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Abstract 

This study is about the interplay between identity, power, and the institution of 

schooling in dance. I examined educational domains to shed light on murkier aspects of 

dance education in K-12 school settings and higher education to better understand how 

power is reproduced in the classroom. In many ways, this current study illuminates my 

own radicalization as a dance educator committed to social justice work (Brown & Saeed, 

2014). 

My teaching practice, as documented through written notes, memories, and my 

embodied knowledge, became the research site for this study. As I considered my process 

of analyzing data, I looked to the work of other researchers who used personal experience 

as data in educational research to guide me through the analysis (Britzman, 1999; Blom 

& Chaplin, 1982; Grumet, 1990; Haug et al., 1987; Cancienne & Snowber, 2009). My 

arts-based research falls under the paradigm of qualitative inquiry and draws heavily 

from three research traditions: autobiography, collective memory work and movement 

inquiry. 

Data analysis revealed salient examples of how dominant structures within 

schooling environments and the larger dance education tradition became sites not only for 

student resistance, but also for my own developing awareness of and dissatisfaction with 

current educational policy impacting dance students and my teaching practice. After 

examining the study results, I concluded that future K-12 educators must have the 

necessary means to: a) understand how schooling structures privilege or disadvantage 

dance students, b) identify institutional power and when it interrupts a teacher’s 
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pedagogy or curriculum, and c) analyze the dance education infrastructure to reveal 

exactly how mechanisms work in the community to maintain a highly functioning 

discourse. Paths toward licensure, from traditional models of teacher training programs to 

alternative avenues, should provide opportunities for preservice teachers to reflect upon 

grander institutional narratives that replicate the status quo in dance pedagogy and 

curriculum development. 



 

 v 

Table of Contents 

List of Figures .....................................................................................................................v 
 
Chapter 1: The Beginning .................................................................................................1 
The Study ........................................................................................................................................3 
Methodology ...................................................................................................................................4 

Chapter 2: Historical Perspectives on Institutional Power in Dance Education .......15 
The Presence of Dance in Higher Education and Public Schooling .............................................16 
Developing Institutional Identity: Increasing Professionalization of Dance in Higher Education24 
Somatics, Democratic Teaching, and Social Justice Education in the Dance Classroom .............32 
Accessing Dance Education to Enact Identity, Culture, and Power .............................................43 
 

Chapter 3: My Power, My Privilege ..............................................................................64 
Not My Body, Not My Movement: Student Resistance as a Catalyst for Pedagogical Change in 
the Process of Teacher Reflection .................................................................................................69 
Dancing Transgressive: Students Using Dance as Resistance ......................................................71 
Silent Resistance ............................................................................................................................77 
Reclaiming Humanity Through Movement ..................................................................................81 
Changing My Practice: Burying the Authentic Self Under Silence ..............................................85 

 
Chapter 4: Threshold, the Precipice Between Memory and Presence ........................93 
Us versus Them: Pressure, Expectations, and the Desire to Stay Ahead ........................................98 
Everywhere I Go ...........................................................................................................................98 
Sort of in Secret: Reclaiming my Teacher Identity While Enacting Resistance .........................105 
Strength of Movement .................................................................................................................105 
I am Changing .............................................................................................................................112 

 
Chapter 5: Body Work ..................................................................................................119 
The Precipice Between Stability and Unrestricted Flow ..............................................................127 
Teaching Dance is Caring is Resisting .........................................................................................132 
Open Hands, Open Heart ..............................................................................................................135 
Small Changes Mean Hard Work .................................................................................................139 
 
Chapter 6: Training Future Dance Educators in the Shadow of Institutional Power 
..........................................................................................................................................143 
 
Bibliography ...................................................................................................................152 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 vi 

 
List of Figures 

 
Figure 1: Research Model ......................................................................................... Page 11 
Figure 2: Clasped Hands ......................................................................................... Page 127 
Figure 3: Hands to Chest  ........................................................................................ Page 128 
Figure 4: Bound Hands  .......................................................................................... Page 130 
Figure 5: Elbows Connected ................................................................................... Page 132 
Figure 6: Stability and Freedom  ............................................................................ Page 136 
Figure 7: Open Hands ............................................................................................. Page 138 
Figure 8: Open Space  ............................................................................................. Page 138 
!

  

 



 

 1 

CHAPTER 1 
 

THE BEGINNING  
I started thinking about this: how does the path to gaining a K-12 dance license 

encourage the process of learning about power and identity? In other words, how do 

those of us in the field of dance education leverage our identity, our culture, our training 

in order to get into the dance classroom, and, does the process privilege a few while 

marginalizing many? This is dense material, I know. But my curiosity about identity, 

power and dance education stems from a deeply personal space related to my teaching 

practice. Really, it was my students who helped awaken me to this curiosity about the 

very nature of teaching in dance. 

About five years ago, I was in the middle of teaching an intermediate modern 

dance technique class at a suburban high school when I looked around my classroom at 

the students enrolled in the course. They were busy performing a movement phrase 

across the floor with enthusiasm, so they hardly noticed when I stopped giving them 

corrections. Something prompted me to pause and scan the room. I am not sure what 

precipitated this moment of reflection – if it was the conversation at the previous day’s 

staff meeting about the school’s achievement gap or my own budding awareness of 

cultural capital developed as a new doctoral student in Curriculum and Instruction. 

Nonetheless, I was compelled to stop teaching and start observing. As I did so, I noted 

the diverse racial identities of students in the class. I wondered if the racial diversity in 

my class remained “true” in other dance classes at public schools throughout the Twin 

Cities. I thought about the cultural markers of my acquaintances in the Twin Cities who 

also taught dance: their gender, racial identity, and socio-economic status. How come we 



 

 2 

all came from the same racial identity, socioeconomic status, and gender? That night, still 

thinking about my observations in the classroom from earlier in the day, I drafted a 

smaller question: How do my interactions with students frame my understanding of 

institutional power and identity? Thinking about the racial identity of my classroom, of 

my colleagues’ classrooms, and of my colleagues is thinking about institutional power. I 

stumbled upon a problem with schooling; identity and power coexist and drive the 

institutional structures of our schools, our classrooms, and our curriculum, but in the 

process, these very same structures actually keep out select students (and potential 

teachers) from the learning experience. 

As I watched my students dance on that afternoon five years ago, I thought about 

power, identity and the myriad ways they both influence the “business” of schooling. 

Even my identity, my power (and at times lack there of), relates to this larger question: 

How does the path to gaining a K-12 dance license encourage the process of learning 

about power and identity? Thinking about student interactions compelled me to also 

consider my path to becoming a licensed K-12 dance teacher. Did I have an easier time 

gaining access to the “authority” position in the classroom, as a teacher, because I was 

White and came from a middle-class background? Did I amend, discard, or shift my 

identity in any way so that I could earn my teaching license? Here lies the heart of my 

concern: How did institutional power influence my decisions in the process of teaching? 

Who is kept out, and who stays in? 

In 2012, I conducted a study to better understand how local candidates navigated 

the process of earning a K-12 dance license through a portfolio review process managed 
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by the Minnesota Department of Education (Maloney, 2015). Having earned my teaching 

license in a similar way, I understood how challenging the portfolio review process could 

be. My research results suggested that earning a teaching license through alternative 

means like the portfolio review process was arduous and difficult to complete. 

Candidates relied on hidden resources (financial, social, cultural) to overcome obstacles 

presented by the Minnesota Department of Education’s portfolio process. Acting as a 

gatekeeper, MDE enacted institutional power that at worst unintentionally prevented 

some candidates from completing the licensing process, and at best, made the experience 

of earning a teaching license unnecessarily burdensome.   

         In many ways, this current study illuminates my own radicalization as a dance 

educator committed to social justice work (Brown & Saeed, 2014). It provides the story 

leading to my initial investigation into the portfolio review process in Minnesota. It is 

about the interplay between identity, power, and the institution of schooling in dance. In 

the process of conducting research, I examined these educational domains, hoping to shed 

light on murkier aspects of dance education in K-12 school settings, higher education and 

teacher training programs to better understand how power is reproduced in the classroom.  

THE STUDY 

I spent ten years teaching dance in the public high school setting, and in doing so, 

produced a lot of data that eventually formed the bedrock of this study. In order to 

investigate my research questions, I examined my own teaching practice, my experience 

interacting with students, and the practice of designing lessons around national standards 

in dance education. Eventually I isolated three important data sets from which to analyze 



 

 4 

and hopefully discover some “truth” about my own experiences earning a dance license, 

gaining access to a classroom, and the process of teaching dance in a K-12 setting. They 

included: journal entries written over a period of four years and five notebooks full of 

lesson plans, activities, and musings around class. Buttressing these data sets were my 

memories in the classroom. Through my memories, I was able to connect the data in a 

way that not only aided me in making sense of what I analyzed, but also painted a fuller,  

more thorough picture of my classroom, my dance community, and my students. Finally, 

my body, as a site of artistic and qualitative inquiry, formed the third data set for the 

study. 

METHODOLOGY 
As a participant in the dance education community and as a researcher, I 

investigated my own relationship to an acute problem affecting my professional 

community: the way in which schooling, especially in dance, enact power, ultimately 

reproducing the status quo in teacher candidates, dance curriculum, and pedagogical 

practices. My writing, my memories, and my embodied knowledge became the research 

site for this study. I also examined how I came to identify this problem, and why I think it 

was important to investigate the problem in a research context. Finally, I connect the 

study results to larger questions about how the community trains future K-12 dance 

educators.  

In the process of designing the arts-based research methodology for the study, I 

referred to the work of several key theorists who utilize narrative and body-based 

approaches in their work. In the initial phase of analysis, I looked to Grumet (1990) and 

Birk (2013), who both use personal narrative to understand larger research questions. 
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Data collected in this phase of the study included my journals, written notes, assignments, 

and lesson plans.  The second phase of the study drew upon the work of Haug et al. 

(1987) as well as Ingelton et al. (1995), and their theories about collective memory work. 

I collected memories as I reviewed my written artifacts and as I danced.  In the third 

section of the study, I collected data from movement and dancing. The data was gathered 

while taking dance classes, exercising, and performing movement improvisation. I relied 

on theories developed by Cancienne & Snowber (2009) when examining my third data 

set, especially as I read my body as both a site for artistic practice as well as text for 

understanding dance education. I also called upon my early training in choreography 

(Blom & Chaplin, 1982) in order to know how to read the results of my movement 

improvisation session. In this way, my artistic training as a dancer and choreographer 

also informed my work as an educational researcher. 

Data Collection 

I collected data from three important personal sources: my own written artifacts 

spanning the last nine years (which represents a significant portion of my K-12 dance 

teaching experience), my memories of teaching dance to students in grades 9-12, and my 

embodied experiences – including my feelings – as I honed my teaching craft in a K-12 

setting. 

My written sources of data include reflections and/or journal entries, hand-written 

notes for curriculum development, lesson plans, classroom artifacts, and assignments 

given to students. My memories and kinesthetic experiences, housed not only in my 

conceptual understanding of my own identity, but also in my embodied experiences as a 
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teacher, operated in conjunction with the written artifacts to produce a fuller, more 

detailed picture of my own experience. Memories and movement, captured in my mind 

and imprinted on my bones, serve an important function; they honor a lineage established 

by embodied researchers who see value in harvesting knowledge from personal spaces, 

including memories (Beals et al., 2013; Cornforth et al., 2009; Lee, 1994). After all, 

“ideas arise from within the walls of the body. No idea or experience is free from the 

constraints of the absolute structures of skin, muscle, and bone” (Birk, 2013, p. 396). 

Britzman (1991), in describing the concept of personal practical knowledge and its 

importance to investigating the real lives and lived experiences of teachers, also 

acknowledges the importance of kinesthetic awareness. She writes: 

The investigation of personal practical knowledge results in narrative accounts of 

how particular teachers come to know and understand classroom life. These 

accounts are useful because they authorize meanings, forms of theorizing that 

suggest a sense of ownership and voice in the theorizing process. In this case, 

ownership does not refer to the acquisition of private property, but rather to a sense 

of participation and connectedness to one’s social practices. This style of research 

expresses the prevalent dilemmas of the teacher’s work and the insights garnered 

from social practice. Through study of the perspectives, practices, and contexts of 

teaching, teachers are represented as complex beings, struggling to make sense of 

their work. (p. 65) 

As I embarked on my journey of collecting, reflecting, and analyzing personal data, I 

remembered that my own identity was not easily sorted or categorized (Pillow, 2003); I 
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was, like other educators, a “complex [being], struggling to make sense” of my work 

(Britzman, 1999). In these moments when I struggled to define my experiences, I 

depended on my training as a choreographer, where I learned to intuit through my body 

(Blom & Chaplin, 1982). My intuition, as presented through my bodily knowledge, 

helped me decipher artistic meaning during the most difficult moments of the creative 

process; so too did I rely on my bones and muscles during the data collection and analysis 

process of this study to jettison complexities from becoming impossibilities. 

Data Analysis 

My data collection stems largely from my own lived experiences as a high school 

dance teacher confronting institutional power. However, as an emerging researcher, I 

struggled to reconcile a gulf between what I perceive the research community’s 

expectations to be about identifiable methodologies and my own intuitive drive to simply 

write and reflect. Moreover, as an arts educator, I felt compelled to honor the arts-based 

research tradition crafted by my predecessors. As I considered my process of analyzing 

data, I looked to the work of other researchers who used personal experience as data in 

educational research to guide me through the analysis. My arts-based research falls under 

the paradigm of qualitative inquiry, and draws heavily from three research traditions: 

autobiography, collective memory work, and movement inquiry. 

Grumet (1990) writes extensively about her research methodology based in 

autobiography. She explains the importance of using this approach to data analysis 

because it allows for the individual, the personal, and the felt experience, to be present in 

educational research, sometimes opposing the larger community’s need to constantly 
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quantify life. She writes, “In teaching, in educational research and theory, many of us 

have used the autobiographical mode because of its capacity to embrace the individuality 

of being;” after all, “Teaching must also reverse the process of generalization by 

returning the world to the specificity of lived experience” (Grumet, 1990, p. 323-324). 

Without autobiography in education, teachers risk losing their human identity, and in this 

way, journaling, jotting, or sketching notes from life bear great importance in the process 

of understanding how education works. Collecting, analyzing, and presenting my data 

results in an autobiographical format reiterates the importance of personal identity inside 

teaching practices. Anzaldua (1987), Grumet, and even Codell (2009) used personal 

narrative to recount their experiences in education, and this format gave them the 

freedom to recall experiences authentically under a legitimized framework of 

research/literature. 

Similarly, autoethnography “provides ‘evocative narratives’ that help readers ‘see 

and sense’ the subject matter in ways that reach beyond what traditional disembodied 

scholarship can do” (Tillman-Healy, 1996, as quoted in Birk, p. 391). Journals, written 

communications, documents associated with one’s work life, memories, and lived 

experiences all work in tandem to produce a picture of the situation under examination. 

Birk (2013) uses authoethnographic technique to investigate her own struggles with 

chronic pain over a series of years spanning from her childhood well into her adult career. 

As a sociology researcher, she writes, “The many personal journals I have kept over the 

years, as well as my voluminous medical records, gave me the rich wealth of data from 

which I reconstruct the experiences narrated here” (p. 391). She turns personal source 
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material into a portrait of her pain, so that she may better understand how political, 

geographic, and socioeconomic factors work in tandem to silence patients who suffer (p. 

391). For Birk, writing “in, through, and beyond pain – until the page is filled with layers 

upon layers of words” provides a sufficient vehicle in which to examine her own lived 

experiences. Through autoethnography, researchers can examine the fluidity between 

larger socio-cultural manifestations in society and their multilayered impact on the 

personal, private inner world of an individual. 

Autoethnography and autobiography share similar qualities, yet I perceive a 

subtle difference between these two methods. Autobiography draws heavily from literary 

arts and thus reflects aesthetic structures unique to the field of writing.  Readers can 

expect to encounter heavy reliance on writing conventions when reading autobiographical 

work. On the other hand, autoethnography draws upon frameworks established in the 

social sciences. This approach places lesser emphasis on writing conventions or 

aesthetics and greater emphasis on the sociological and anthropological threads woven 

into the data collection process. 

A third methodology, collective biographical memory work — or the path to 

illumination through collected data harvested from memories, shared experiences, and  

feelings — also utilizes personal source material in the process of inquiry. In this 

approach, participants’ inner landscapes become the platform for mining data. This 

methodology aligns with autobiography and autoethnography because in it, the 

“conception of emotional experience… resists the separation of emotion/reason and 

public/private,” (Beals et al., 2013, p. 419). Housed within a context of feminist practice, 
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collective memory work emphasizes the value of embodied experience as understood 

through feelings and memories (Cornforth et al., 2009; Beals et al., 2013). While my data 

collection and analysis drew exclusively from my own personal experiences and did not 

reflect group discussions with other researchers, I still researched from the fundamental 

premise of this methodology: memories serve as an important link between practice and 

theory. 

My approach to analyzing the data I collected during my research study draws 

upon all three of these research traditions: autobiography, autoethnography, and 

collective biographical memory. In particular, I explored my data through narrative and 

kinesthetic structures that support corporeal wisdom and “the role of one’s own body in 

knowledge production and reflexivity” (Birk, 2013, p. 391), even when institutional 

structures do not acknowledge the validity of body wisdom (reflecting Pillow’s 

“reflexivity of discomfort”). My data analysis reflected a continuum – one end rooted 

deeply in written language, the other rooted deeply in feelings and embodied experiences 

(Figure 1). I identified thematic patterns as I reflected on my experience of earning a K-

12 licensure and my process of developing an awareness of power structures in schooling 

(Anttila, 2007). The memories I investigated were examined in the context of the 

thematic patterns that emerged during the data collection process (Beals et al., 2013). 

From this data, I exposed key findings about the nature of dance education in my life. 
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Figure 1: Research Model 

This dissertation is organized in chapters according to data collected during the 

research study and the results I discovered during the process of analysis. Its organization 

reflects a progression both in terms of patterns revealed during the study (from 

understanding student resistance to identifying my own personal moments of resistance 

as a teacher) and from data squarely housed in written language to data presented in a 

mostly nonverbal mode (See Figure 1.).  A conceptual framework housing relevant 

theories about education, semiotics, and dance initially introduces readers to larger 

contextual implications of the study results, especially pertaining to changes needed in 

dance teacher training programs. 
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In Chapter Two, readers encounter a historical and cultural perspective of dance 

education in American K-12 schooling and higher education settings. Important trends 

contributing to the very fabric of dance education, from its early beginnings at the 

University of Wisconsin to its contemporary presence in K-12 public schools across the 

country, are examined in order to identify moments of institutional power, its impact on 

dance pedagogy, and K-12 curriculum. From there, readers encounter the first of three 

chapters devoted to the results of data analysis conducted during the study.  

Chapter Three examines moments of student resistance as understood through an 

analysis of written artifacts collected during my years as a K-12 dance teacher. Moments 

of student resistance, situated within a larger construction of public schooling posited by 

cultural theorists (Thomas, 2003), dance educators (Shapiro, 1998; Stinson, 1998), and 

semioticians (Gee, 2011), and considered in my own personal encounters with students, 

formed a basis for me to initially comprehend how power and identity work inside my 

classroom.   

Chapter Four further considers resistance in the classroom by addressing my own 

moments of teacher resistance and connecting them to a larger goal of including social 

justice education in my curriculum. I continue to acknowledge how institutional power, 

namely in the form of school structure and community, implicitly drives teacher 

discourse immersed in the dominant culture. I suggest that such discourse ultimately 

influenced pedagogical and curricular choices I made during my career as a teacher; in 

fact, I found myself amending, hiding, or distorting portions of my teaching identity in 

order to comply with expectations of schooling. Specifically, I connect my understanding 
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of student resistance (examined in Chapter Three) to my own awareness of the harmful 

impact outcome-based education and neoliberal interests – including mandated curricula 

and reduced pubic funding for education coupled with increased privatization (Picower, 

2011; Sleeter, 2012) – have on students and teachers alike. My own acts of resistance 

inside a climate of accountability and data-driven discourse contributed to an awareness 

of how dance education marginalizes students in my classroom and the K-12 setting.  

In Chapter Five, I delve more deeply into my understanding of teacher resistance 

as it existed in my own practice. Specifically, I acknowledge the importance of 

experiencing compassion and a commitment to change (even in the face of schooling 

environments steeped in neoliberalist ideology) to my developing awareness of how 

institutional power drives a master narrative in K-12 dance education. My process of 

pushing back against harmful practices marginalizing dance students was driven by my 

care and concern for students as well as my personal commitment to seek change in 

dance education.  

