A last car ride home. A last
time they ask to watch it again "just because." And | don't think I'll ever be ready for that. So no... | don't
wish | was that little girl again. But | would give anything for more time like this. More dances in the kitchen.
More laughter over videos. More moments where | look into the audience and know exactly where they are
sitting. Because if this journey has taught me anything, it's that the best part of it was never the stage or the
recognition. It was being their daughter through all of it. And | would choose that, every single time.