Finally, in Chapter 6 I consider how my research results inform future discourse 

in dance education, especially related to teacher training in dance. I conclude that 

candidates working toward licensure should critically examine how institutional 

structures in the dance education community reproduce the status quo, and as part of the 

process, acknowledge the position of licensing institutions, from government agencies to 

institutions of higher education, in the larger discourse of education. They are situated as 

gatekeepers regulating access to a meaningful social good: a teaching license (Gee, 

2011). Thus, I implore dance education researchers, theorists, policy makers, and 
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administrators to carefully consider the importance of giving candidates working toward 

licensure a chance to examine institutional power and its affect on the dance education 

community, even when such activity would require scrutinizing the very same structures 

providing licenses.   
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CHAPTER 2 
 

HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES ON INSTITUTIONAL POWER IN DANCE 
EDUCATION 

  
         Power exists longitudinally. Thus, to understand how power shapes significant 

trends in dance education at the higher education level, one must look at the field from a 

historical perspective. In fact, early trends established in dance education remain firmly 

rooted in today’s practice. Additionally, access to dance education has been shaped 

and/or limited by identity and markers of power as enacted by pedagogy, teachers, or 

schooling structures.  Considering how students present culture in the dance classroom as 

a way to disrupt power, sometimes resulting in misunderstandings between students and 

teachers holds great importance for the field because it informs how teacher-training 

programs in dance are preparing future dance educators for the classroom. As I began my 

self-study, I researched how the concept of power, as enacted through both institutional 

and individual platforms, shape significant trends in dance education at the high 

education level. I identified three significant trends that contributed to the construction of 

dance education as a product of schooling. The first trend explores the presence of dance 

in both higher education and public schooling from a historical perspective. The second 

trend traces the development of institutional identity in an increasingly professionalized 

context of higher education dance programs.  The third trend addresses the function of 

both somatic and democratic teaching practices inside dance classrooms committed to 

social justice education.  
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THE PRESENCE OF DANCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION AND PUBLIC 

SCHOOLING 

In 1926, Margaret H’Doubler established one of America’s first dance education 

programs in higher education at the University of Wisconsin-Madison (Ross, 2000). 

Countering the stronger social narrative that idealized females as inactive (Ross, 2000), 

H’Doubler hoped to develop a community within the walls of higher education whereby 

young women could study the art of dance while discovering their physical potential and 

their ability to navigate through society as independent citizens (Ross, 2000, p. xi). 

H’Doubler’s strong belief that women should understand “how to explore, cherish, and 

mold the self through the body” (Banes, 2000, p. xi) reinforced the importance of using 

mind/body connections to better understand the self. This understanding contributed to 

the notion of dance as a highly feminized experience, one that essentialized the body 

while at the same time offering women another way to conceptualize their own 

physicality. Indeed, as society debated the proper role of women both inside and out of 

the home, some women sought to minimize or distance themselves between their private, 

domestic lives and their opportunities for public, career-oriented purposes. 

The University of Wisconsin-Madison offered dance education as part of a 

curriculum steeped in exercise science and sports training. H’Doubler, a physical 

education instructor and basketball coach at the university, saw the importance of 

physical activity for her students, especially women, and her work became a microcosm 

of the burgeoning field of dance education (Ross, 2002). Even though her program 

existed within the larger male-dominated physical education department on campus, 
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H’Doubler continually addressed the social and physical needs of female students 

enrolled in her program. Banes (2000) writes that “H’Doubler’s introduction of dance 

into the physical education curriculum was [paradoxical]… she feminized physical 

education, offering as an alternative to competitive male sports and mechanical 

calisthenics, a distinctively female, graceful activity framed as harmonious and natural as 

well as healthful” (p. xi). Additionally, she supported rigorous scientific inquiry into the 

practice of dance, so that her students would understand the physiological components of 

their body, and this acted as a vehicle for liberation. To know the body was to own the 

body. 

Her commitment to developing women’s awareness of their body often conflicted 

with the larger institutional discourse across university campuses nationwide. Male-

dominated leadership in higher education at the time viewed women on campus as an 

enigma – a problem to be solved by female students themselves. Ross (2000) writes, 

“Granville Stanley Hall, the first president of Clark University in Massachusetts,” 

declared, “’Now that woman has by general consent attained the right to the best that man 

has, she must seek a training that fits her own nature as well or better’’ (p. 27).  

Prominent social figures, from Theodore Roosevelt to Charles Darwin, publicly identified 

the inferiority of women while lamenting women’s declining status as homemakers and 

bearer of children. Despite this strong social narrative manifested in both political and 

educational arenas, H’Doubler’s commitment to educating women in dance did not 

waiver. Her curriculum countered the strong social belief that idealized women as frail, 

chaste, or prone to illness by encouraging young women to consider “a new vision of the 
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body’s role in intellectual insight” (Ross, p. 53) with the “capacity for rhythmic physical 

movement to offer release from negative social behaviors” (p. 55). Women in her class 

jumped, played, rolled, leapt, and spun all in the name of learning how the human body 

moves and its potential to become a cultural landscape imbued with social meaning. 

H’Doubler’s legacy established dance education as an important part of physical 

education curriculum in American universities. While her work is most often cited as the 

single most important starting point for dance in public schooling, H’Doubler was by no 

means the only voice engaging young women in the practice of dance education 

(Kleinman, 1969; Hagood, 2000). Bird Larsen, and then later Martha Hill, both working 

on university campuses in departments of physical education, taught young students 

about the importance of movement for health and well being. Larsen developed “natural 

rhythmic expressions” as part of her curriculum at Barnard College, establishing the 

capacity for physical movement to also be expressive (Kleinman, 1969). Hill, a student of 

H’Doubler’s, later founded the dance program at New York University, where students 

studied not only exercise science as part of the physical education curriculum, but also 

the expressive potential of creative movement (Ross, 2000). 

Most of H’Doubler’s students at the University of Wisconsin-Madison were 

White females who, like her, became part of the “wave of women from upper-middle-

class social groups who found going to college socially acceptable” (Ross, 2000, p. 5). As 

Kliebard (2004) points out, American society and its fixation on rigid gender roles was 

slowly eroding at the time, thus allowing greater access to educational institutions for 

some sectors of the population. Such provisions were supported at a legislative level too; 
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William Torrey Harris, United States Commissioner of Education in 1895, acknowledged 

that certain educational reform movements, including “women’s access to higher 

education” should be included in the larger context of American educational reform 

(Kliebard, 2004). The movement to include women in higher education, paired with the 

first dance program on a university campus designed specifically for women, set the 

precedent for who should study dance. While H’Doubler made attempts to increase 

access to dance education for populations beyond the status quo (White middle-class 

women), her efforts didn’t occur until later in her career at the University of Wisconsin. 

Until then, she avoided addressing issues of “class conflict” or discussions about “racial 

stereotyping,” choosing instead to believe in “dance as a glorious means of heralding 

democracy and egalitarianism,” but only for White middle-class women (Ross, 2000, p. 

13). 

The Role of Early Dance Education as a Vehicle to Maintain Social Order 

H’Doubler’s inability or unwillingness to include students from outside the 

dominant population early in her career reflected America’s pervasive hostile ambiguity 

regarding the role of education for African-Americans in a pseudo-post slavery 

environment. Watkins (2001) explains that colonial education in America “was designed 

to control, pacify, and socialize subject people” (p. 1); White stakeholders, including 

those drafting educational policy for Black Americans, couldn’t reconcile nearly “250 

years of unpaid wages to slaves, and another 100 years of sharecropping” with free 

African-Americans guaranteed (limited) rights to American society by the constitution (p. 

6). Thus, when African-American female dancers like Katherine Dunham and Pearl 
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Primus were finally accepted into the dance community as performers and educators in 

the 1940s, a clear message had already been established in the community. Dance as a 

“reclamation of [women’s] physical health” (Ross, 2000 p. 14) and as a counter-narrative 

to Victorian constructs of gender really applied to White middle-class women, not to all 

women. This trend – dance as a suitable activity for White, middle-class women –

remains a prevalent pattern even in today’s dance education community (National 

Association for Schools in Dance, 2014). 

Dewey and other educational reformists first suggested that educational 

institutions should provide the impetus for change to occur in society, but educational 

activists vehemently criticized this notion. Dewey’s conclusion that school functioned as 

“as a social institution” and contributed to the “larger social order” (Kliebard, 2004, p. 

54) challenged society’s understanding of school and its purpose. Dance educators like 

H’Doubler quickly adopted Dewey’s ideas regarding curriculum, especially because it 

framed the aesthetic experience of dancing as a process to discover the unknown – to 

problem solve (Ross, 2000, p. 126). But in many ways, the dance education community’s 

willingness to contextualize its curriculum within the larger Deweyian construct of 

education continued to reinforce the status quo of its educators. Access to the problem 

solving, inquiry-based curriculum of H’Doubler and her colleagues only extended to 

those already enrolled in the program. 

Importantly, Dewey envisioned a role for dance in his curriculum. In 1904, at the 

Laboratory School in Chicago, he took steps to include movement training and dancing 

as part of the school’s daily activity as way to increase a child’s imagination and play 
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time (Ross, 2000). He even crafted interpretive dance courses to be included in the 

school’s curriculum, but these efforts, like those later adopted by H’Doubler at the 

University of Wisconsin, reinforced a traditional Western notion of dancing which 

favored self-expression or the act of performing for an audience (Franko, 2001). These 

values countered what Dils (2001) identifies an important element of global dance forms: 

“Sometimes dances operate as a form of resistance and as a form which builds strong 

consciousness of communal identity” (p. 95). Even Dewey’s attempt to bridge public 

education with aesthetic experiences, like dance, did little to boost diverse voices in the 

dance classroom. By the end of the 1940s, a disturbing trend rooted itself in American 

dance education: dance training existed for women in the dominant culture, and much of 

the curricula developed in response to H’Doubler and Dewey’s early theories reinforced 

this idea. 

Creating Dance Standards and Their Role in Shaping the Status Quo 

H’Doubler’s contribution to the development of dance education as a legitimate 

discipline of study paved the way for future dancers to transition from the stage into the 

classroom as educators. Her initiatives were not the only galvanizing factor shaping the 

narrative of dance education, though. Significant curricular innovations, especially the 

development of and reliance on educational standards for K-12 curriculum, also 

contributed to the growth of dance education as an activity undertaken primarily by 

White middle-class women. 

By the time H’Doubler retired from the University of Wisconsin in 1954, she 

established a robust dance education community that continues to thrive today (Ross, 
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2000). Her departure coincided with the emergence of a new paradigm in education — a 

time when scholars began laying the groundwork for what eventually became the 

standards-based movement in education. Curriculum standards (and their counterpart, 

standardized tests) regulated content in the classroom. Just as importantly, it controlled 

access to higher education, ultimately “replicat[ing] a new class system from generation 

to generation, rather than overturn[ing] it” (Symcox, 2002, p. 15). Students who already 

gained access to quality K-12 public schooling and higher education maintained their 

position in the classroom. Those denied access to curriculum remained outside the 

discourse. In dance, White students benefited more often from national and local dance 

standards because standards reflected Western styles of and theories about dance. 

Students whose culture did not align with the dominant culture were forced to negotiate 

or reconcile their lived experiences with the expectations of educators (Esperitu, 2001). 

Not surprisingly, dance standards supported the status quo, which in turn influenced who 

pursued careers in dance education. 

H’Doubler’s exit from higher education signaled her confidence in the secure 

future of dance education. Yet her absence from the larger conversation about public 

education meant that dance standards were not developed until after those of other 

disciplines. The decades between 1950 and 1980 were important because educational 

researchers began debating what should be taught as well as who should be taught, and 

this led to formal conversations around standards in education. When they were 

eventually developed, the national dance standards in many ways faced the same 

problems as other disciplines: who has the right to determine which content knowledge 
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should or should not be included in the standards? More often than not, the voices 

debating about dance content knowledge came from White middle-class women. 

Developing curriculum-based standards for school subjects became a way for those in 

power to legitimize particular content knowledge while ensuring the status quo. 

Fixed Binaries and Early Dance Education 

The fixed binaries established in American society at the turn of the last century 

(male versus female, White versus non-White, rich versus poor) governed much of the 

way in which educational initiatives developed and patterns emerged over time, including 

in dance education. Contemporary cultural theorist Davies (2003) emphasizes the 

potency of fixed or static notions about gender. To be female is to be “other-than-male” 

(Davies, 2003, p. 29) and to be male is to ascend toward power and control. Family, 

peers, and/or community mostly assign gender identities using a binary model of male or 

female (Davies, 2003). These gendered identities are then taken up as truths throughout 

childhood until (or if) they become disrupted or challenged. Individuals who fall between 

the rigid male/female binary become marginalized. Davies writes, “Like a photograph, 

one’s image of one’s bodily self has a sense of being fixed and bounded, and can thus 

become a signifier of who one is” (p. 27). Thus, in order to push back against narrow 

understandings of gender identity, a person must counteract society’s discourse about 

being female or male (and risk being further marginalized) while challenging his or her 

own embodied understanding of gender. Moving beyond the male/female binary in 

Western society occurs at both a macro and micro level: within communities of discourse 

and in the individual body. Female students in H’Doubler’s early education classes 
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enacted their identity in direct contradiction to traditional understandings of gender 

constructions held in society. 

Examining Davies’ contemporary ideas about gender identity in the context of 

dance education history provides readers with a more cogent understanding of how 

institutional power (enacted in higher education) as well as individual power (enacted by 

students studying dance with H’Doubler) shaped early dance education curriculum. 

Davies (2003) argues that educators (and society as a whole) must rethink traditional 

constructions of male/female identity to incorporate variations of gender along a 

spectrum in which individuals move in, out, through and around gender characteristics. 

H’Doubler’s students quietly took up a similar stance by dancing. Eschewing rigid 

notions of women as delicate, inferior beings, her students literally embodied the idea of 

gender as a construction and production of identity (Ross, 2002, p. 117). In H’Doubler’s 

classroom, femininity became associated with physical freedom to move and express 

oneself both as a dancer and as a human. 

DEVELOPING INSTITUTIONAL IDENTITY: INCREASING 

PROFESSIONALIZATION OF DANCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

After establishing a dance program at the University of Wisconsin in 1926 

(Hagood, 2000), H’Doubler continued to give rise to the field of dance education, 

pushing students and educational administrators alike to consider not only its physical 

benefits (the inherent corporealness of the discipline), but also its applicability to 

educational contexts. Students of H’Doubler fanned the country, spreading their passion 

for dancing in both professional venues as well as educational settings. Suddenly, post-
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secondary institutions nationwide took notice of dance education and acknowledged its 

implications for teaching female students, “dance became a tool for bodily kinesthetic 

and cognitive discovery” while “opposing late nineteenth-century notions that posited 

active women as dangerous women” (Ross, 2002, p. 122). Barnard College, Bennington 

College, New York University, and Columbia’s Teacher College in New York all 

developed dance programming early on. By 1960, other major educational institutions, 

including the University of Utah and the Ohio State University, also offered dance 

degrees.  Emphasis was still placed on the process of dancing, of enacting personal 

expression and finding success through movement in these new programs. Practitioners 

in the professional world incorporated Laban’s “educational model” with “its emphasis 

on the process of dancing and its affective/experiential contribution to the participant’s 

overall development as a moving/feeling being” (Smith-Autard, 2002, p. 4). A model for 

professionalizing dance began to emerge. 

Creating Dance Careers 

The 1960s and 1970s ushered change for both the professional dance community 

and dance education programs located in higher education. The need to redefine women’s 

roles in American society was supported by the ongoing civil rights movement, giving 

women (primarily from the dominant culture) agency in their own physical, emotional, 

and intellectual identity (Thomas & Ahmed, 2002). Dance training no longer focused on 

giving women the chance to understand their own bodies or to find employment in 

traditionally female domains (school teacher, etc.); it now included opportunities to 

experience dance in an educational model that aligned closely with and sometimes led to 
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careers in the professional dance community (Carter, 1984). After all, “the central idea 

underlying the use of the professional model in secondary schools and colleges in the 

1960s and 1970s, was that adolescents and young adults were ready and had a need for 

the development of technical skills” (Smith-Autard, 2002, p. 7). The process of taking up 

codified forms of technique often gave way to assimilating institutional identity tied 

directly to the educational institution and the style of movement: “teachers therefore 

adopted a technique, such as Graham’s, which through strict discipline imposed a 

vocabulary of refined movement skills on pupils” (Smith-Autard, 2002, p. 16). 

Institutional identity benefited universities by differentiating between campuses, but it 

also helped their dance programs develop identity or branding as a product of the 

curriculum and faculty on staff. 

Dance pedagogy in this context often reflected an authoritarian or directed 

teaching model of instruction (Friere, 1970; Smith-Autard, 2002). Teachers were viewed 

as all-knowing; students were expected to soak up dance content by following the 

teacher’s lead. Communication occurred from teacher to student, not from student to 

teacher. Shapiro (1998) identifies characteristics typical of an authoritarian dance 

classroom: 

In most dance technique classes, the teacher is the authority and the only recognized 

source of knowledge. All students face the teacher and a mirror, and the teacher 

often faces the mirror as well, seeing her students only as reflections. Interaction 

among students in frowned upon. The teacher’s voice is expected to be the only one 

heard, except in the case of a well-focused question. The teacher tells and shows the 
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students what to do and, in some classes, how to do it. Students attempt to duplicate 

the movement done by the teacher… Dance training teaches [women] to be silent 

and do as they are told, reinforcing cultural expectations for both children and 

women (p. 28-29). 

Dance education rooted in an authoritarian approach to pedagogy may have developed 

from early ballet masters in Europe who codified ballet, but it certainly took root in 

America during the rapid specialization of the field during the 1960s and1970s (Fortin, 

1998). 

Dance education programs on university campuses witnessed a host of changes 

that furthered the field of study. Most notably, dance moved out of physical education 

programs and into fine arts or humanities schools, so as to enact the professional model, 

whose “main aim was to produce highly skilled dancers and theatrically defined dance 

productions for presentation to audiences” (Smith-Autard, 2002, p. 4).   Students studying 

dance technique now adopted a particular formalized technique plucked from American 

concert dance, such as Cecchetti ballet or Graham modern dance technique. Successful 

dance classes in this paradigm often privileged rote learning, where “good” students were 

those most successful at aptly reproducing the dance teacher’s idiosyncratic ways of 

moving (Fortin, 1998). Professionalization in the dance classroom prepared future 

students for performances with major dance companies, and language involving creative 

movement or “developing personal experiences” (Carter, 1984, p. 294; Foster, 2009) 

thinned from the dance curriculum in higher education. Dance programs implemented 
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pedagogical practices that privileged directed teaching while situating the teacher as 

expert. 

Referencing the work of Agnes de Mille (1960), Smith-Autard (2002) explains 

that in the directed instruction model of learning, “The teacher as an instructor enforces 

what is to be done, how it is to be done, for how long the practice will take place and the 

standard it reaches. The learner must be disciplined, succumb to teacher control and work 

towards optimum physical performance. This is teacher-centered education” (p. 25). 

Directed teaching reiterated the idea of teacher as expert. Wisdom came from the 

instructor’s knowledge, not the dancer’s body. Meanwhile, factions within the civil rights 

movement campaigned to reclaim the body as a source of power and to acknowledge “the 

body [as] a key site of political struggle” (Thomas & Ahmed, 2002, p. 4). Tensions 

developed between the socio-cultural climate of change in America and the fervent need 

to professionalize (and thus legitimize) dance on college campuses.  What was the 

purpose of dance education? How did it address culture, meet the needs of university 

programming, and contribute to the American performance landscape? More importantly, 

who was delivering instruction in these new models of post-secondary dance 

programming? 

Waves of professional dancers, retiring from major dance companies, looked to 

higher education as a bridge between their performing careers and the next evolution in 

their profession. Many of these performers-turned-professors structured their dance 

classrooms in the same way they experienced training in professional companies. On the 

surface, pedagogical choices based on professional dance performance experience 
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seemed logical; after all, professionals were hired to teach in university settings because 

of their performance experience. But as Lakes (2009) explains, performers-turned-

professors carried the legacy of their professional training with them – even training that 

grew out of destructive relationships common between master choreographers and their 

company members (p. 109-110). In this way, the question of who was teaching in 

universities contributed as much to how dance programs evolved. 

The shift toward increased dance specialization in postsecondary settings 

benefited the field in many ways. Dance found a suitable home on university campuses 

with other fine arts and humanities disciplines. Accessibility to dance training increased 

as higher educational institutions from different regional locations across the country 

developed dance programming. Students interested in pursuing a career in concert dance 

now had a way to train for the field. Theories regarding dance, dance education, and the 

performing arts rapidly developed, giving the discipline formidable boundaries.  The shift 

in focus away from dance as an exploration of movement or expression toward an intense 

professionalization (and individualization) of the field secured dance as a discipline with 

a future (Kleinman, 1969; Fortin, 1998; Hagood, 2000). 

The act of performance – more than a mere presentation of movement to a willing 

audience – became the theoretical bedrock upon which dance training was built. 

Theorists conceptualized performance in dichotomous terms: performer versus audience, 

authentic self versus enactment of character, choreography as text versus movement as 

non-verbal knowledge (Foster, 1998, p. 26). In the same vain, choreography became a 

solo endeavor characterized by individuals working in isolation, away from dance 
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company members or a community of peers. A re-conceptualized understanding of 

choreography replaced earlier ideas about the creative process, which centered on dance 

as a communal activity. Shapiro (1998) explains that in this newer model of artistic 

practice, “The goal is individual achievement – being on top – with little emphasis on 

community and caring, values more often regarded as feminine” (p. 29) Choreographers 

work to enact: 

the body’s semiotic field – the connotations that head, hands, pelvis, or heels 

carry with them, the meaning evoked by tension, undulation, or collapse – and 

situates the body within the symbolic features of the performance space – the 

center, side, high, and low that the architectural context designates regardless of 

how the body’s semiotic field changed based on individual style, body type, or 

context (Foster, 1998, p. 7). 

Performance in this setting existed within a codified, structured environment, like the 

proscenium stage, and emphasized the increasing dichotomy between performer and 

audience.  Western notions about performance (namely that a division, or fourth wall, 

exists between performers and the audience) perpetuated dance not as an ordinary 

everyday activity, but as an extraordinary event. Dance required discipline with 

consistent and rigorous physical training, especially for those hoping to make a career of 

it as a professional dancer; dance departments across university campuses quickly took 

up this new direction in their programming (Kleinman, 1969).  

Developing Dance Theory 
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Increased professionalization in dance education led to the development of 

theoretical ideas contextualizing dance as an art form. As scholars theorized about dance, 

emphasis was placed on the language of dance. Researchers from outside the field 

examined the body as a site of cultural and political reproduction, leading to powerful 

narratives about the role of the body in identity development, institutional power and the 

function of education. Bourdieu (1990) questioned the function of education as a way for 

social institutions to reproduce one’s position in society. Winkle-Wagner (2010) writes of 

Bourdieu’s theory, “education appears to offer credentials based on merit… Education, in 

this rhetorical reasoning, has a direct role in the perpetuation of social stratification, in 

part through teaching people to accept their place in the social strata and in part through 

rewarding the cultural capital of those who are already of higher status” (p. 20). In the 

theory of social reproduction, social capital becomes a product for mobility. University 

dance students gained mobility in the new paradigm of dance education by accepting and 

then using codified forms of dance technique as social capital. Rigorous dance programs 

with strong departmental identity, like those found at Bennington College or New York 

University, thrived under this approach to dance education.  These programs developed a 

reputation for quality training that placed young dancers with major dance companies 

upon graduation, and this in turn perpetuated institutional identity and stratification 

within the dance community. 

Theorists also placed increased emphasis on the connection between movement 

and body politics. Foucault (as cited in Thomas & Ahmed, 2002) posited an 

understanding of the body woven within a web of power, cultural identity, and language, 
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making corporeal knowledge a vehicle for social reproduction, but also domination by 

institutional forces. In this platform, public institutions, as gatekeepers to important social 

knowledge and capitol, regulate access; institutions are political, and they uphold social 

order by “constructing and maintaining” unique social hierarchies (p. 5). 

The process of writing about dance served an important function for institutions 

because it provided another way in which to layer the body with meaning through a 

complex intersection of sociocultural theory and politics, “reclassify[ing] dance as a 

system of signs” (Foster, 1998, p. 18). Signs, as a vehicle for meaning, prescribed the 

dancing body into a narrow construction of value. Foster (1998) explains, “if dance could 

be conceptualized as structured around certain language-like capacities, then the verbal 

analysis of this nonverbal form would constitute more an act of translation than one of 

corruption” (p. 18).  Public institutions, by using language (and codified forms of dance 

technique) to theorize about dance, further separated the art form from H’Doubler’s 

vision for dance in higher education.  “Languaging” dance, while enlarging the field, also 

prescribed boundaries that reduced dance’s potency to a series of signs or representations 

divorced from the actual performance of movement. 

SOMATICS, DEMOCRATIC TEACHING, AND SOCIAL JUSTICE 
EDUCATION IN THE DANCE CLASSROOM 

By the 1990s, yet another important development in dance education challenged 

the notion of rigorous professionalism established twenty years earlier. Working toward a 

deeply personal understanding of the moving body in a political, cultural, and 

kinesiological context, somatic practices – such as Alexander technique or Laban 
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Movement1– offered dance a new vehicle to understand movement (Hanna, 2008, p. 

492). 

Developed largely in America earlier in the twentieth century, somatic practice 

and principles of dance science buttress contemporary theory about dance training. 

Somatic approaches utilized in dance education, especially those embedded in dance 

technique training, steep movement principles within a conceptual framework of dance 

science and body-mind awareness (Eddy, 2002). A transition away from understanding 

the movement vocabularies of highly codified dance technique forms toward a theoretical 

understanding of how and why movement works also ushered a reawakening to the 

body’s personal potential for empowerment. Nettle-Fiol and Vanier (2011), describing 

their own somatic practice and teaching, write, “Technique and preconceived notions of 

how movement should be taught and how students typically learn are often challenged by 

the principles of the Alexander Technique” (p. 9). Both dance educators refer to the 

transformative power of somatic disciplines. Alexander technique, like other somatic 

approaches, disrupts traditional understandings of how dance should be taught because it 

gives agency to all movers, not just the teacher. Wisdom comes from all bodies in class; 

such approaches to dance education emphasize kinesthetic awareness rooted in personal 

identity, energetic connections throughout the body, “developmental body part 

relationships, and moving from inside out” (Fortin, p. 1998, 53). 

                                                
1 Somatic practice refers to movement approaches that address “bodywork, body therapies, 
hands-on work, body-mind integration, body-mind disciplines, movement therapy, somatic 
therapy, movement awareness, movement education (Eddy 1991-92), and/or somatic education” 
(Eddy, 2002, p. 47). Under the field of somatic practice, one finds multiple approaches, including 
those described above and a host of others (Bartenieff Fundamentals, Feldenkreis, and even 
Pilates). 
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Somatic practices in the dance classroom aligned with cultural theory in its 

attempt to define and confront body politics. Examining the politics of the body while 

developing somatic practice as part of dance training led to an increasing awareness of 

the personal in the public. Somatic work paved the way for new initiatives in dance 

education centering on social justice education and democratic practices in the dance 

classroom. 

Risner and Stinson (2010) identify social justice education as a critical link 

between current dance education practices and student success, both in a K-12 and 

postsecondary setting. When dance educators invite students to actively participate in the 

learning process by way of acknowledging the unique and important role their physical 

body and their personal/familial/community history plays in the learning process, they 

take up social justice practices. Moreover, acts of resistance (when teachers actively push 

back against the status quo) shape how content is selected and delivered, another 

important step in the process of moving toward social justice practice. Risner and Stinson 

(2010) write, “To think about the system creating the challenges so many young people 

face in schools, takes us beyond thinking about individual and cultural differences to 

thinking about broader issues of social justice” (Introduction section, para. 5). In their 

estimation, schooling limits or minimizes students’ humanity and personal identity. 

Consider the way in which the rapid professionalization of dance in higher education also 

reduced the presence of characteristics unique to each individual mover. Social justice 

dance educators resist the call to standardized dance experiences in the classroom. They 

may do so in a number of ways, by integrating somatic practices in the movement theory, 
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by creating opportunities for students to bring in personal histories as part of the learning 

process, or they may even ask students to examine hegemonic practices in the field of 

dance education itself that perpetuate inequalities in schooling (Risner & Stinson, 2010; 

Jackson & Shapiro-Phim, 2008; Shapiro, 1998). 

Sklar (2008) writes, “Cultural knowledge is embodied in movement, especially in 

the highly stylized and codified movement we call dance.” (As quoted in Brown, 2008, p. 

151). Sklar’s summation, like those of other dance researchers examining the intersection 

of dance practice and cultural theory, underscores a growing awareness of and 

willingness to incorporate personal/cultural spaces in dance training. In order to 

understand the importance of this most recent development, one must consider the 

political and economic climate of current educational policy, both the K-12 and 

postsecondary education levels, and the larger discourse around culturally relevant 

pedagogy and other democratic teaching practices. 

Public Schooling in an Era of Outcome-Based Education 

The current era of educational reform has thrust standardized testing and 

outcome-based education into the forefront of public discourse on schooling. At the same 

time, educational approaches that acknowledge the dynamic and important role of culture 

in the learning process are marginalized (Sleeter, 2012). Educational researchers, 

building on the work of cultural theorists and the field of sociolinguistics, have surmised 

over several decades of research that a multifaceted construction of culture does indeed 

impact all aspects of the schooling experience (Freire, 1970; Ladson-Billings, 1994; 

Milner, 2011; Ullucci, 2011; Sleeter, 2012). How does culture impact student learning, 
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teaching practices and curricular programming in schools? Specifically, how do 

performing arts, like dance, acknowledge and incorporate culture in the classroom? 

Existing literature related to culture and dance education reveals significant 

trends: much research has focused on the intersection of culture, arts education and dance 

teaching practices, but no inquiry exists that examines how the process of incorporating 

culture, either through democratic teaching or culturally responsive pedagogy, impacts 

student learning in dance. Dance researchers still do not know how more liberatory 

pedagogies (teaching practices that include critical pedagogy, feminist pedagogy, queer 

pedagogy, culturally relevant pedagogy and democratic teaching) actually translate into 

higher academic achievement or increased student engagement in the dance classroom. 

Schooling practices shifted dramatically over the last several decades in the 

American public school system as a result of new federal policies governing education. 

Influenced by heavy political rhetoric and increased pressure by corporate entities 

(Picower, 2011), public K-12 schools across the country now operate in a highly 

regulated environment; administrators measure teacher effectiveness by analyzing student 

data and by conducting several formal classroom observations throughout the school 

year. Districts monitor student progress by using quantitative data gleaned from 

standardized tests, attendance records and high school graduation rates. Close 

administrative oversight and a top-down approach to schooling employed by district 

leaders mirrors the infrastructure of most corporations in America. Neoliberal practices 

ensure that districts generate quantitative data about its students, but such data do not 

accurately represent a full picture of student success or growth (Picower, 2011). 
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Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

Set against the backdrop of high stakes testing, culturally relevant pedagogy 

(CRP) has increasingly become the counterpoint to limiting teaching practices aimed at 

raising standardized test scores in the K-12 setting and generating quantifiable, consistent 

graduation rates in the post-secondary setting. Practitioners of CRP create classroom 

environments that use student experiences as source material for learning. Additionally, 

teachers who engage in culturally relevant pedagogy cultivate a comprehensive 

understanding of their students’ community, often referred to as cultural competence 

(Milner, 2011). Effective culturally relevant pedagogy joins teachers, students, curricula, 

families, and institutions so that knowledge and learning occurs in multiple ways. In this 

model, knowledge is not only passed from teacher to student, but from student to 

institutions, from families to teachers, or from student to teacher so that learning occurs at 

each intersection of contact. 

Ladson-Billings (1995) articulated a detailed construct of culturally relevant 

pedagogy that drew CRP toward a student-centered concept of learning. She suggested 

that CRP should at a minimum increase academic achievement among students of color, 

foster student engagement in the classroom, and encourage all stakeholders to identify 

and rectify social inequalities in school and the larger society (Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

Failure to enact these three tenets produces dire consequences; marginalized students will 

continue to underperform on measures of achievement constructed by the dominant 

community, but more importantly, will continue to be excluded from the construct of 

schooling. 
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The idea of CRP exists in part because of an unequal schooling system that 

privileges White, middle class students and marginalizes students of color and other 

minority communities. Duncan-Andrade & Morrell (2008) view education in a 

multilayered, complex way; they believe that urban education should “fram[e] a 

classroom and school culture that utilizes critical pedagogy to critique notions of equal 

opportunity and access” while “making education a weapon to name, analyze, 

deconstruct and act upon the unequal conditions in urban schools” (p. 10). Education can 

act as an instrument of oppression or as a vehicle for success that extends beyond results 

of standardized tests. In these situations, culturally relevant pedagogy often becomes the 

difference between oppression and success. In their work with urban high school students 

living in California, Duncan-Andrade & Morrell (2008) challenged traditional models of 

education through their research of critical pedagogy, so that teenage participants who 

were frequently identified as failing were able to actualize their potential. Their research 

results indicate that participants in the study met the minimum threshold of CRP 

originally outlined by Ladson-Billings (1994).  

Much of the current research focuses on CRP in core subjects like math, reading, 

and science. This trend is influenced by the existing model of education that values these 

three subjects over other auxiliary subjects like health, physical education, and the arts. 

Examining liberatory pedagogies in school subjects that fall outside of the standardized 

testing model requires the researcher to take a wider approach to the literature in part 

because these subjects are less frequently sites of inquiry. Thus, in order to understand 
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what research exists on culturally relevant pedagogy in dance, one must first understand 

how theories about culture developed in the arts. 

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy in Dance 

Dyer (2009) writes about the practice of democratic teaching in dance. This 

specific approach to dance education builds a framework of movement upon a socially 

sensitive foundation; critically examining the body, contexts of learning and methods of 

social reproduction become paramount to the practice of democratic teaching in dance. 

Dyer (2009) explains, “Teaching from a perspective that balances physical techniques, 

movement concepts, and socially relevant modes of learning will allow us to maintain 

understandings of long-established aesthetic values while challenging biases, 

assumptions, and present limitations to constructing more effective, empowering, and 

socially sensitive dance pedagogies” (p. 119). Democratic teaching principles are used in 

dance to ensure that all voices can equally participate in and benefit from the learning 

activities of the course.  

The idea of communal learning appears frequently in literature about democratic 

teaching in dance. Brown (2008) suggests that communal learning in a dance technique 

or composition class can also act as a catalyst for social change if all participants are 

provided opportunities to engage their bodies as agents of change. She writes, “Dance 

makes way for possibility, allowing for multiple meanings, personal invention, and 

reconfiguration of ideas. This feature of dance furthers the students’ ability to engage in 

critical and visionary thinking” (Brown, 2009 p. 150). By establishing a community in 

which all participants have equal opportunity to engage with and learn from the 
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curriculum, practitioners who employ democratic teaching principles believe that cultural 

knowledge becomes cultural capital. Brown reiterates the importance of identifying and 

embodying cultural knowledge in the classroom because “Our recognition that who we 

are is embedded in our cultural forms of expression, such as dance, enables us to explore 

and create today “(p. 151). Dance practices, both inside and outside of the classroom, that 

fail to acknowledge body-based movement as a source of cultural knowledge work 

against the very establishment of democratic teaching. 

Dyer (2009) acknowledges that in a dance technique class “where movements are 

repeated enough in the same contexts” so as to “begin to acquire communal meaning,” 

community does not necessarily translate into experiences of equality, because “the 

meanings one draws from personal movement experiences are inextricably tied to the 

current and historical contexts from which they surface” (p. 111). Thus, steps must be 

taken by the dance educator to create a democratic classroom that provides students an 

opportunity to acknowledge power, its influence on learning, and the potential for power 

to disrupt the spirit of community: “Students ought to engage in thought about the 

relationships between aesthetic values of dance and social values of the community” 

(Dyer, 2009, p. 119). Creating community is critical to the development of a democratic 

classroom, because such classrooms are student-centered. But the community created in 

these contexts must allow stakeholders to acknowledge the power of dominant discourse 

and seek changes that equalize learning opportunities for all individuals (Dyer, 2009). 

Community in this scenario does not always generate feelings of harmony. Indeed, these 
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communities may not always feel good because they allow for dissension and conflict to 

arise in order to address social inequalities. 

Democratic teaching practices in dance education challenge the hierarchy 

prevalent in dominant discourse, namely that verbal processes remain more valuable than 

embodied or somatic ways of knowing. Dance teaching practices that privilege rote, 

ritualistic and repetitive learning over individual movement exploration are antithesis to 

democratic ideas. Simply learning and repeating the movement practices of the teacher, 

including the teacher’s idiosyncratic ways of moving, does not represent a democracy. 

Instead, they “are authoritarian, disempowering, stifling to creativity and individual 

voices, and contradictory to socially sensitive knowledge” (Brown, 2009, p. 119-120).  

Classrooms that use somatic approaches to movement encourage learners to engage in 

movement material by using personal experiences or movement idiosyncrasies to support 

liberatory pedagogies. 

Enacting democratic teaching in dance requires educators to address participants’ 

emotional landscapes and the ways in which emotion contributes to or inhibits learning. 

Loytonen (2008) researched fourteen dance students and educators in Helsinki, Finland to 

understand how emotion influences learning in classical ballet classrooms. Her research 

explores the ways in which emotions contribute to a diverse classroom. To this 

researcher, diversity can be defined not only by race, gender, and other markers that 

challenge the dominant discourse, but by emotions as well. In her research context, 

Loytonen (2008) refers to the moral order of emotions that is “a continually constructed 

and ren egotiated local understanding of rights and responsibilities, both good and bad” 
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(p. 18). The way in which dance educators utilize and incorporate emotions into the 

classroom can thus become a powerful tool to enact democratic teaching. Emotional 

diversity reflects an assumption that feelings “serve as a bridge to a more general analysis 

of the meaning of emotion in an institutional context, in which emotion plays a role not 

only in an individual teacher’s experiences but also in the dance teachers’ shared culture” 

(2008). In many ways, Loytonen’s research extends that of Brown and Dyer because it 

encompasses not only what democratic teaching might look like in dance education, but 

also addresses challenges that obstruct democratic teaching from actually happening in 

the classroom. 

Dyer (2009), Brown (2008) and Loytonen’s examination of the role of culture in 

the dance classroom create a sturdy framework for understanding more nuanced instances 

of liberatory pedagogies in dance, especially as they relate to addressing social 

inequalities in school. However, they do not address how such practices translate into 

higher academic achievement or increased student engagement, two important tenets of 

culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1994). 

         One particular study in New Zealand attempts to connect student strengths, 

critical thinking, and collaboration to increased student achievement, especially for Maori 

students, a marginalized community in New Zealand. Melchoir (2011) examined the 

teaching approaches and professional development opportunities for dance educators 

living in Aotearoa, New Zealand; she discovered that government initiatives aimed at 

reducing the achievement gap between Maori students and their White counterparts were 

effective in dance when teachers drew upon culturally responsive approaches of 
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instruction. Melchoir (2011) understands culturally responsive teaching as a reflexive 

approach where “teachers are encouraged to involve parents/caregivers and families in 

the classroom and to engage the support of community people as resources” (p. 126). 

Additionally, culturally responsive pedagogy facilitates co-construction of knowledge so 

that the teacher learns along side the students. Teachers engaging in this practice will 

likely recognize the distinct strengths of each student, and will use dance as a vehicle for 

enacting cultural histories in a way that provides entry for non-dominant perspectives to 

partake meaningfully in class activities (Melchoir, 2011). 

         Melchoir’s case study of culturally responsive pedagogy highlights the 

importance of acknowledging how culture is enacted in dance classrooms. Her work also 

suggests that effective teachers adjust dance curricula in response to students in the 

classroom, even if this approach bumps up against more formal, standardized 

expectations endorsed by the country’s government. Acknowledging student identity in 

the learning process, whether from a culturally responsive perspective or as a marker of 

somatic theory, demonstrates a current trend in dance education rooted in democratic 

pedagogy and other liberatory teaching practices. 

ACCESSING DANCE EDUCATION TO ENACT IDENTITY, CULTURE, AND 

POWER 

I remember when I began teaching beginning jazz dance technique as a nine-

week, quarter long course in my dance program. What an exuberant, abundant 

opportunity to connect emotion, expressivity, physical strength, and musicality to 

movement. There was so much room for us to express ourselves, to connect with the jazz 
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music accompanying the dance, to think about how the form evolved over time in 

response to important social and political movements in American history. 

Contrasting more formal modern dance technique forms rooted in post-modern 

dance, I taught students how to isolate their shoulders, their ribs, their head, and their 

pelvis. The pelvis. Now that was a challenge. The first time I introduced isolations of the 

pelvis as part of our daily jazz warm-up, my students greeted me with blank stares. They 

responded with bodies that screamed, “You want me to move what? I can’t do that 

because that would mean I am (derogatory term)!” 

Teaching students to isolate their pelvis in jazz class meant I first had to discuss 

what it means to use one’s pelvis in a society that persistently demonizes this part of the 

body as the source of base, vile, and morally corrupt behavior. It also meant that both my 

students and I had to confront deeply gendered constructions of appropriate behavior 

cultivated over time in our society. To teach pelvic isolations, I had to teach about 

identity, culture, and the role power plays in shaping our societal norms. 

Access to dance education, namely through the opportunity to participate in dance 

training, can become a way for students to enact their personal identities, to connect with 

their cultural heritage, and to discover their own agency. My experience teaching 

isolations to jazz dance students emphasizes just how significant identity and power are 

to dance training. Teaching students how to physically perform dance steps only 

encompasses one part of the experience for me; the other part of my role as a dance 

educator stems from my commitment to help students enact their identity through dance 

so as to develop personal agency both in the classroom and on stage. In the next portion 
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of my paper, I will examine how dance training can become a vehicle for identity and 

agency, especially as a way to address power. 

Identity, defined by Wenger as the “layering of events of participation and 

reification by which our experience and its social interpretation inform each other,” (as 

quoted in Andrzejewski, 2009, p. 19), grows from a complex and ever shifting 

negotiation between an individual’s internal landscape and the external composite of 

society. Communication, ways of moving, bodies of knowledge — all housed outside of 

the self (such as in communities or institutions) — influence the way we understand and 

conceive of our identity. According to Wenger, identity formation occurs through a nexus 

of three layers: negotiating experience, through community membership, and as a 

learning trajectory (as quoted in Andrzejewski, 2009, p. 19). Dance educators hoping to 

capitalize on individual identity in dance training must provide opportunities for students 

to consider the ways in which their own experiences, communities and learning 

contribute to the development of self. 

In 1990, Stinson, Blumenfeld and Van Dyke set out to better understand how 

adolescent female dancers situate themselves in the context of their dancing. The 

researchers interviewed seven young females, between the ages of sixteen and eighteen, 

to learn more about the process of identity making as it occurs in dance training. What 

they uncovered was a startling process taken up by their subjects to amend, suppress, and 

even hide individual identities while studying dance.  How young female dancers 

modified their own wants and desires suggests a grander dance narrative that pushes 

participants to adopt larger social constructions regarding gender, age, and racial identity. 
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Stinson et al. concluded that young female dance students must reconcile binary 

constructs that pit traditional social expectations related to gender against movement 

practices aimed at disrupting the status quo through aesthetic and personal growth. They 

write, “In regard to the theme of dance as identity, then, we see a number of dualisms. 

The students perceive dance as either discipline and structure, in which the goal is to ‘get 

it right,’ or else as a transcendence of structure, a release and/or escape from the everyday 

world” (p. 16). Dualistic constructs pervade discussions about ideal body types in dance 

(long and lean versus muscular and powerful) and the need to seek approval from 

authority figures in the classroom (feeling “full of deficiencies and limitations” while 

trying to improve themselves) (p 17). Understanding how dance education contributes to 

identity formation, then, relies on identifying binary constructs perpetuated by both 

teachers and students. 

Importantly, the students in Stinson et al.’s study developed narrow constructions 

of identity during the process of learning dance, as evidenced by Peggy’s comment, “I 

just can’t imagine my life without it” (p. 16). Peggy’s comment reveals an almost 

fatalistic construction of identity through dance: to dance is to live. Living without dance 

is not an option. Importantly, their constructed identity morphs to fit the larger discourse 

set by the professional dance world – one that exists in dualistic thought: ideal dancers 

have a specific body type, “good” students masterfully imitate dance teachers or 

choreographers, or “real” dancers push their own limitations to “master” the dance form. 

Institutional forces originating in the larger professional dance community drive identity 

formation in dance education settings designed for youth. Students did not find space to 
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develop their own unique identities by incorporating their stories into the classroom; 

rather, they developed an identity reflecting the values of the larger professional dance 

world. 

Stinson et al.’s study uncovered situations in dance education when students were 

not given opportunities to develop their own identities. More importantly, their research 

results support the idea that identity formation and the process of finding one’s voice 

remains a complex process — one that varies greatly from even a generation ago. 

Today’s youth culture, especially “tweenies” (mostly young girls between the ages of 

nine and fourteen), develops their identity while under constant siege from media 

sources, corporate interests, and popular culture (Brooks & Kelley, 2009). Indeed, their 

identity is always in a constant state of change and revision; young adolescents engage in 

an “active, ongoing, never complete product of a process of fashioning” identity based on 

layered interpretations of meaning in their lives (Brooks & Kelley, 2009). For young 

dancers in today’s educational system, developing identity likely involves responding to a 

number of stimuli mediated instantaneously through media culture, American 

consumerism, and popular culture. Dance, as “a vehicle, or an open channel, for 

purposeful communication,” thus mitigates identity formation by providing young 

dancers additional paths in which to construct, amend, and embrace their fluid notion of 

self (Hanna, 2008, p. 492). 

Lakes (2008) and Shapiro (1998) remind educators that dance can act as a 

transformative tool for students to find their voice, confront social inequalities, and utilize 

personal power during the art making process.  Recent scholarship in dance points to a 
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growing understanding of the art form as an embodied enactment of agency and cultural 

identity (Anttila, 2008; Desmond, 1997; Lakes, 2008; Stinson, 1998; Risner, 2002). 

Dance can: locate the performer within a web of history and heritage (Maira, 2002), grow 

from heinous atrocities committed against humanity yet soothe fractured identities and 

broken bones carved from years of genocide (Jackson & Shapiro-Phim, 2008), and 

excavate (while perpetuating) issues surrounding gender/racial/sexual orientation built 

into the fabric of social practice (Risner, 2008). Understanding how access to dance 

education becomes an enactment of identity and culture must include an examination of 

how the personal works in tandem with or against institutionalized experiences in dance. 

The personal must exist in a student’s dance experience in order for identity and 

agency to grow. Lomas (1998) writes, “If one acknowledges that all cultural behavior is 

adaptive, then the aesthetic that places emphasis on the dancers’ authenticity and 

intentions and stresses collective resonance challenges our ways of viewing dance” (p. 

150). Lomas’ concern, that we perceive dance in a narrow aesthetic stratum, emphasizes 

the importance of considering how authenticity and context develop in ways that invite 

individual expression around identity and personal agency. Pedagogical approaches, like 

those centering on social justice and democratic teaching practices, address the heart of 

what it means to introduce the self or the personal into the texture of a dance class. 

Lomas’ call to take up the collective and personal rests on a fractured understanding of 

individuality as it fights against commercial interests common in Western culture:  

The political-economic emphasis on power through possession, aggression, and 

dominance, which is associated with the promotion of the individual… has results 
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in a disenfranchisement of individuals. We have suffered the loss of our own 

community, our sense of the integration of self. We have become entrenched in 

terms of “them” and “us,” and we have suffered a loss of hope for self and for 

society. (p. 152). 

Indeed, the challenge for educators rests on their ability to include the personal in dance 

training without reproducing a destructive individualism that separates the individual 

from his or her community. 

Including one’s personal experiences as an enactment of identity influences the 

artistic process. More importantly, understanding major contours in the process of 

identity construction should include an examination of ethnic identity. According to 

Mehta and Belk (1991), parents of immigrant youth living in the US, seeking to 

“’transport’ part of their former identities” (p. 399) may encourage their children to 

participate in art forms specific to their native country. Or, immigrant youth may seek out 

opportunities to practice traditional art forms as a way to connect to their community, 

history or family. In both instances, art becomes a vehicle to “reinforce national 

identities” (Ram, 2005, p. 125).  In fact, immigrant youth who participate in art forms 

specific to their ethnic identity may become “hyper-ethnic,” choosing to more closely 

adhere and commit to cultural mores of their community. Maira (2002) writes that for 

Indian American youth living in the United States, attending desi parties in which 

participants dance to bhangra remix music becomes a vehicle for individuals to 

experience their Indian roots: “By sampling Indian music, second-generation youth draw 

on sounds from Hindi movies and Indian music that their parents introduced them to 
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when they were children in order to inculcate an ‘Indian’ identity” (Maira, 2002, p. 42). 

Importantly, like the artifacts described in Mehta and Bleks research, the bhangra dance 

parties become a way for immigrant youth to retain their ethnic identity. 

To see how deeply hip-hop affected the development of immigrant youth identity, 

consider the following passage from Desis in the House: Indian American Youth Culture 

in New York City: 

The question of hybridity is doubly complicated for desi youth in New York, for 

they are reworking hip-hop not only in their own youth culture but into their remix 

youth culture, one that expresses the cultural imaginaries of second-generation 

youth from an immigrant community of color. Fundamentally, desi youth turn to 

hip-hop because it is key to marking their belonging in the multiethnic urban 

landscape of New York City. (Maira, 2002, p. 58) 

As exemplified in the passage, movement can be used to redefine immigrant youth 

identity in an ethnically diverse society like America. The arts, including elements of 

popular culture, provide an opportunity to express, reflect and question one’s identity in 

relation to one’s surrounding. 

Valuing the Personal in Dance Pedagogy 

How dance educators deliver instruction signals how all participants develop 

identity. Thus, authoritarian approaches to dance instruction leave little room for personal 

identity formation, whereas more critical approaches to pedagogy grow opportunities for 

students to acknowledge, develop, and enact their own unique identities (Ladson-

Billings, 1995). 
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Dance education research currently addresses how teachers deliver instruction 

with a particular awareness of the effectiveness of different pedagogical tools (Dearborn 

& Ross, 2006; Risner, 2010; Klockare, et al., 2011). For example, much has been made 

of identity formation and the promotion of students’ self-esteem in the dance classroom; 

recent trends in dance pedagogy emphasize a socially responsible approach to dance 

technique that supports the development of a student’s healthy body image (Shapiro, 

1998). This approach sharply contrasts more traditional forms of dance education that in 

the past emphasized didactic practices, or, obediently imitating the teacher’s movement. 

Research examining how dancers learn in a classroom and its relationship to identity 

formation are of critical importance in today’s dance education community. 

Stinson (1999) encourages dance educators to “question our beliefs, to recognize 

their limitations as well as their possibilities,” for without “ongoing questioning, 

reflection, and self growth” teachers risk “ignoring the needs of our children and the 

context of our communities” (p. 69). Like Lomas, she cautions against over emphasizing 

the individual at the expense of the community because such approaches can interrupt our 

ability to connect with others through personal and political avenues. After all, dance 

classes can become powerful spaces for community to develop. Teachers committed to 

acknowledging student identity and personal agency in their classrooms can locate their 

teaching practices within a “web of relations” that simultaneous fosters personal growth 

while valuing how “we are connected to others by ties that are sometimes as difficult to 

see as our own ligaments, buried beneath layers of skin, muscle, and fat” (Stinson, p. 70). 
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Huddy and Stevens (2011) theorize that future dance educators must know how to 

develop a student’s artistic voice while nurturing their own creative habits as well. Their 

idea echoes those presented by Andrzejewksi (2009), who emphasized that a teacher’s 

artistic voice plays a vital role in the process of teaching dance. Dance teachers, as 

facilitators of learning and creativity, enable students to develop their own voices through 

movement and choreography, if they allow students to locate themselves within a fluid 

and dynamic construction of self.   

Finally, examining how access to dance education enacts identity, culture, and 

power must connect personal agency and identity formation to larger narratives in society 

that govern our ways of knowing and interacting. Ideas about body image, gender 

construction, success and the American Dream, even political agendas, all regulate how 

we behave in the world; they also contribute to how students engage their own culture 

and identity through dance. Shapiro (1998) advocates for change located in the teacher 

and the student, but not without a significant level of reflexivity to trouble habits that 

reproduce inequalities. She acknowledges that enacting personal agency comes with 

risks, “Clearly we need to make sure our students are aware of the risks of becoming 

change agents so that they are able to make informed choices; we also need to reflect on 

the morality of encouraging others to take risks we are not willing to assume ourselves” 

(p. 33). Yet, personal agency, or the ambition to enact power on a personal level, can 

translate into significant changes in the community as well. Dance education – from 

technique to choreography, aesthetic to historical – encompasses so much more than just 
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movement. It can be a vehicle for change, a reflection of personal identity, a lens through 

which to understand cultural heritage, or a multilayered mode of communication. 

Hegemonic Practices in Education 
Hegemonic practices that reproduce characteristics of the dominant culture while 

marginalizing those who come from non-dominant perspectives proliferate educational 

settings. The notion of “othering” was especially important to consider as I examined 

how power was distributed in educational contexts, through teacher identity, and in the 

culture of Whiteness (Thomas & Ahmed, 2002; Allen, 2004). I situated my own identity 

as a member of the dominant culture within the work of Allen (2004), Ladson-Billings 

(1995), Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008), and Kealiinohomoku (1970). While these 

theories will certainly speak to my researcher identity, they will also connect to the way 

in which government entities create discourse steeped in the dominant culture. 

Allen (2004) identifies a central problem plaguing critical pedagogy as the over 

emphasis of socio-economic status, or class, in the learning process instead of race. 

Specifically, he challenges critical pedagogues to consider how the field would differ had 

the initial focus of the approach examined White supremacy and privilege instead of 

socio-cultural hierarchies. Understanding White culture and its influence on all aspects of 

schooling remains an important lens through which to examine inequalities entrenched in 

western culture. The culture of Whiteness encompasses norms, values, and beliefs of the 

dominant culture cultivated over time, validated through governmental legislation and 

enacted by public policy. Member status in this community affords participants greater 

access to opportunity. Thus, when considering how the dominant discourse in education 

influences the trajectory of student success, including those from marginalized 



 

 54 

communities, one must consider the dominant culture’s power and its ability to minimize 

voices of individuals from outside of the community. Ladson-Billings (1995) critiques 

research regarding “standard” experiences in K-12 education; she offers her criticism as 

proof that power pervades schooling, ultimately marginalizing those from outside the 

dominant culture. She writes, 

These studies have several common features. Each locates the source of student 

failure and subsequent achievement within the nexus of speech and language 

interaction patterns of the teacher and the students. Each suggests that student 

“success” is represented in achievement within the current social structures extant 

in schools. Thus, the goal of education becomes how to “fit” students constructed 

as “other” by virtue of their race/ethnicity, language, or social class into a 

hierarchical structure that is defined as a meritocracy. (p. 467) 

Ladson-Billings points out that schooling practices in which students are expected to 

conform to discourses representing those who have power in the schools (teachers, school 

administrators, counselors) disadvantage many students. Pedagogical approaches that 

acknowledge culture as fluid and significant to student success, while not typical in 

schools, nonetheless can lead to student success more frequently. 

Using Student Experiences as a Counter-Narrative to Hegemony in Education        

         Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008) overhaul traditional approaches to urban 

education by taking their classroom to the neighborhoods, homes and community 

organizations where their students live. Unlike more traditional, racist approaches to 

education that divide or separate lived experience outside of the classroom from the 
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“learning” occurring inside the classroom, these researchers advocate for starting 

education inside students’ lives and working outward to bridge student experiences with 

educational institutions. This bridge not only centers student lives squarely in the middle 

of the learning process, but it also provides a framework for students and teachers to 

critically examine situated experiences and thus reveal social inequalities that are 

reproduced in traditional classrooms. For example, Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2008) 

describe the Futures, a collection of students who worked with the authors and other 

community experts as part of a critical research and writing summer seminar.  Students 

explored topics “relevant to urban schools and communities” to better understand how 

education functions in their lived experiences (p.99). Participants in the seminar 

identified topics that were important to their own lives and to investigate how these topics 

existed in several contexts (home life, school life, community life). As often happens 

when critical pedagogy is applied, students investigated their own lives and discovered 

social injustices not only in their schools, but also in their own neighborhoods. 

         Importantly, Duncan-Andrade and Morrell encourage educators to include 

popular culture along with a more traditional, canonical curriculum in the classroom. 

Their practice challenges the “either/or” notion that forces teachers to include elements 

from popular and current culture at the expense of traditional texts typically included on 

standardized tests. This is an important aspect of their theory regarding urban education. 

Firstly, popular culture can and should be part of the classroom experience because it 

aligns with students’ lived experiences. When teaching language arts to high school 

students, the authors include texts from within the canon, but they also include media 
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such as documentary films, dramatic films, popular music (music that is created in the 

entertainment industry and mass marketed for financial gain), poetry, television, or 

experiences from political gatherings (like the Democratic National Convention). 

Secondly, the authors stress that “teachers and students should not be made to feel guilty” 

for working “within the system” because this process gives students skills necessary to 

recognize and work beyond the model of the school as a gatekeeper to the future 

(Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008 p. 102). Interestingly, these authors encourage 

educators to develop a dialogic curriculum that promotes student interaction with the text 

(primarily through journals, research and presentations) while also encouraging discourse 

between and across the canon and popular culture. This practice was most evident when 

the authors noted how voraciously students read song lyrics and hip-hop magazines and 

then used this knowledge to build poetry curriculum in the classroom. 

It is fitting to consider the work of Kealiinohomoku (1983), who initially 

confronted ethnocentricity in the dance research community decades ago when she 

analyzed dance “texts” (written and kinesthetic) from the perspective of a dance 

anthropologist, not just as a performer. While her conclusions do not directly relate to 

education, her inferences are worth considering as part of my study. She writes, “It is 

good anthropology to think of ballet as a form of ethnic dance …In short, we treat 

Western dance, ballet particularly, as if it was the one great divinely ordained apogee of 

the performing arts. This notion is exemplified, and reinforced, by the way that dance 

photos are published” (p. 534, 536). Dance teaching practices also reproduce the notion 

of ballet as a representation of divinity (and thus untouchable). Teachers affirm Western 
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forms of dance, such as ballet, as the starting point from which to understand “other” 

dance forms from around the world. This approach is rooted in ethnocentric bias and 

becomes reinforced through nuanced instructional approaches – from textual resources 

used in the classroom to assessment strategies to unit compositions (McCarthy-Brown, 

2014). As I examined the distribution of power across educational contexts and settings, I 

considered how dancers take on ethnocentric perspectives that relegate communities, 

perspectives, dance forms, and individuals from outside the established canon as “other.” 

Researchers who theorize about the impact culture makes on the teaching and 

learning experiences inside arts classrooms and the pedagogical habits of dance educators 

frame my theoretical position in research. The work of theorists who examine how the 

field of arts education is shaped by discursive practices that privilege those from the 

dominant culture are especially important to consider in relation to my research because 

they address issues of identity and power in the role of dance educator. 

Cultural Theory in the Arts: How Do the Arts Make Sense of Culture? 

  Admittedly, educational policy makers frame arts education (visual art, music, 

theatre, dance, and media studies) as low-stakes by including it as part of course offerings 

but excluding it from data collection procedures such standardized testing which is used 

to understand school communities. Yet, certain pedagogical trends, including those that 

have developed as a response to or in spite of educational policy mandates like 

standardized testing, are utilized in arts education. For example, issues surrounding social 

justice, critical pedagogy, culture and social activism have increasingly become valued in 

arts education (Duncum, 1997; Duncum, 2012; Efland, 2005; Dyer, 2009). To better 
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understand how the collective practice of arts education addresses culture, an 

examination of major approaches in the discipline would be helpful. Many of these 

theorists understand culture to include communities developed from identities of racial, 

ethnic, gender, socioeconomic status and physical ability. 

         Duncum (1997) first identified an emerging trend in visual art education nearly 

two decades ago that he generically labeled “art for new times” (p. 69). Resisting the 

dominant discourse in visual art education at the time (which centered on formalist 

principles of artistic practice -- commonly called discipline-based art education), Duncum 

sought to challenge visual art educators to expand their understanding of art and how it is 

taught in the classroom. To Duncum, visual art instruction needed to include more 

diverse representations of artistic craft and process. He wrote, “a sea change of 

fundamentally new forms of social, cultural, and economic arrangements have come to 

characterize life in the West. New times theorists seek to move beyond the nihilism and 

reactionary politics of some postmodernists to offer an effective engagement with the 

forces shaping our period” (p. 69). Duncum shaped this new movement in art education 

toward visual culture. As a teaching practice and curricular movement, visual culture 

refers to “an all-encompassing category of cultural practice that includes the fine arts but 

also deals with the study of various forms of popular culture; the folk traditions of art 

making; industrial, interior, package and graphic design… [and] cinema, television, and 

their electronic extensions” (Efland, 2005 p. 35). Visual culture includes both highbrow 

and popular forms of artistic or cultural expression. 
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         The push to teach visual art from a visual culture perspective, whereby students 

acknowledge and analyze the myriad visual images they encounter everyday, disrupts the 

traditional, patriarchal understanding of visual art. Teachers who practice from this 

perspective encourage students to problematize how society identifies art. Together with 

their students, teachers may ask, why are Van Gogh’s paintings considered art, and thus 

worthy of study in a classroom, but an amusement park roller coaster ride, which also 

contains aesthetic and kinesthetic properties, is not consider art? Students may even be 

asked to consider why works, especially those considered “low-brow” or representing 

popular culture, might not be included in the curriculum. 

         More recently, Duncum has begun to challenge the hierarchy of visual culture that 

over-values visual representations (and the sense of sight) above other sensory 

experiences (Duncum, 2012). Expanding visual culture theory to include experiences 

couched in all five senses, as Duncum has done recently, and to equalize these sensory 

representations in class material and curricula, signifies a shift in the fundamental 

understanding of visual culture. The results of this shift encourage a more inclusive 

representation of society in the visual art classroom. Culture now figures more 

prominently in the pedagogical, curricular and institutional practices of the art education 

field because of the visual culture movement. Considering my research within the context 

of visual culture gave me momentum to unpack power distributions and hierarchies 

enacted in the dance classroom too. It connected cultural theory discussed in art 

education to those rooted in dance practice, thus making it easier for me to identify the 
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commonalities between dance and visual art. Sklar (2001) writes, “Movement knowledge 

is a kind of cultural knowledge,” (p. 30) and Duncum would likely agree.  

         As I considered the ways in which my own racial identity afforded me member 

status in the dominant culture, I also acknowledged how not only my teaching practices 

but also my ability to gain a K-12 teaching license have been predicated upon my racial 

and gender identity. As I examined the data, I reflected on theories developed by dance 

researchers who investigate identity, authoritarian pedagogy in dance, and the culture of 

Whiteness. 

         Dance in America, as an artistic practice similar to visual art, also struggled to 

come to terms with ideas about culture, identity and their subsequent influence on 

teaching. Dance has only been offered as a discipline of study separate from physical 

education in both K-12 and higher education for a relatively abbreviated period of time 

(Smith-Autard, 2002). Yet, dance as an artistic practice in the western world has existed 

in both court and theatrical domains for over 500 years. American dance traditionally 

evolved from contexts within the dominant culture; White dancers over-represent the 

field, especially on stage and in dance teaching positions. This scenario led theorists in 

the community to examine cultural practices and assumptions in dance education. 

Kealiinohomoku (1970) challenged the notion of Whiteness and White privilege in dance 

when she positioned ballet as an ethnic dance. Forty years later, dance educators and 

researchers still struggle to understand how identity and culture inform dance and 

teaching practices in the field. 
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         Foster (2009) points to current discourse on “world” and “ethnic” dance as 

evidence of the field’s continued reproduction of the dominant culture’s values. The 

process of categorizing dance forms using terms like world or ethnic indicate the larger 

problem facing dance education: by classifying dance structures as “ethnic” or a “world” 

form, one presupposes they do not belong in the more generic, normative category of 

theatrical dance. The classifier affords or withholds “value and meaning” (p. 3) while 

eliminating global/local connections of dance practices when he or she names world and 

or ethnic dances (Foster, 2009). 

        CHAPTER SUMMARY & LOOKING FORWARD 

Even as the American dance community struggles to identify culture and to 

understand how dominant practices have mitigated global perspectives on dance, new 

theories based on body knowledge have surfaced in recent discourse. Body knowledge 

provides yet another layer of cultural meaning in dance. Dance exists primarily in the 

body, but also lives through the vocabulary used by practitioners to identify the 

movements themselves, as well as the shared memories of dance practices embedded 

within a community, and the auxiliary components that support dance practices, like 

music, technology or architecture. My research challenges ideas concerning the body 

developed by Bourdieu and Lomax (as cited in Foster, 2009) who theorize the body as a 

corporeal vessel of tradition. Rigid understandings of the body conflict with more current 

interpretations buttressed by somatic practices and performance art that posits the body as 

a place/space to generate culture. Bourdieu and Lomax view the body as a fixed entity 
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that soaks up history, while contemporary theorists in the dance community (Shapiro, 

1998; Savigliano, 1996) take issue with this interpretation. 

         Body-based research, interdisciplinary performance artists and choreocritics 

consider the body an agent of change. In describing her particular dance work bound in 

tango movement, Savigliano explains choreocriticism as “an invitation to imagine stories 

about people who move for and against each other, articulating webs of power” through 

dance and choreography (p. 199). Her understanding of the dancing body represents a 

dynamic approach to embodiment, one in which the body becomes a continuous site for 

cultural knowledge shaped by context and time. The body does not merely soak up 

culture; it generates new constructions of culture through movement iterations. My data 

collection for this study, which drew heavily upon my embodied experiences as a teacher, 

aligns with Savigliano’s conclusions about the body as a site of cultural production. 

         The interplay between culture, movement, body, and politics influences models of 

learning within the dance education community. The arts make sense of culture not only 

through the artistic process, but also in episodes of artistic instruction. Dyer (2009) 

suggests one of the most pressing concerns in current dance education rests on a binary 

ideology pitting traditional, codified dance techniques against expressive movement 

practices that allow dancers to manifest their inner landscape through dance. This twofold 

construct produces an either/or approach to dance technique training. Either dance 

educators teach their students to listen to their bodies and resist the urge to mimic one 

style of movement (especially the teacher’s style), or, they impose a rigid dance style 

reflective of the dominant culture by teaching a specific technique. As I reflected upon 
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my own personally written, remembered and embodied data for this study, I considered 

the ways in which my teaching provided space for me to listen to my body intuitively or 

to rigidly enforce dance styles reflective of the dominant culture.  

In Chapter 3, I note my own developing awareness of student resistance, primarily 

as I analyzed my written data and made sense of student behavior in my classes.  In order 

to identify moments of student resistance in my data, I first had to suspend judgment 

about what student behavior should look like in my dance classes, especially those 

classes most steeped in the Western tradition of dance. Reframing student behavior 

within a context of resistance also drove me to consider my interactions with students, in 

light of my growing unease around my pedagogy and curriculum.  

My examination also led me to consider questions integral to dance teacher 

preparation. If this study helped me understand how schooling structures and my own 

teaching practice contribute to an environment that marginalizes students, thus preventing 

them from fully accessing my curriculum without expecting them to adapt or change their 

identity, then when do other teachers get an opportunity to develop a similar awareness?  
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CHAPTER 3 
My Power, My Privilege 

One neat truth about writing cannot answer it all. There are many truths. To do writing 
practice means to deal ultimately with your whole life. 

Goldberg, 1986, p. 3 

Like many things in life, my relationship with writing could best be described as a 

paradox. I love writing when it gives me the broadest spectrum of expression to reach out 

and communicate with my audience. I hate writing when my own language choices, 

sentence structures, and aesthetic approaches become a source of scorn by writing 

teachers, or worse, my audience. Like other artists, I am my own worst critic. But writing 

has been a constant throughout most of my life. Just as I use my body to write artistic 

ideas into full aesthetic expression through choreography, so do I use the written format 

of language to better understand the world around me. 

In my most difficult moments of K-12 teaching – when students, parents, or the 

school itself seemed to conflict with my teaching philosophy – I often turned to journal 

writing as a way to process my experiences. I took small moments between classes or 

during lunch to jot down incidents that occurred in my classroom, so that I could try to 

better understand the situation and my reaction to it. Sometimes I noted important 

moments in the margins of lesson plans, which were often recorded in large multi-subject 

notebooks. Single words or brief phrases became the vehicle for me to name the highs 

and lows of my teaching practice. They also provided me with specific instances to 

reflect on my own teaching choices. Often, my notes would capture moments of 

confusion or lingering questions about a particular teaching situation. Writing became the 

impetus for me to find answers to these perplexing teaching moments. Lerman (2013) 
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writes, “There is a kind of shared delight, and sometimes misery, in the recognition” that 

not knowing the right answers could be a “source of inquiry” (p. 4). Indeed, journaling 

often became a source of inquiry for me to discover truths about my own pedagogy. 

         Over the ten years I spent teaching in K-12 education, I amassed a small trove of 

thoughts, ideas, and journal entries. I did not write down experiences or feelings simply 

to fill pages of notebooks; rather, I took the time to note powerful moments in my 

teaching experience. I judicially chose when to write down my experiences. These 

written documents comprised the data capturing my teaching experiences. Not 

surprisingly, they became an important part of my data collection for this study. 

In my initial analysis of my notes and journal writings, I attempted to identify key 

themes that erupted in more than one location and over a longitudinal period of time. 

These crucial themes suggested that institutional power, in its most basic format, 

permeated most of my daily routine, and consequently influenced what I taught, how I 

taught it, and what students grasped from any one lesson. Institutional power, or the 

power of the schooling system to privilege the dominant culture and thus reproduce the 

status quo, influenced key choices I made as a dance educator. Moreover, I discovered 

that the language I took up to document and reflect upon episodic moments in my journal 

also reflected power: “As I call out the steps to the ballet phrase, I watch students loosely 

walk or mark through the movement” (Excerpt from journal dated May, 2010). A 

question arising from this discovery led me to consider how this affected students. 

Ultimately, the following research question influenced my analysis of the journal entries: 
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“How do my interactions with dance students frame my understanding of institutional 

power and identity?” 

As I examined the journal entries, my questions about power and identity quickly 

led to understanding my own part in reproducing the status quo. Not only did I identify 

moments in which power framed my understanding and interactions with students, but 

also how I maintained hierarchies, unwittingly, within the classroom. Thomas (2003), 

referencing the work of Foster, captures this dilemma when discussing the legacy of 

postmodern dance. Choreographers, performers, and dance educators hoping to challenge 

the dominant discourse, thereby opening up space to examine inequities in the field, must 

acknowledge a “distinction between ‘reactionary’ and ‘resistant’ postmodern dance; that 

is, between those dances that appear initially to challenge the dominant systems of 

representation but in fact operate within them and those dances that reflexively disrupt 

the dominant canons of representation and offer alternative strategies” (p. 164). My hope 

to deliver dance instruction that “disrupt[s] the dominant canons” in the field fell short as 

I realized how easily I “operate within” dominant systems in dance. 

          I encountered several familiar themes as I examined my journal entries: dance as 

a vehicle for communication, identity, or power. For example, I noticed how institutional 

power affected my interactions with students and even how I delivered instruction. In 

December of 2013 I wrote, 

 I begin to develop a sinking sensation in my stomach as I realize I am probably to 

blame for this disconnect. Even though as a class we have talked about the 

importance of creating movement from an authentic place, and we have 
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improvised together as a class numerous times as a way to tap into authentic 

movement styles, I may have unknowingly conveyed a message to my students 

about what styles of dance are appropriate or acceptable for presentation in this 

choreography class. 

My power as an authority figure in the classroom explains why I intentionally (or 

unintentionally) influenced students’ artistic products. In February of 2014 I wrote, “You 

can use as much fancy language as you like… but sometimes you just need to say, 

‘straighten your leg’ to elicit change in the student.” Here I noted how word choice 

impacted accessibility.  

After three months of “living” with the journal entries – reading, rereading, 

reflecting – two important themes stood out to me. Firstly, I often wrote about moments 

of student resistance – instances when individual students or whole classes sometimes 

overtly, but mostly quietly, resisted an aspect of my teaching or curriculum. Without 

realizing it, I noted these moments of student resistance because they felt raw – they gave 

me pause to consider my teaching practice and to contemplate how my own power as a 

teacher drove the discourse inside my classroom. Sometimes, student resistance pushed 

me to entertain new ways of delivering instruction. Other times, these moments forced 

me to confront the curriculum itself and the ways in which students were caught in the 

cross hairs of marginalization. Most importantly, from these moments of resistance I 

witnessed students create in-between dance as a way to make space for their own identity 

between the codified structure of my dance classes and their own personal movement 

expression. 
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These moments of resistance led me to consider how institutional power, 

including the schooling system and the Department of Education, act as a gatekeeper to 

regulate who gains access to the dance teaching license in Minnesota. Thus, as I 

considered how the path to gaining a K-12 dance license encourages the process of 

learning about power and identity, I also recognized the importance of understanding my 

own interactions with dance students as a way to understand the power of the schooling 

system to influence student expression. Moments of student resistance, captured in my 

journals, led me directly to consider what did not work in my classroom and in the dance 

education community at large. More specifically, I pondered how the process of earning a 

dance teaching licensing could become a possible solution to the problem. 

         The second theme to emerge from the data related directly to my own embodied 

teaching practice. On more than one occasion, I discovered moments when my body no 

longer became just the vehicle to deliver dance movements in class, but actually 

transformed into “punisher.”  In many ways, my dancing body (the physical construction 

of my biology as well as the language I produced from my body) became a weapon used 

to control students in class, so that they continued to follow set expectations in dance 

class (“I catch this student’s eyes, and she quickly ‘comes back’ to reality” 2/10/14). I 

was unprepared to encounter the emergence of this theme. Quite frankly, it hurt. On the 

surface, I conceptualized my body as a site for artistic and instructional expression. Like 

Shapiro (1998), I viewed my body as “a tool, an instrument objectified for the benefit of 

dance” (p. 9).  My arms flowed, head swiveled, feet pointed, and weight dropped in and 

out of the floor, so that I could dance as an artist and teach students how do so too. 
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Understanding my body and its relationship to my pedagogy in light of this discovery 

took time to process and eventually accept. 

NOT MY BODY, NOT MY MOVEMENT: STUDENT RESISTANCE AS A 
CATALYST FOR PEDAGOGICAL CHANGE IN THE PROCESS OF TEACHER 

REFLECTION  
Student resistance, or the process of pushing back against larger dominant 

structures in schooling – from curriculum to school procedures to pedagogy – gives 

agency to those engaged in the process of resistance. Students who push, kick, and slam 

up against schooling structures do so most often when they experience social inequalities 

stemming directly from school culture or procedures that devalue their humanity. Alpert 

(1991) writes, “Resistance, as discussed in theoretical works and in empirical studies of 

sociologists, sociolinguists, and ethnographers (Erickson 1984, 1987; Giroux 1983), 

indicates an ideological stand emanating from the perception of schooling as a 

reproduction process rather than an equalization process” (p. 351). Student resistance can 

look very similar to misbehavior. A student may refuse to follow a teacher’s direction, to 

comply with a school rule, or to participate in a classroom activity, choosing instead to 

disengage from the class activity. Students participating in resistance may revolt against 

categorization, where “failure to learn is seen ‘not as evidence of innate disability in the 

student, but as political resistance… the student resists being defined by the school” 

(Alpert, 1991, p. 351). Indeed, student resistance can be political, especially when it calls 

into play the dehumanizing value of rote procedures used in many schooling systems. 

To seek change and gain access to one’s destiny underlies much intentional 

student resistance. Even those transgressions which explode quickly and in situ, such as 

the dance student who refuses to stand quietly at the ballet barre, represent acts of 
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resistance in which the dancer/student recovers lost humanity: “Increasingly denied 

opportunities for self-definition and political interaction, youth are transfigured by 

representation, discourses, and practices that subordinate and contain language of 

individual freedom, social power, and critical agency” (Giroux, 2012, p. xiv). Student 

resistance in the dance classroom, thus, may have less to do with that specific moment of 

perceived misbehavior and more to do with larger schooling pressures that strip 

individual students of their identity and humanity. Schooling functions as a milieu for 

winners and losers. Dance students who adhere to the rules and expectations of Western 

dance forms are winners: they win by earning a good grade – a higher grade point 

average acts as a trophy rewarding good behavior. Dance students who challenge the 

classroom structure risk becoming “losers” in that they do not gain access to the same 

rewards as the compliant “winners.” In this way, schooling reproduces the status quo 

(Alpert, 1991). 

Written artifacts from my teaching practice provide salient examples of how 

dominant structures within a schooling environment and the larger dance education 

tradition became a site for student resistance. Through my words, my relationships with 

students, and even my body, I enacted and maintained a powerful hierarchy in the 

classroom, despite my desire to challenge traditional dance discourse in my classroom. 

This was most notable to me as I reviewed notebooks full of lesson plans, jottings 

relating to student progress, and journal entries I collected during my time as a high 

school dance teacher. While uncomfortable to discover during my analysis, these 

moments of student resistance truly provided the foundation for me to consider the micro 
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and macro ecology of not only my classroom, but of the landscape in dance education. I 

began to wonder about the field of dance education and the way in which institutional 

power influenced my specific teaching pedagogy. Who has access to dance education in 

my classroom? In my school? How do my choices as a dance teacher impact student 

learning? Seek to reproduce the status quo? How does my training as a dancer and 

educator enable me to address inequities in my classroom? Who gets to become a dance 

educator in a K-12 setting? With these questions in mind, I began to closely analyze my 

journal writings. 

In the process of analyzing my written data, I often grouped my writing into 

stanzas as a way to better connect ideas within the journal entries themselves. Stanzas 

were easier for me to scan in order to discover key patterns or recurring theme. In fact, I 

found smoother access to the words, phrases, and sentences when they were clumped 

together like a poem. My training as an arts-based educational researcher also influenced 

my choice to analyze and represent my written data in stanza form. Representing data in 

poetic form gave me the opportunity to consider not only the content of my writing, but 

its aesthetic dimensions as well. 

  DANCING TRANSGRESSIVE: STUDENTS USING DANCE AS RESISTANCE   

One of the most powerful written artifacts I encountered during my data analysis 

came from a journal entry in May of 2010. Here, I wrote about my struggles with one 

particular beginning ballet class.  The class seemed to be going well at the beginning of 

the nine-week quarter. Students responded positively to course content and even went out 

of their way to come prepared for class by quickly changing into standard ballet attire in 
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the four minutes allotted for passing between classes. But on this particular day, I 

encountered one student who would not stay focused on the ballet exercises. As the 

following three stanzas show, I grew frustrated by this student’s behavior and what I 

perceived to be his impertinent manner.  

May, 2010 
  
I. 
As I call out the steps to the ballet phrase, 
I watch students loosely walk 
 or mark through the movement. 
Arms rise above heads 
and legs extend long into space. 
To the outside observer, 
Most students seem to be 
Following my directions; 
They quietly follow 
My lead 
And move about the room 
When I do – 
Except one student. 
  
II. 
This student moves in and out 
of the ballet phrase – 
one moment he is 
attentively performing 
the ballet step called out by me, 
the next moment 
his hands become 
a flurry of activity 
as they move quickly from 
point to point 
in a sharp, distinct manner. 
  
Later I wrote, 
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III. 
I stop the class to redirect him, 
But no more than two minutes later 
The same student is 
Lacing his ballet moves 
With steps 
Clearly outside the 
Genre of ballet. 
My frustration grows. 
  
I remember this class well. Only a few weeks into the nine-week quarter, I was still trying 

to establish my classroom expectations for behavior when I encountered the student 

mentioned in the May 2010 journal entry. Angry, I scolded him for not following my 

directions. I reminded the class emphatically that in ballet, like many other forms of 

Western dance, students attentively listen to the teacher’s instruction and watch closely as 

he or she demonstrates the movement phrase. That’s it. When class finished for the day, I 

was so upset by this student’s behavior, especially since I felt we had a good working 

relationship (he often stopped by my room between classes to chat or seek advice about 

course work) that I could not stop thinking about what went wrong. I felt something was 

amiss. That student in ballet was not the student I saw outside of class. 

Eventually, it dawned on me. By physically letting go of movement representing 

the dominant culture (in this case, normative ballet) and replacing it with movement 

representing his own personal identity and artistic voice, he reclaimed his humanity. 

Ballet envelops the dancer, much like a heavy cloak drapes the body. Removing the 

heavy cloak of ballet by performing dance steps outside of the genre liberates the student 

(Delpit, 1995). Every time his “hands [became] a flurry of activity,” he created an 
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opportunity “for self-definition,” and his resistance fed his “individual freedom, social 

power, and critical agency” (Giroux, 2012, p. xiv). 

I noted in my analysis that he did not refuse to participate in class, as he could 

have, and as many others have during my teaching experience. He also did not verbally 

lash out in response to the ballet class, as he could well have done. Instead, I observed 

him move “in and out of the ballet phrase – one moment he is attentively performing the 

ballet step called out by me, the next moment his hands become a flurry of activity as 

they move quickly from point to point.” This is significant: his resistance did not occur 

simply by refusing to dance all together. He tried on a ballet step, he played with his 

movement, he tried on another ballet step, he went back to his own movement: “no more 

than two minutes later the same student is lacing his ballet moves with steps clearly 

outside the genre of ballet.” It was almost as if he was trying to resist the structure of 

ballet, and in doing so, creating a new dance form that existed between ballet and his own 

personal movement style. He created and performed in-between dance as an act of 

resistance. Performing in-between dance gave space for his identity to imbue the moment 

too. By resisting, he also reclaimed. 

How and when this student chose to practice in-between dance reflects as much 

about the moment of resistance as it does about his own complex identity as a youth 

“given to multiple social positions, multiples voices, conscious and unconscious 

pleasures, tensions, desires, and contradictions which are present in all subjects, in all 

historical contexts“ (Orner, 1992, p. 79). Recognizing his path to empowerment through 

in-between dance proved an important step in my own awareness of how power worked 
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in my classroom. Yet I risk essentializing his identity if I “presume students, voices, and 

identities to be singular, unchanging and unaffected by the context” of resistance (Orner, 

1992, p. 80). Thus, in considering how students invoke resistance to reclaim and protect 

their identity, I must also acknowledge the contextual factors that influence the logistics 

of resistance, such as the time of day, location in the school, students’ relationships to 

others in the room, the subject matter, and even environmental factors like the weather. 

I note my own reaction to student resistance in this journal excerpt: “my 

frustration grows.”  Clearly, I could not understand at the time why I encountered this 

student’s resistance in the form of in-between dance, yet I had a hunch he was not just 

misbehaving. As I played the class over in my mind, I began to identify the rigidity and 

specificity of my teaching. I considered other moments when students acted out or 

disrupted my teaching in a dance technique class. What if all of these moments 

represented something larger? A pattern of student “misbehavior” emerged. I bore 

witness to students reclaiming their humanity by creating in between dance, yet failing to 

understand the importance of the moment(s), I categorized each as an issue concerning 

student discipline. Having the right tools to deconstruct or “read” student behavior in 

class may have given me more insight into how students mobilized in-between dance as 

resistance. Such analysis also calls for careful consideration of how “to avoid the 

‘master’s position’ of formulating a totalizing discourse” (Orner, 1991, p. 81). Knowing 

that student resistance occurs is not enough; knowing how resistance works in the 

classroom, when it is invoked, and when students are not engaging in resistance informs 
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me about student identity while preventing me from compressing their experiences into 

singular, dichotomous generalizations about identity. 

         Atencio and Wright (2009) point to the significance of deconstructing discourse 

in dance classrooms to thwart “’racist’ practices associated with dance which act on 

young women’s understandings of themselves and their bodies” (p. 32). They examined 

an American high school dance program to better understand how hierarchies within the 

classes maintained divisions among racialized and genderized boundaries. Their research 

suggests that in order to confront institutionalized racism and sexism, teachers and 

students alike must deconstruct classroom discourse habitually in order for the process to 

be effective. Deconstructing single moments of discourse, with little consideration for the 

classroom and school context, does nothing to ameliorate larger problems caused by 

institutional power. In fact, they may perpetuate master narratives that silence students 

into submission while marking them as static victims of hegemonic discourse. 

Likewise, Davies (2003) and other cultural theorist identify the danger in creating, 

living, seeing, and reproducing fixed binaries. Discourse centered on fixed binaries 

prevents shifts in understanding and negates the ability of one to know “how the terms 

interrelate, how they have been historically constructed as opposites, and how they have 

been used to justify and naturalize power relations” (Orner, 1992, p. 78). In considering 

the student who creates in-between dance as an act of resistance and reclamation, I also 

acknowledge that he or she can embody multiple identities – that the path toward 

empowerment does not always have the same trajectory for everyone. Thus, in-between 
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dance is only one of many approaches students can take to actively disrupt the master 

narrative positing knowledge as logical, rational, and legitimized by authority. 

SILENT RESISTANCE 

Silence, of the voice and of the body, must also be examined in proximity to 

student attempts at reclaiming humanity: 

There are times when it is not safe for students to speak: when one student’s 

socially constructed body language threatens another; when the teacher is not 

perceived as an ally. It is not adequate to write off student silence in these 

instances as simply a case of internalized oppression. Nor can we simply label 

these silences resistance or false consciousness. There may be compelling 

conscious and unconscious reasons for not speaking – or for speaking, perhaps 

more loudly, with silence (Orner, 1992, p. 81). 

As Orner suggests, there are many reasons why and when students invoke silence as a 

way to combat practices in the classroom, especially when such practices threaten their 

fundamental identity. All too often, I disregarded students’ unwillingness to engage with 

class material as a student issue, not my issue. Silence, in those instances, spoke volumes. 

         In the following journal excerpt, I acknowledge and struggle to comprehend one 

student’s behavior in a modern dance class. Watching the student disengage from the 

technique class becomes a powerful moment in my own awareness of how learning 

works in my classroom. Suddenly, I am inundated by my own questions, which arise 

from an awareness of “each person’s ability to understand and critique her or his own 
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experiences and social reality” (Shapiro, 1998, p. 17). I write, “Why is she disengaged? Is 

she tired? Have stuff going on in life? Not okay with the guests’ movement?” 

This moment, a mere snapshot of one student’s disengagement from class, 

becomes the source from which I reflect upon everything I do as a teacher. Big questions 

about the student’s physical as well as mental health and the very schooling environment 

itself weigh upon my mind as I try to decipher what is happening. I struggle to determine 

if I am witnessing a problem, especially one I have created and allowed to flourish, or if I 

am witnessing a natural, careless moment in the student’s life (“Am I reading too much 

into this?”).  While I cannot know explicitly why this student chose to stop participating 

in class, I can consider her choice as both transgressive and emancipatory. As an educator 

who values democratic classroom practices, I must acknowledge silence as “an attempt to 

recognize the power differentials present and to understand how they impinge upon what 

is sayable and doable in that specific context” (Orner, 1992, p. 81).  Language and 

communication, both verbal and corporeal, rely on complex systems of signs socially 

constructed and mediated by geopolitical place, history, time, and community (Gee, 

2011). Whether the student I wrote about intentionally disengaged as a way to resist the 

larger manifests imposed by the guest artists is somewhat irrelevant. My own awareness 

of power dynamics, the fleeting fragility of student identity, and the possibility of 

relationships as vehicles for wisdom ground my examination of the following excerpt. 

February, 2014 
  
I.  
Today we have guest artists teaching the class… 
It’s a nice opportunity to watch my students move 
and to observe 
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their habits. 
  
II. 
I watch as one female student zones out, 
playing with her hair, 
as the rest of the class marks through the center phrase. 
Why is she disengaged? 
Is she tired? 
Have stuff going on in life? 
Not okay with the guest’s movement? 
Am I reading too much into this? 
  
Later I wrote, 
  
III. 
I catch this student’s eyes, and 
she quickly comes back to reality, and 
slightly smiles at me… 
She realizes that she was zoning out. 
She’s back now. 
She begins moving. 
  

Silence as resistance can be tricky to identify. Students may feel their only option against 

discourse that devalues their identity and way of understanding is to take up silence. But 

depending on the degree of silence utilized by the student and the classroom context, this 

behavior looks a lot like disengagement, distraction, or disinterest. My journal entry 

reflects my ambivalence toward student behavior during the master class. The importance 

of reading my text resides in identifying students engaged in resistive practices through 

silence as well as honoring my own struggle to make sense of behavior in the classroom. 

I must combat my tendency to discover a singular truth through analysis, for doing so 

reproduces the very tenets of patriarchy that I seek to disrupt in my teaching. My own 

teaching, as examined through analysis, cannot be conceptualized through false 
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dichotomies of “she is resisting” versus “she is not resisting.” Rather, acknowledging the 

inherent messiness of reading my text acknowledges the multiple platforms from which I 

construe meaning, sometimes in direct opposition to one another, and my own concurrent 

position “both within and against the discourses of the fathers” (Lather, 1991, p. 130). 

If I conclude that this journal entry documents a moment of student resistance and 

that the act of resistance may resemble student disengagement from class (she is “zoning 

out,” and, “playing with her hair”), I could point to a number of factors that might have 

impacted her decision to resist the class. Understanding the context of the class makes 

explicit the threads of power, personal and institutional, woven through the technique 

class. For example, in Stanza 1, we learn that guest artists teach the class, which affords 

the teacher (in this case, me) the opportunity to sit out and observe the class, not as a 

participant. In Stanza II, as is typical of many technique classes in the Western idiom, the 

entire class, as a group, practices a dance phrase, called “marking” the movement. In 

Stanza III, we see a young student stop dancing with the rest of the class (against the 

protocol of a typical technique class), but after a brief interlude, dances again: “She’s 

back now. She begins moving.” Each moment reinforces the traditional hierarchy so 

prevalent in concert dance technique classes: students navigate one way through class, 

obediently following the unwritten rules of the class. When students fail to comply with 

the unwritten rules of Western dance technique class, they do so transparently because 

their distinct actions “pop” out from the rest of the class’ unified movement. Stinson 

(1998) writes, “But in reality, most dance training consists of learning how to follow 

directions and how to follow them well. The model for traditional dance pedagogy seems 
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to be the authoritarian father in an individualistic world of ‘every man for himself’” (p. 

27). 

The journal excerpt from February of 2014 captures several characteristics of 

traditional dance pedagogy: the guest artists taught as experts, the class marked through 

the movement material as a group to ensure unity or movement compatibility, and 

individual students followed the teachers while staying focused on the class material. 

More importantly, my journal portrays my own struggle to decode and contextualize this 

student’s performance in class. Analyzing my relationship to the student behavior and 

authoritative pedagogical practices through the journaling process does not bring me 

comfort. Yes, students may use the practice of disengaging (or silencing) as a form of 

push back against schooling practices that compress and eradicate their identity. But the 

process of identifying student transgressions also contributes to compressing student 

identity. In some ways, analyzing this journal excerpt bound me to dichotomize the 

moment as either a “moment of student resistance” or “not a moment of student 

resistance.”  Understanding how resistance works against mechanisms of schooling also 

informs me about “certain types of cultural capital as symbolic power and privilege” 

(Giroux, 2012, p. 28). 

RECLAIMING HUMANITY THROUGH MOVEMENT 

In the following journal excerpt, I intuit that students may not represent their 

authentic choreographic voice in my choreography class. Unlike the ballet student in the 

journal excerpt from May of 2010 who performs in between dance as a way to disrupt 
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power, these students seem to silence their voices/bodies, and I notice, with force, the 

lacuna created by their choices. 

December, 2013 

I. 
As I watch them perform their studies, 
I begin to notice a pattern. 
All of the students choreograph and present 
their work in the modern dance idiom. 
I find this pattern curious and surprising. 
  
II. 
When I watch them play 
with movement before class, 
in the hallways, 
or after school in my studio, 
not all of them do so using modern dance. 
Usually they “mess around” in 
vernacular forms of dance…. 
Why do they choose 
to choreograph their studies 
for my class 
using modern dance? 
  
III. 
I begin to develop a sinking sensation 
in my stomach 
as I realize I probably am to blame 
for this disconnect. 
Even though as a class we have talked about 
the importance of creating movement 
from an authentic place, 
and we have improvised together as a class 
numerous times 
as a way to tap into authentic movement styles, 
I may have unknowingly conveyed a message 
to my students 
about what styles of dance 
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are appropriate or acceptable for use in a choreography class. 
  
IV. 
This realization bothers me, 
and it raises a number of questions: 
how have I structured 
this choreography class in such a way 
that subtly privileges traditional forms of 
Western dance over other forms 
of dance? 
How do I enter a conversation 
with my students 
about the hierarchy I may have inadvertently created in the class? 
How do I create 
a classroom environment 
that allows students to feel 
comfortable performing in all styles of movement, 
even those movement genres 
to which I have little exposure? 
  
Here we see the entire class of choreography students, for lack of a better term, “mark” 

through the motion of performance using what I perceive to be a manufactured or canned 

approach to choreography. Instead of using movement styles that were more familiar or 

comfortable to their dancing bodies and experience as movers, they chose to create using 

contemporary dance forms drawing on modern dance, a genre that none of them practiced 

prior to studying with me. They learned to silence their own movement inclinations in 

order to demonstrate “success” in my class. Clearly, my plans to create a learning 

environment that promoted trust and encouraged dance from intuitively embodied places 

did not translate into making authentic movement choices for the assignment. 

         Ellsworth (1992) cautions critical pedagogues not to relegate students into 

impossible notions of silence and oppression, thus unintentionally reifying uneven 



 

 84 

distributions of power, by purporting to unlock their “authentic voice.” Viewing students 

only as individuals who “act as agents of social change” repurposes a harmful binary 

characterizing students as either compliant or recalcitrant (p. 100). I noticed the impact 

my students’ movement choices made on my own understanding of learning in dance, 

and I demarcated such choices as authentic or not. Yet such demarcations intrinsically 

linked my own social construction of identity to my power, built upon the framework of 

privilege as a White educator. I cannot position students into fixed constructions of 

authenticity/voice/agents of change because I cannot claim to know their struggles in the 

world. Their choice to perform compositional studies using concert dance forms, 

vernacular dance forms, recreational or folk dance forms confirms that power and 

identity merge to create obstacles, and thus silence, in class, “but it is impossible to speak 

from all voices at once, or from any one, without the traces of the others being present 

and interruptive” (Ellsworth, p. 104). This left me in a bind. How do I make sense of my 

students’ decision to choreograph in a particular style of dance at the expense of what I 

prefer to view as authentic ways of knowing through movement? 

Dissecting moments of student resistance, like those documented in my journal 

excerpts, takes stamina and humility. It is much easier to presume the problem begins 

with the students themselves, as if they wake up every morning and declare, “Man, I am 

really going to anger Ms. Maloney today.” But I know this is not true. Oftentimes, a web 

of conflicting structures trap students into impossible scenarios, squeezing them between 

unattainable expectations that undermine their very humanity in the classroom. 
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Resistance becomes the only way for students to save themselves from a certain and slow 

intellectual death at the hands of the institution. 

CHANGING MY PRACTICE: BURYING THE AUTHENTIC SELF 

UNDER SILENCE 

Under other conditions, I may have handled this student’s situation differently. I 

would have built more exercises into the course itself that led to student discoveries about 

identity and their connection to dance, such as journaling or writing, compositional 

studies, or “exit card” activities. But in many ways, I did not feel like this setting allowed 

for that approach to technique to happen. As I reflected on the conditions that shaped my 

teaching practice, I realized that the school was situated within the community, as a 

performing arts high school, and this positioning greatly contributed to my feelings of 

constraint and pressure. I started teaching at the school on the very first day it opened to 

students. I spent considerable prep time not only planning my classes, but also making 

the school stay viable as a charter school. I felt enormous pressure to establish a rigorous 

dance program, one that would recruit high quality dancers from across the Twin Cities 

while establishing the reputation of the school in an arts-enriched metropolitan area. 

Developing a conservatory-based model for our dance program meant traditional dance 

technique classes were valued over more experimental approaches– ironic, since I taught 

at a charter school, the very definition of innovation in education. Over time, and in order 

to continue building on the reputation of the school as a rigorous arts high school, I found 

myself teaching from a more traditional perspective instead of from a more genuine 
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place. As a result, my authentic teacher voice was sifted out of my professional teaching 

practice. 

My intuitive approach to teaching dance sees value in spending class time 

connecting larger contextual ideas in the world to movement, yet often times this 

approach doesn’t align with the way teaching dance is supported in more codified, 

structured environments like K-12 education. In my early years of teaching, in order to 

survive the profession, I buried my authentic teaching voice under layers of best practices 

and compulsory procedures developed to streamline education and ensure that no child 

was left behind. I employed strategies meant to maintain order in the class by posting 

school rules throughout my classroom or frequently expressing my expectations for 

student behavior but which really resembled the “popular practice of organizing schools 

through disciplinary practices that subject [students] to constant surveillance” (Giroux, 

2012, p. 5). In doing so, I silenced my own teaching voice by burying it underneath layers 

of habitual practice meant to align with larger institutional expectations of teaching. 

Using Language as a Tool for Surveillance 

         In May of 2010, while teaching a beginning ballet class, I encountered one 

student who resisted the oppressive structures of the dance form by creating a hybrid 

performance space in class, one that allowed him to fuse ballet technique with his own 

personal movement style. In doing so, he created his own space to resist the most 

damaging aspects of the ballet class – aspects that dehumanized his identity and 

marginalized his contribution to the larger class discourse. 
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         In the process of analyzing my journal entry about this particular class and my 

encounter with this student, I also discovered moments when my “teacher language,” or 

the words I used to deliver ballet instruction, also enacted control over my class. My 

words became another form of “constant surveillance” (Giroux, 2012, p. 5) meant to 

maintain power hierarchies implicit in the ballet ideology. I wrote, “I call out the steps to 

the ballet phrase.” Initially, this phrase seemed fairly innocuous: I did what many dance 

teachers do when teaching a movement phrase – I talked through the phrase in a way that 

directed students to perform movement in a particular order and with a particular style. 

But upon closer examination, I realized I wasn’t just delivering the content of my class, I 

was also implicitly conveying how students should behave in class. This is best 

exemplified later in the passage when I wrote, 

“To the outside observer, 
Most students seem to be 
Following my directions; 
They quietly follow 
My lead” 

When they followed my directions they also behaved a certain way while performing the 

movement. They “quietly follow my lead.” A close reading of this journal excerpt 

suggested to me that my method for delivering instruction inhabited multiple dimensions. 

It was not just about delivering content, but also about maintaining control of the 

classroom by strictly governing how students should behave. 

Other journal excerpts include key moments when my language operated as a way 

to minimize student disruptions and maintain the traditional ballet class format, 

suggesting my words functioned dually to teach and to inspect, “I stop the class to 
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redirect him ” (May, 2010); “we have talked about the importance of creating movement 

from an authentic place… I may have unknowingly conveyed a message to my students 

about what styles of dance are appropriate or acceptable for use in a choreography class” 

(December, 2013). My intention was to inform, but in order to do so, I also felt it 

necessary to establish control over my class, which situated me as both a leader and a 

punisher.   

My Body as Surveillance 

My analysis of the journal entry dated February 2014, particularly of Stanza III, 

reveals compelling evidence suggesting that my physical body, and not just my “teacher” 

language, enacted power by redirecting the young student back to the classroom activity 

of marking movement. In this way, my body shifted from educator to surveyor (Foucault, 

1975). Like the Panopticon architecture developed and implemented in penal law with 

distinct hierarchies existing in order to maintain order among prisoner subjects, my body 

became “the all-seeing ‘eye of power’” (Thomas, 2003, p. 47). I did not have to utter a 

single word to the student in order to get her “back to reality.” Rather, I just had to 

employ my body as a tool to enact classroom management. As “I catch this student’s 

eyes,” she “realizes that she was zoning out.” Here, my body became a tool for discipline; 

it reinforced the expected behavior of dance students: quiet, obedient, utterly focused on 

the class activity. 

In the journal excerpt from May of 2010, I noted another moment when my 

physical body worked as surveillance. I wrote of the ballet class, “I watch students 

loosely walk or mark through the movement… To the outside observer, most students 
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seem to be following my directions; they quietly follow my lead and move about the room 

when I do” (emphasis added). In this example, I “watch” students practice the movement. 

Superficially, this may seem harmless; dance teachers watch students perform in class all 

the time. In fact, it is often how they monitor progress. But watching in this instance also 

functioned as another way to exert control over the class too. When I watched students 

“walk or mark through the movement,” I did so to determine their progress with the 

movement material and to monitor their behavior. Assessing student progress became an 

effort to control student behavior, to ensure that everyone complied with my expectations 

of student behavior (“they quietly follow my lead”). 

This body, my body, which inhabited multiple spaces – dancer, creator, mentor to 

students – also became the punisher. I used it to wield power over my students so that 

they behaved exactly how all students are expected to behave in a Western dance course, 

“where the teacher is master, and silent students receive knowledge” (Stinson, 1998, p. 

42). I cannot tell which was more disappointing to discover, that my body could so easily 

transform into a vehicle for surveillance, or, that I used this corporeal power to control 

students into submissive behavior with little recognition of doing so. This paradigm 

acutely reflects constraints I felt as a dance educator working in the K-12 setting. The 

expectation to have a quiet and obedient class, to comply with best teaching practices in 

K-12 education, to honor the legacy of Western dance forms, and to establish the 

reputation of our rigorous performing arts high school, conflicted with my desire to have 

a class full of noisy, inquisitive, and socially aware movers. 
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My own reflexivity – an awareness of how my words and my thoughts influenced 

how I interpreted the student’s disengagement with class, captures what is at the heart 

thematically, of all my journal entries: the power of the schooling system to impact 

participant behavior, dance education discourse, and success. When I examined my own 

classroom practices, I recognized the intersection of power with artistic practice, 

pedagogy, and lived experience. My language, both verbal and nonverbal, forced the 

student in the journal excerpt from February, 2014 to come “back to reality” and begin 

moving again. Just one simple look her way, perhaps inquisitively or with expectation, 

jolted her back to her expected role in class. She resumed her “job” as a student. 

Likewise, in the process of using my body to teach dance, I could convey aesthetic 

meaning while maintaining social control, as evidenced in the journal excerpt from May 

of 2010. 

Feminist dance scholars lament hierarchy within Western forms of concert dance 

where traditional ballet encourages anti-feminist discourse because it so often depicts 

female characters as either “victims or heroines” (Thomas, 2003, p. 164). Its counterpart, 

modern dance, appears more feminist friendly, celebrating the natural body as an integral 

part of the practice. Yet, as Dempster reminds us, the development of modern dance into 

more codified forms of expression post-Duncan erased “the specificity of the natural 

body… consequently, the body in modern dance also became subject to colonisation” 

(2003, as cited in Thomas, 2003, p. 165). My own fractured and conflicted identity – one 

that responded to constraints imposed by schooling while longing to free students from 
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oppressive structures in education – emerged from my body, which was both a site of 

liberation and a tool for surveillance, a source of freedom and a remnant of colonization. 

CHAPTER SUMMARY & LOOKING FORWARD 

         I feel most in tune with dance as an agent of change when my pedagogy provides 

space for all stakeholders (students, audience members, me) to actively produce 

knowledge interposing dominant narratives about learning with the process of knowing 

(Lather, 1992). However, practicalities specific to teaching in K-12 education, namely 

those that address classroom management, student safety, and even content standards, 

push me to use my body as a force to control student behavior. This is when I feel most at 

odds with dance as a curricular experience in the K-12 school setting — when classroom 

activities drive students away “from modes of education that should provide them with 

the knowledge and skills necessary for them to think critically about education, justice 

and democracy” (Giroux, 2012, p. 6). 

         All three journal excerpts reveal instances of dance as change (“his hands become 

a flurry of activity as they move quickly from point to point in a sharp, distinct manner“ 

from May, 2010; “She begins moving” from February, 2014; “Usually they ‘mess 

around’ in vernacular forms of dance….” from December, 2013) and moments when my 

body functioned as an operative of social control (“Most students seem to be following 

my directions; they quietly follow my lead” from May, 2010; “I catch this student’s eyes, 

and she quickly comes back to reality” from February, 2014; “I may have unknowingly 

conveyed a message to my students about what styles of dance are appropriate” from 

December, 2013). These transformative moments of change underscore my own fractured 
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identity, one that simultaneously acknowledged student resistance while also maintaining 

social order in the classroom. Ultimately, I engaged in my own acts of resistance against 

the larger schooling system. I began to consider how I could change the discourse in my 

classroom. Indeed, identifying student resistance allowed me to acknowledge my own 

implicit need to resist.  

In Chapter 4, I explore three separate moments when I took up resistance in order 

to: a) change my teaching practice, and b) to create a classroom environment that disrupts 

dominant narratives in dance education. I discovered these moments of resistance in the 

process of memory work, where written language, feelings, and embodied experiences 

coalesced to form a fuller picture of my pedagogy. 
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CHAPTER 4  
 Threshold: The Precipice Between Memory and Presence 

  
It is not the event which is important so much as the meaning that is negotiated in the 
remembering: the search for intelligibility in the construction of one’s life narrative. 

Ingleton, 1995, p. 326 
  

My written reflections about teaching provided stimulating data with which to 

analyze how I felt and responded to moments of student resistance in my classroom. Yet 

the written word captured only a small portion of my experience– what existed beyond 

the written word but lived in my body often surfaced through memories. Reading and 

analyzing my written reflections became performative, interactive, and dynamic. As I 

read, I remembered – as I remembered, I reconstructed (Onyx & Small, 2001). I 

embraced memories that surfaced because I sensed the importance of memory making 

not only to my analysis of the written data, but also to my understanding of how power 

and identity worked in schooling. Ingleton (1995) writes, “Memories are essential tools 

for the continual construction and reconstruction of meanings in our lives” (p. 326). 

Indeed, the process of remembering formed a crucial bridge between the static moments 

captured in my writing and the real experience of being alive in the classroom. Reflecting 

on my memories made sense – using them as additional data points to better understand 

how power and identity impacted resistance in the dance classroom seemed intuitive.  

I discovered during this phase of data collection and analysis that those memories 

most likely to surface often dealt with my nascent steps toward resistive practice. After 

spending time analyzing data from my teaching experience about student resistance, I 

suddenly found myself thinking about moments when I also began to resist institutional 

power I experienced as a teacher. When I examined the scope of my memory data, I 
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realized my students were not the only ones resisting institutional power; I was too. Three 

specific memories tied to my own burgeoning sense of resistance as a teacher formed the 

data set for this step of the study. These memories reveal specific moments in my 

teaching experience when I began to question the way institutional power impacted my 

pedagogical and curricular decisions and the small steps I took in order to work against 

the force of this power.  

The practice of reframing one’s experiences using memory work pervades social 

science and educational research. Memory as inquiry acknowledges the function and 

value of personal experience in understanding socially mediated knowledge. Researchers 

who engage in memory work reference two important outcomes from this process: the 

potential to transform, and, to enact agency by claiming what is remembered as part of 

one’s larger personal truth.  Tension occurs between private and public domains 

governing the role of memory work, yet researchers engaging in this methodology view 

such tension as necessary because it elucidates deeply entrenched hierarchies in research 

privileging objectivity over the very real existence of subjectivity in daily life (Onyx & 

Small, 2001; Giroux, 2012). 

Recalling memories granted me the opportunity to negotiate my experiences as a 

teacher in a socially constructed environment, especially when I collided with constraints 

imposed by school structures or traditions in dance education. These collisions formed 

the bedrock upon which I reconstructed my understanding of key events inside my 

classroom –events that led me to engage in my own form of resistance. 
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The very idea of “capturing” memories presents its own set of problems. Unlike 

the immediacy of journaling, memories don’t always surface willingly. Recollecting 

proved more difficult than writing because memories were elusive at times. When I 

interacted with my teaching artifacts or when I started moving and dancing, memories 

surfaced more frequently. Thus, some memories in this data set emerged while reviewing 

my written reflections – the process of analyzing my writing beckoned memories of 

teaching. Other times, memories sprang up more organically, as I danced, or as I moved 

through my daily routines. Movement sparked my imagination, revealing latent memories 

connected to my teaching practice. 

At other points during my data analysis, I followed the protocol for memory work 

first outlined by Haug et al. (1987) and iterated by subsequent researchers (Crawford et 

al., 1992; Davies et al., 1997) in their work: I chose a topic relating to my research; I 

wrote several pages describing a memory related to the topic, placing particular emphasis 

on supporting details; I examined the memory to identify “clichés, generalizations, 

contradictions, cultural imperatives, metaphors, etc.,” and then noted what “what was not 

written in the memory” (Onyx & Small, 2001, p. 777). I even used the process of 

changing the voice, from first person to third person and back to first person, to excavate 

important details in the data. 

Two distinct patterns emerged from my memory work. The data provided a 

clearer picture of the everyday workings in my classroom, highlighting the immense 

pressure I often felt as a teacher – pressure to conform to traditions established in dance 

education, to live up to the expectations my students and administration held of me, to be 
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the authoritative and all-knowing person in the classroom, and to comply with policies 

and procedures created in a context of neoliberal education. This pressure to be 

constantly “on” or to be “right” grew from stronger institutional expectations built into 

the framework of schooling that valued authority and tradition over interests more in line 

with community building, lived experiences, and personal truths (Foster, 2009). I felt 

pressure to adjust or shift my authentic teaching and artistic identity in order to better 

conform to the expectations of the schooling experience (Picower, 2011). 

I discovered an impulse to resist the pressures placed on me as a teacher. My 

students were not the only ones seeking change by engaging in disruptive behavior; I too 

found myself taking up resistive practices in order to better align my intuitive thoughts 

about how to teach dance with the needs of my students, and this drive for change did not 

often align with rigid expectations characteristic of outcome-based education. I sought to 

push back against dance education traditions and norms in schooling established to 

maintain the status quo (and to reduce student identity to quantitative data as gathered 

through standardized tests). These personal moments of resistance transformed me: I 

better understood my students’ agency in moments of resistance, but more importantly, I 

gained a clearer perspective of how pressures inside dance education (especially those 

that propagate tradition) can silence individuals inside the practice, both teacher and 

student alike. Resisting became the only way I could acknowledge and subsequently 

initiate changes needed to occur in my teaching practice. Willing to accept the risks that 

came with resistance, I too found my authentic teaching voice, reclaimed my teacher 
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identity, and sought to encourage my students to find their place within the curriculum 

without asking them to sacrifice or hide their authentic identities (Lew, 2006).  

A Note About the Presentation of Memories 

When I initially recollected and documented memories from my teaching 

experience, I wrote using first person voice. Electing to write from my personal 

perspective through first person helped instill the memory passages with richer detail 

specific to my own construction of the experience. Thus, writing in first person voice 

made sense. Later, before beginning to analyze the memories, I revised the memories to 

third person voice. Every revision of “I” to “she” presented me the opportunity to “create 

personal distance, and view the memory from the outside” which “helps to avoid 

justification of the experience” (Onyx & Small, 2001, p. 776).  I felt uneasy leaving the 

memory passages in third person voice, so after the analysis was complete, I revised the 

memories once again by putting them back into first person voice. This is the format I 

have chosen to include in the chapter. 

 I compared the notes I gathered from the outsider perspective, when the passage 

was in third person, to the authenticity of lived experiences in the first person voice to 

note any discrepancies or ripples in the through-line of inquiry. Leaving the passages in 

third person would have presented a fragmented and disconnected view, in my opinion, 

so I chose to include the passages using first person voice. I fully claim and own these 

memories. 
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 US VERSUS THEM: PRESSURE, EXPECTATIONS, AND THE DESIRE TO 
STAY AHEAD 

Everywhere I Go 
The hall curves to the right and slightly ascends upward to meet the studio door. 

This part of the building is newer, so the rising slope of the floor is less an aesthetic 
design decision and more of a remnant from federal building codes. Sunlight pours 
through windows hovering over a long bank of lockers. I walk slowly past the red lockers 
and look up to the sunshine streaming in. The light brings warmth to the space while 
brightening corners of the hallway. I walk at an unhurried pace, so I can take in every 
drop of light. It feels good. The tile floor, once white but now blotched with years of use, 
reflects the natural light pouring in from the windows up high, making this journey back 
to the studio cozy, airy, and strangely comforting. I soak up the sunlight as I walk down 
the hallway, knowing that once I arrive at my studio door, I will transition into a more 
desolate space characterized by dim lighting and cold air. 

I stand in front of my locked studio door. Looking to the right of the door, I see 
posters for local dance performances, student events in the school, rules governing studio 
use, and a large sign identifying the studio’s room number. When I turn around and look 
behind me, I see another long hallway, not as brightly lit, but with row upon row of 
classrooms that all look the same from the doorway. A large picture window flanks the 
end of the hallway. It’s too far away from where I stand to see outside, but I perceive 
diffused light shining in. 

The door to my studio is heavy and wooden. It doesn’t even contain a window for 
observers to peek through. In fact, my studio door is the only classroom door in the entire 
school without an observation window. 

I unlock the door to the studio with keys I have carried around for ten years: an 
“A” key which gives me access to nearly all the classrooms in the building, a generic key 
to open the computer lab, and a swipe card for the front door of the building. I bring 
these keys with me everywhere I go, and they look the worse for wear because of it. 

Opening my studio door for the first time each morning is meditative. I experience 
the same kinesthetic sensations every morning when I reach for the door, my left hand 
turning the knob slowly. I open the door and am immediately hit with a blast of cold air 
leaving me shivering, even in warmer months. My eyes adjust from the bright natural 
light filling the hallway to the darkness inside my room. Years of working in a room with 
limited lighting – there are 12 fluorescent lights hanging high above the studio floor that 
cast an eerie blue haze about the space – have given me an appreciation for walking 
down the well-lit hallway to my room. Even with all twelve lights turned on, the room 
remains dim and filled with shadows. I hear a buzzing sound as the lights slowly warm-
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up. I am reminded of countless light cues I have used over the years on stage: the piece 
starts with an empty stage as a general wash of light slowly fades up on a 30 second 
continuum. 

I stand in the doorway. I scan the expanse of my studio space. Looking to the 
right, I see the portable white board, two sets of transportable metal ballet barres pushed 
against the side of the room, and my cluttered desk situated precariously against a 
curved wall painted black. To the left I notice wooden barres affixed permanently to the 
wall – someone has tossed a sweatshirt across the top rung of the barre. Discarded 
clothing: evidence of yesterday’s hard work in advanced dance class, no doubt, when 
students worked up a sweat performing the center combination. 

Tucked away into the back corner of the room exists a set of double-hung doors 
leading to a cramped and overcrowded small storage space. Shadows fall across the 
floor. Strips of grey Marley protect the wooden sprung floor underneath. 

As I put my personal items down on my desk, I look at the long bank of mirrors 
hung on two walls of the studio. My eyes settle on the colorfully painted feet displayed on 
the wall above the mirrors. These painted feet, initially added to give color to the room, 
have become a rite of passage for my students – a legacy. Each set of feet is adorned with 
a student’s signature and the year of his or her graduation from the program. I look at 
them every morning before I begin preparing for the arrival of students. The painted feet 
remind me of how far I have come at this school. They give me hope for the future – I 
wonder about the next set of feet to go up on the wall. 

The lights are on, my stuff is put away, and I hear the emerging din of students’ 
laughter and conversation in the hallway as they make their way to the lockers. My day is 
about to begin. As I think about the materials I need to prepare for class, I slowly walk 
over to the studio door, now propped open. I quietly shut it. I have one last moment of 
solitude to myself in this sacred dance space before students burst in and claim it as their 
own. I breathe in and I breathe out. I begin. 
  

Look worse for wear. Pushed against. Situated precariously. Tucked away. These 

phrases, plucked from the memory titled Everywhere I Go, speak largely to the rough 

terrain of teaching dance in my school. The aggressive descriptions used in the passage 

reveal a cogent dichotomy between the hallway outside my dance studio and the actual 

studio space where I spent my days teaching. I speak frequently in this memory passage 

of binaries: “sunlight” versus “dim,” “warm” versus “blast of cold air,” “well-lit” versus 
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“filled with shadows.” Indeed, it seems the very act of passing through the threshold of 

my classroom prompted a significant shift in worldview. Entering the studio each day 

required me to shed the lightness of what I knew outside of the classroom in order to 

withstand the heaviness I found inside traditional notions of dance education. 

I recorded the physical aspects in my classroom that made it suitable for dance 

training. “The portable white board, two sets of transportable metal ballet barres” and the 

“wooden barres affixed permanently to the wall” invoked an image of dance steeped in 

traditional Western practices, namely ballet or modern.  

My classroom, as described in the memory passage, supported the most 

traditional elements of Western dance education, such as the location of mirrors hung 

throughout the room. Their presence mediated how students interacted not only with one 

another (primarily through the reflection of self in the mirror) but also with their own 

dancing bodies, as reflected in the mirror. They also became a tool to reinforce 

expectations of one’s physical appearance as determined by physical markers of identity, 

including gender. Even the reference to “discarded clothing: evidence of yesterday’s hard 

work in advanced dance” emphasized classroom expectations: hard work, tradition, 

sweat, and authority. The physical properties of my classroom – a space I inhabited for 

ten years – dictated how the space was supposed to be used and connoted what dance 

education should look like, “Strips of grey Marley protect the wooden sprung floor 

underneath,” and feel like, “My eyes adjust from the bright natural light filling the 

hallway to the darkness inside my room.” More importantly, the physical arrangement of 

the space conformed to traditional expectations of a classroom devoted to concert dance.  
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 To fully appreciate how my dance studio’s most basic physical properties (barres, 

mirrors) contributed to formalized expectations of what concert dance should look and 

feel like, I considered how rigid notions of idealism coupled with a strong commitment to 

reifying uniformity bound by social context developed within early iterations of concert 

dance forms, thus influencing even the most humble aspects of a dance classroom. In the 

process of studying seminal Western dance pieces, Banes (1998) discovered how social 

and cultural influences shaped the dominant discourse in dance. She identified a strong 

correlation between the Western construct of marriage and concert dance: “the dances I 

analyze have participated (and continue to participate) in cultural discourses surrounding 

marriage” (p. 5). Repeatedly, choreographers in both the ballet and modern genres 

addressed notions of marriage as reflected within the larger cultural context. Sometimes, 

marriage was depicted in a traditional manner, as evidenced by patriarchal overtones. 

Other times, concert dance seemed to resist socially accepted constructions of marriage in 

order to contest “the values of marriage and monogamy” (p. 5). Regardless of the manner 

in which the marriage plot (Banes, 1998, p. 5) surfaced in early Western concert dances, 

dancers and choreographer alike continually addressed heteronormative ideas about love, 

coupling, and commitment.   

Audience members, performers, producers, technical staff, and all interested 

stakeholders associated with early productions of Western concert dance understood the 

overall importance of marriage to not only basic dance plots, but also to the very fabric of 

society. By watching marriage scenarios unfold on stage, participants understood the 

value of heterosexual pairings to cultural practice, so much so that marriage plots became 
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de rigueur for much of early concert dance, even for modern dance pioneers like Martha 

Graham and Hanya Holm (Banes, 1998). Traditional constructions of gender, as 

expressed by idealized expectations and informed by cultural constructions of female 

identity, were ultimately passed from one production to another through time so that “in 

dance, we constantly see brides, their girlfriends, and their mothers as well as female 

threats to successful marriages -- figured as supernatural or inhuman creatures” (Banes, 

1998, p. 6). This prevalent motif, passed down through generations of performers and 

dance makers, exemplified one way that dance, rooted in tradition and bound by cultural 

implications, reproduced the dominant discourse. In contemporary dance studios, then, 

mirrors, traditionally hung on walls from floor to ceiling, should be viewed not only as a 

pedagogical tool meant to improve a performer’s technique, but also as a lingering 

remnant of early concert dance symbolizing the importance of a dancer’s physical 

appearance (and dancing ability) to larger cultural institutions, such as mating, 

domesticity and gender roles (Banes, 1998). Everything from dance plots to physical 

properties inside a dance studio, pressure participants to conform to standards established 

early in Western concert dance and perpetuated over time and context. 

         Clearly, I felt pressure as a teacher working in this classroom. Pressure mounted 

from many angles: from important stakeholders to the school (administration, parents, 

colleagues) who expected me to conform to expectations set forth in the charter, from 

students who wanted me to give them a fulfilling dance experience in school (read: make 

them sweat!), and even from myself, as I sought to transform my students into highly 

trained, articulate movers. On the one hand, I sensed an urgent need to teach my students 
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in the dance tradition that I was taught in anticipation of what they may encounter in 

post-secondary dance settings. Yet, the traditional model of dance education did not seem 

to meet the needs of all my learners. The pressure of expectation surprisingly led me to 

an understated act of resistance, which is revealed toward the end of the passage: “As I 

think about the materials I need to prepare for class, I slowly walk over to the studio 

door, now propped open. I quietly shut it. I have one last moment of solitude to myself.” I 

felt compelled to steal one more moment for myself in order to articulate my teaching 

voice privately before attacking the busy-ness of the day. This resistance was the first in a 

series of transformative acts aimed at clarifying my own identity and authentic voice as a 

dance educator in public schooling. 

The memory passage reflected a complex classroom imbricated by ideas, norms, 

and expectations. Students’ feet, painted on the wall for posterity, “gives me hope for the 

future of my program,” yet I still found the need to turn inward for one last moment 

before beginning the day, “I breathe in; I breathe out.” I am surprised by my decision to 

close the studio door because of its resistive nature. This moment of solitude, of quiet 

resistance against the pressure I felt as a dance teacher, actually suggests that something 

may be amiss in the way I approach teaching dance to my students. My multi-layered 

experience in the studio, where I encountered the difficulties of teaching, foreshadows 

my discontent with the way I deliver dance education. Perhaps in naming the challenges I 

experienced just walking from the well-lit hallway into the darker refines of my dance 

classroom, I articulated unease with some aspect of the schooling process. This tiny act of 
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resistance – closing the door on the expectations I felt – set-up larger gestures of 

resistance revealed in later memories. 

My act of resistance in this memory passage differed from what my students 

encountered. I resisted the demands of my position in order to find peace before 

beginning instruction. This is an entirely different obstacle to overcome than those faced 

by my students. I made note of the different contexts because there was real danger in 

assuming I understood the struggles of students who were marginalized in the curriculum 

(and in the schooling system) simply because I encountered a few bumps along the way 

(Allen, 2004). Having the ability to shut my classroom door before class begins, to reflect 

inward to find my authentic teaching voice, seemed like a low-risk form of resistance 

compared to what my students took up in class. By shutting my door, I ran the risk of an 

administrator scolding me for not performing my teaching duties. My students took 

bigger risks, especially with regard to discipline, from a verbal reprimand to suspension, 

for engaging in acts of resistance. I worried that I trivialize their experiences. But by 

recognizing this tiny gesture as a small act of resistance – shutting the door to my 

classroom before school begins – I recognized moments in later memories when I took up 

larger acts of resistance. 
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SORT OF IN SECRET: RECLAIMING MY TEACHING VOICE WHILE 

ENCATING RESISTANCE  
  
Strength of Movement 

I walk into the studio after the last class of the day has ended. Seven of my dance 
students, scattered about the studio floor in various stages of warm-up, greet me. 

I begin the rehearsal with really no idea what I want to create. I am terrified as I 
look at the students, knowing that I have no true plan of how to begin this piece. When I 
walk through the door of the studio and greet the students waiting for me, the only thing I 
know is that I want to involve them in the co-creation of the dance piece itself. I stand as 
the students sit on the floor. As I look at them, I realize I want them to buy-in to the 
process of creating this piece from a somatically engaged place. I also hope to explore a 
topic or issue that is of interest to them. Will they engage in a conversation with me about 
what matters to them in life, I wonder? 

I am still standing in front of them. I struggle to find the right words to explain the 
nature of this dance. They look back at me, and I feel pressure to be the person in the 
room who has all of the answers, who knows exactly how this creative process is going to 
play out. I can’t find the right language to explain how I want to create this piece, and 
they are just looking at me – waiting. I want to create this piece together with the dance 
students, so they can learn to use dance as a way to change the world around them. I 
start to explain my ideas. “I want to change the world. No wait, I mean, I want the dance 
we create to change the world. No, that’s not what I mean either. What I am trying to say 
is that I want us to use movement to investigate a real world issue important to you. In 
the process we might discover how to use this dance, any dance, to make the world a 
better place.” They don’t laugh at me. They don’t really say anything, but I do. I tell them 
a story of making work to address what I viewed as a pressing social need: to understand 
the political instabilities of Northern Ireland, and its impact on cultural and religious 
freedom in the region. It is how I came to understand the potency of movement. 

I start the rehearsal by reminding them that I don’t know all of the details of this 
piece. I don’t have any movement prepared for them, I don’t have an idea of the 
production elements or the music, and I don’t even have a title. I explain that they will 
figure all of those details out together as the rehearsal process unfolds. 

I turn away from the group and walk over to my white board. I grab a dry erase 
marker and turn back to face the group. I ask for important issues or topics in their lives. 
They don’t respond initially, so I reframe my prompt and ask them to think about 
something that happened to them earlier in the day. Can they extrapolate a larger issue 
tied to their experience from earlier in the day? 
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They start to compile a list of important ideas relevant to their lives.  As they 
shout out words, I write them down as quickly as I can. They generate a large list of 
topics, everything from the pressures of schooling to bullying to social cliques. 
Responding to their ideas, I ask them specific questions about their use of technology. I 
think there might be something worth exploring in this topic, but I don’t know how 
reflective these students might be about it. They respond with large, boisterous answers. 
Sometimes they talk over one another, interrupt each other, as their excitement and 
thoughts spill into the conversation. 

Soon the conversation turns into a critique of social media sites. The dance 
students share stories of encountering isolation, embarrassment, and confusion at the 
hands of online “friends” in social media sites. I watch their bodies as they talk about 
painful memories. I can see by their slumped shoulders, inward focus, and quiet stance 
that they have hit upon sensitive personal experiences. They are sharing their lives 
authentically with me – with the group. 

Their conversation comes to a natural pause. They agree there is something 
worth exploring in the students’ use of social media sites. They are quite vocal about how 
detrimental it is to their daily lives. All of them admit to visiting social media sites 
obsessively throughout the day. They tell me they rely on it as a way to interact socially 
with their peers that extends beyond just face-to-face contact. 

The rehearsal ends, but before they go, I give them an assignment to complete. I 
ask them to choose three status updates from their own social media pages that they can 
share with the group, and possibly, an audience. I tell them to bring these words to  
rehearsal next week. 

I watch the dance students gather their belongings that are haphazardly placed 
along the perimeter of the studio. They pick up their bags, their shoes, their coats and 
phones, and single-file, walk out the studio door. 

I feel excited about the first rehearsal. Finally, I am making art with the dance 
students, not setting choreography on them. I catch myself thinking, “We’re co-creating 
knowledge together. Exciting!” 
 
         I remember learning about different choreographic processes as a young dance 

student, everything from Louis Horst’s formalist approach to more democratic means that 

openly engaged audience and community members in the dance-making process, like 

those employed by professionals such as Liz Lerman. But when I started teaching dance 

in a high school setting, I quickly discovered how useful it was to employ formulaic 
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approaches to art making, where the choreographer or director created material and set it 

on students or used previously published work as the basis for a show. I did not often 

encounter opportunities to generate original work created in collaboration with the 

student performers themselves. Perhaps larger structures within the schooling system, 

such as abbreviated rehearsal schedules or limited financial resources, made it difficult to 

create work using a collaborative process where the performers and the choreographer 

generate movement material together.  

I remember from my own teaching experience that the school’s production 

calendar squeezed in two dance concerts (with full production support) per year plus a 

musical. Depending on the show date, I usually had a quick rehearsal period (six to eight 

weeks) to create approximately 90 minutes of material for the shows. Rehearsals took 

place after school and would last from 60-80 minutes four days a week. Like other dance 

educators working in the K-12 setting, time was a luxury. It made more sense, and was 

often more efficient, to create as much movement material as I could on my own and 

spend time in rehearsal setting it on the dancers. Add in other production elements, such 

as live musicians, and scheduling became even more complicated. I relied on efficiency 

at the expense of integrity when creating new work.   

Yet, as I contemplated creating a new work collaboratively with the seven 

students introduced in the Strength of Movement memory, I realized how much the 

schooling context not only drove my artistic decisions, but also how much more genuine 

the creative experience was for students when they actually co-created new work with 

me. Most of these students were quite used to a choreographic process whereby the 
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choreographer dictated how the piece was supposed to go. The dancers in this type of 

creative process aimed to accurately represent the choreographer’s vision -- a process 

often identified as authoritarian (Lakes, 2008).  

The notion of choreographer as authority figure traces its roots to early iterations 

of dance education developed by traveling European dancing masters. In America, dance 

programs in higher education, like that of Bennington College, further solidified a 

hierarchy between choreographer and performer by suggesting choreography required a 

certain level of genius ability beyond the set skills inhabited by dance performers. In the 

1930s, Bennington created a Choreography Workshop as part of its dance programming. 

The workshop catered to those individuals who, having demonstrated an ability beyond 

basic compositional elements, embraced “the inspiration and genius of the artist” (Foster, 

2009, p. 106). A select group of students participated in the Choreography Workshop, 

thus creating an “elite conception of choreography by identifying an exceptional few 

students as eligible for its study” (Foster, 2009, p. 106). Importantly, dance historian 

Susan Leigh Foster notes that in the context of Bennington, “The choreography, as the 

outcome of the creative process, was the property of an individual artist, not an 

arrangement of steps that [was] shared amongst a community of practitioners” (p. 127). 

Choreographers were viewed as masters of their own movement, leaving performers to 

replicate their vision of aesthetics through dance.  No where was this more prevalent than 

in the early years of American ballet, when “the leading choreographers for the ballet 

stage continued to be men” who repeatedly staged idealized visions of female beauty 

(Banes, 1998, p. 169). Set against the backdrop of the Progressive era, early approaches 
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to teaching choreography ironically reinforced the idea of choreographer as an authority 

figure. 

Smith (1998) writes extensively about the presence of authoritarian practices in 

the form of dance pedagogy. Specifically, he points to perspectives inside dance schools 

that posit the “authoritative lead of a master teacher” (p. 127) as the only suitable 

approach to dance education. These schooling contexts occur across the dance 

community, from conservatory-based programs to dance companies, and even in schools. 

He writes, “I can easily remember instances when, to be part of a program, I had to study 

with teachers with whom I would have not have studied unless so required. After many 

years of periodic bouts with abusive teachers, I clearly saw that dance is no haven from 

an authoritarian world. In fact, it is often a focus for the worst forms of authoritarianism” 

(127). Smith’s experience speaks to the ubiquitous structure of dance training in 

contemporary concert dance forms that privilege a single all-knowing source of 

information as reflected by the teacher. This approach to dance education reproduces 

across time, geographic location, and dance contexts, becoming entrenched in the very 

foundation of dance education.  

I anticipated that most of my students experienced some form of authoritative 

dance pedagogy prior to studying with me. Thus, when I suggested co-creating a new 

piece with my seven dancers, I did so to revolt against the lineage of “choreographic 

master” (“I explain that they will figure all of those details out together as the rehearsal 

process unfolds”) while also presenting an organic way in which to engage my students 

in the dance making process (“They respond with large, boisterous answers. Sometimes 
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they talk over one another, interrupt each other, as their excitement and thoughts spill into 

the conversation”). I valued my students’ ideas, opinions, and experiences enough to 

create new work based on them. They had important things to share with an audience, 

and they wanted to make a statement about the impact of social media on their own lives: 

“They agree there is something worth exploring in the students’ use of social media 

sites” (Strength of Movement memory). Making the work relevant to their lives while 

allowing the choreography to “speak” to larger social issues aligned with my artistic body 

of work, my personal teaching philosophy and my vision for dance programming at the 

school (Maloney, 1999).  

My work with dance students was never just about teaching them to dance 

articulately or choreograph seamlessly. Rather, I attempted to provide them with 

opportunities to examine their own lives and to develop their personal creative voices, so 

they could enact change in response to issues concerning them. Brown (2008) articulates 

a similar vision for her dance students when she writes, “I believe that through dance 

experiences that I design, students are able to resist and reframe social contexts and to 

learn to become critical and visionary thinkers so that they can imagine their world 

differently” (p. 141). Imagining a better, more equitable world became an important 

motif in my curriculum.  

Choosing a collaborative choreographic process to create a dance with this group 

of students in many ways reflected my attempt to reclaim my teacher identity too, an 

identity lost over years of responding to demands imposed by the schooling structure. 

Negotiating time and resources in order to deliver instruction efficiently and within a 
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framework of expectations (standards, school policies, community interests) impacted 

how I delivered instruction. Yet, my excitement at having discovered an approach to 

creating work with my students surfaced in this particular memory: “I feel excited about 

the first rehearsal. Finally, I am making art with the dance students, not setting 

choreography on them. I catch myself thinking, “We’re co-creating knowledge together. 

Exciting!” This simple adjustment to my creative process – creating work with my 

students and not just for my students – signified an important step in my own awareness 

of my teaching identity. In fact, this moment compelled me to take bigger steps toward 

finding my authentic teaching voice as a way to resist the status quo. 
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I Am Changing 

I am sitting at my desk, between class periods, in an empty dance studio. The 
hallways are generally quiet, with the exception of a few teachers who pass each other on 
their way to the main office. The sun has finally emerged from behind the clouds, and my 
dance studio is exceptionally bright, an antidote to its usual gloominess. I find solace in 
the quiet of the classroom, and it invites me to think through my day of teaching. 
I am considering changing how I teach ballet, but sort of in secret because I don’t want 
the true ballet purists of my community to know that I might change the traditional 
structure of class.  I have butterflies in my stomach. This is big, I think. I am changing my 
classes. I am changing the way the content is delivered. I am changing. 

Can I get away with it? I have to get away with it. I have to change it because I 
am not meeting the needs of all my students. Can I still call it ballet if the structure isn’t 
as rigid? I drum my hands against the top of my desk as I think through my plan. It’s 
really quiet in the studio. Maybe too quiet. I have so much room to think, and plan, and 
change. 

Students enter for the beginning of class. They find their spots on the floor and 
begin warming-up, because after six weeks of the same routine, they have figured out the 
pattern. I gather my teaching materials, including my ballet shoes, and walk toward the 
center of the studio. Students watch me as I move from my desk, situated away from them, 
and move toward the center of the studio, which is nearer to them. I slowly turn and look 
at all of the students in various stages of warm-up on the ground. 

“Okay, class. Let’s begin.” 
“How is everybody? You hanging in there?” 
“Today I am going to loosen up.” Students laugh and viscerally react to what I 

have just said by adjusting their positions on the floor and by looking at one another. 
“When I say this, I don’t mean to imply that what we are going to do is any less 

important or difficult than what we have been doing in class. But I do think there is more 
than one way to teach you ballet, and I have been ignoring this truth for a long time. 
When I watch you dance at the barre or in the center, I often think about this idea: that 
there are many ways to learn ballet. I am not convinced that I am teaching you ballet the 
best way that I can, even though I am following the structure set up over the last 500 
years.” 

“Think about your preferred movement style. What I mean is this: think about 
how you like to move best. When you come into the studio before school to dance with 
your friends or when you rehearse your own work in here after school, how do you 
move? Does your movement style have a name? What do you call it?” 
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I wait a moment while the students think. Some of them are looking at me with a 
quizzical expression on their face. Others have chosen to close their eyes to think. All of 
them stay on the ground in relaxed positions. 

“Now, this is the tricky part. Can you imagine connecting the way you prefer to 
move with what we do in ballet? I mean, do you always have to leave your favorite dance 
moves or styles at the door of the studio when you start ballet class because you can’t see 
a place for them in class? What if I told you I want you to connect your preferred 
movement style to the ballet we practice in class and vice versa? Can you do this? What 
would it look and feel like?” 

One student raises her hand. I continue addressing the class, knowing that I will 
come back to this student’s question as soon as I am done setting up the day’s lesson.  
“I am going to say ‘No’ less often in class. I think I say, ‘No, don’t do that’ often but I am 
going to change that. I am going to say ‘Yes, and…’ more frequently. So if I am teaching 
you an exercise at the barre, and I see you moving in your preferred movement style 
instead of ballet, I am going to avoid saying, “No, don’t do that,” and instead say, ‘Yes, 
and can you find a connection between that movement you are doing right now and the 
one we are doing as a class? How do they relate?’ What do you learn by thinking about 
both movements in the same space?” 

I’m watching my students to see their reaction. I decide I am going be less strict 
about “breaking character” because what may look like breaking character on the 
surface may actually be the students’ process of connecting their preferred movement 
style to ballet. 

I say to the class, “Can we start to ask more questions about ballet as a group, 
including myself, to better understand it? Can we change what ballet means to us, right 
now, in this class?” 
 
  This memory passage reveals a significant shift in my approach to teaching 

concert dance technique. Toward the beginning of the memory, I wrote, “I am 

considering changing how I teach ballet.” As the memory unfolded, I wrote further about 

my commitment to change: “Can we change what ballet means to us, right now, in this 

class?” My decision to resist teaching practices, both pedagogical and curricular forces, 

that disenfranchise students ultimately influenced how I delivered ballet instruction. On 

multiple occasions I reframed class to better suit my students’ identities and their 

conceptual understanding of ballet (“What do you learn by thinking about both 
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movement in the same space?”; “I decide I am going to be less strict”). This shift in 

perspective also revealed my own willingness to adjust my teacher identity in order to 

more suitably sync with my individual teaching philosophy.  

Previously, I felt enormous pressure to deliver dance instruction in a way that 

“fit” the expectations of a conservatory-based program in an era of outcome-based 

education (Sleeter, 2012). I assumed that concert dance technique should be taught in a 

very traditional way in order to honor the legacy of dance history in Western culture, as a 

way to legitimize my own dance program, and to fit with the beliefs held by school 

administrators valuing neoliberalist approaches to schooling.  But upon reflection, I 

discovered that this method of teaching dance did not support my educational philosophy, 

nor did it serve my students well. Slowly, I began to resist what I felt was an approach to 

teaching dance that did more to marginalize students than it did to truly educate them. I 

wrote, “I am not convinced that I am teaching you ballet the best way that I can, even 

though I am following the structure set up over the last 500 years.” Eventually, I 

challenged the class to consider how their own movement experiences, even those 

outside of their ballet training, related to and supported their ongoing work in ballet, 

“What if I told you I want you to connect your preferred movement style to the ballet we 

practice in class and vice versa? Can you do this? What would it look and feel like?” 

Inviting students to consider their own movement experiences and to connect those ways 

of moving with our dancing in class was one way for me to acknowledge their identities, 

something often lost in the process of learning about ballet.  Taking small steps to 

reframe what and how students learned in class signaled a change from my past teaching 
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practices, but a necessary modification to better embrace my commitment to social 

justice education. 

I made adjustments to both my pedagogy and curriculum, frequently calling upon 

basic tenets of social justice education “in which students create rather than consume 

knowledge, authentic caring in which educators demonstrate deep respect for students as 

full human beings, and social justice content that directly counters racism” (Sleeter, 2012, 

p. 574). I named moments when schooling structures, including my own power as a 

teacher, minimized (or silenced) student identity (“I mean, do you always have to leave 

your favorite dance moves or styles at the door of the studio when you start ballet class 

because you can’t see a place for them in class?”), and I noted when I took steps to honor 

student voices in my dance curriculum: “What if I told you I want you to connect your 

preferred movement style to the ballet we practice in class and vice versa? Can you do 

this? What would it look and feel like?”  This memory candidly pointed to a significant 

development in my teaching practice, one that arose as a way to combat institutional 

power arising from neoliberal educational practices.  For example, my decision to “be 

less strict about ‘breaking character’” spoke both to my willingness to adjust my 

pedagogy, or how I deliver the instruction, as well as the curriculum, or the content of my 

instruction. This example demonstrated my understanding of how student behavior acts 

as resistance; being “less strict about breaking character” means I was not as quick to 

single out students for performing in-between dance. It also meant I invited students to 

consider (and perform) movement outside of the ballet lexicon in class in order to better 

understand their own personal relationship to the content of curriculum. To an outsider, 
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this class may have looked unstructured or unlike any other ‘pure’ ballet class. To me, the 

class felt more inclusive, more critical, and more engaged.  

 Interestingly, several times in this memory passage I referenced my own fear of 

backlash from colleagues in the school and the dance education community at large. I 

wrote,  “I am considering changing how I teach ballet, but sort of in secret because I 

don’t want the true ballet purists of my community to know that I might change the 

traditional structure of class.  I have butterflies in my stomach. This is big, I think. I am 

changing my classes. I am changing the way the content is delivered. I am changing.” 

Like participants in Picower’s (2011) study who “camouflaged their critical pedagogy by 

integrating it with the mandated curriculum” (p. 1105), I too felt compelled to resist 

‘under the radar.’ I found ways to practice resistance in my classroom without drawing 

attention from members in the school. My unease about making adjustments to my class 

surfaced later in the memory passage, when I wrote, “Can I get away with it? I have to 

get away with it.”  In this context, ‘getting away with it’ meant making changes (and 

enacting my teacher identity as a social justice educator) to engage all learners in my 

class -- but I also felt guilty for making these changes because they countered the very 

structure of ballet class built up over several centuries.  More importantly, I did not feel 

supported by colleagues in my pursuit to incorporate social justice education in my 

teaching. My desire to identify and understand moments of student resistance in my 

classroom within a framework of neoliberal education seemed like a threat to the very 

institution of the school by administrators and staff. On numerous occasions in staff 

meetings, department meetings, or during informal conversations with colleagues I 
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pointed out instances in which I felt our school was disenfranchising students. For 

example, I voiced my concern about the disproportionate number of minority students 

who were routinely referred for special education evaluation, either because of their acute 

behavioral issues or because of their perceived learning disabilities. I also questioned 

why some program areas in the school seemed to habitually graduate a higher percentage 

of white, male students. Where did students of color and females go between their ninth 

and twelfth grade years? Despite my concerns, I was never invited to participate in 

systematic conversations about why special education in the building included a 

disproportionate number of minority students, or why it was easier for students from the 

dominant culture to more effortlessly progress and graduate from the school.  

CHAPTER SUMMARY & LOOKING FORWARD 

I often felt alone in my journey toward social justice education in the dance 

classroom. Feelings of isolation and loneliness are common amongst teachers employing 

social justice education while working in communities catering to more traditional 

approaches to learning. Forming alliances, both inside and outside of school, remains a 

critical component for teachers of social justice education because such mechanisms give 

practitioners a feeling of collaboration, community and safety (Picower, 2011). Yet, I 

often felt isolated in my pursuit to redress the inequalities I saw occurring in my 

technique classes -- instances where students had to abandon or shift their identity in 

order to fit into the larger discourse of ballet, or what Fasching-Varner & Seriki (2012) 

identify as “free and reduced pedagogy,” where teachers look beyond, and ultimately 

detach, from marginalized identities outside the schooling context (p. 3). My lack of clear 
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allies did not prevent me from resisting institutional power. However, if I had formed 

alliances with other like-minded teachers and staff members in the building, then I would 

have more quickly responded to inequalities by adjusting my pedagogy and curriculum to 

better serve my students through a vision of social justice education.  

Taking up my own moments of resistance allowed me to contextualize my 

students’ acts of resistance, and in doing so, clarify my own teaching philosophy. By 

acknowledging my inclination to resist, I could actually “see” my students’ resistance for 

what it was: pushing back against constraints that truly impinged on their learning. It was 

not about bad behavior. Rather, students protected their identities and in doing so, 

safeguarded their life experiences and movement predilections -- their very way of 

understanding the world -- even at the risk of experiencing classroom discipline. 

Examining memories from my teaching experience revealed an implicit need to resist 

pressures from traditional dance education and from K-12 schooling itself that did not 

parallel my authentic teaching voice. 

In Chapter 5, I acknowledge an even more refined relationship between power 

and identity as it existed in my classroom. In doings so, I identify three approaches that I 

utilized in my teaching practice in order to enact social justice in the curriculum while 

honoring my most authentic teaching voice. Using my dancing body as a site for data 

collection and analysis, I discovered that employing compassion and concern for my 

students encouraged me to work around constraints imposed by schooling that 

disadvantaged students in my program. I countered these hindrances by embracing 

openness and flexibility in my pedagogy and my curriculum. 
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CHAPTER 5 

  
BODY WORK 

  
It is well recognized in current teaching methods that a sense of personal discovery can 
be crucial to the acceptance of, and belief in, new or unfamiliar ideas. (Blom & Chaplin, 

1982, p. xiv) 
  

This I know… what I know best, I cannot speak in words. 
(Blom & Chaplin, 1982, p. 205) 

  
So it came down to this compelling question: what have I learned about teaching 

dance, my role as an educator, and my teaching identity as I journeyed through an 

analysis of my data toward a deeper understanding of power and identity in my 

classroom? Examining my language and considering my memories as receptacles of 

embodied experiences led me to a place I consider home: my dancing body. In the final 

data set of this study, I engaged in movement inquiry to find answers stemming from my 

initial research question about power and identity in dance education. In some ways, 

using my dancing body as a site of inquiry for this study proved to be the most difficult 

step of analysis to complete because I had already sifted through my teaching experiences 

using language and emotion. What was left to examine? It was also difficult to avoid 

colonizing my body in the process of harvesting data from a personal place, thus falling 

prey to the dominant mechanisms in educational research positing embodied knowledge 

as less valued than wisdom shaped by intellect and shared through verbal language 

(McLaren, 2005). 

Yet, coming home to the body, as a philosophical approach to life and as an 

avenue of inquiry, still felt right to me. To my surprise, dancing yielded more data than I 
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anticipated. It was etched into the permanent collection of my body, housed in the 

corporeal construction of me. As Eisner (2008) writes, “The very conditions that make a 

study arts-based are conditions that personalize the study or the situation by allowing an 

investigator’s thumbprint to work its magic in illuminating the scene” (p. 20). I am a 

dancer who uses movement to explore life. As a researcher employing dance 

methodology, I read my body as text (Banes, 1998; Cancienne & Snowber, 2009; 

Fairclough, 2001; Thomas, 2003; Shapiro, 1998; Fraleigh, 1987). 

My movement inquiry took many forms, including attending professional level 

dance classes in my community and even exercising. I understood movement inquiry to 

include any type of aesthetic-laden movement, such as dance, as well as movement 

outside the aesthetic realm, such as running or stretching, which allowed me to process 

data through kinesthetic contexts. The most productive process of collecting data using 

movement inquiry, however, occurred during a one-hour movement improvisation 

session in the dance studio. As I improvised using movement, I understood how larger 

social constructions in schooling and the legacy of structure inherent to dance education 

in the Western canon shaped my teaching practice. Cancienne (2009) acknowledges the 

importance of using dance as data when she writes, “the best place to begin my own 

research is to dance. As a way of listening to my inner voice, dance is a corporeal way of 

knowing, a different way of seeing, questioning, and challenging” (p. 205). Dancing gave 

me the freedom to lean inward in order to gather data from my internal landscape. I 

shaped the data outwardly through dance movement. 
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My process of collecting data in this movement session looked very similar to the 

process I would use to begin choreographing a new dance. I entered the studio with no 

preconceived idea of what might happen but with a strong commitment to begin moving 

in order to comprehend what might be relevant to my research question, even if it was 

buried within my subconscious. In this way, my approach to the movement session drew 

upon tenets of authentic movement because improvising opened a window into my 

subconscious thoughts, especially as it related to my teaching experiences (Pallaro, 

1999). The studio space was empty, save for requisite equipment used in most dance 

technique classes, such as a piano, portable ballet barres, and mirrors hung on the wall. I 

chose to work without music or sound accompaniment in order to minimize the influence 

of outside stimuli and to listen to or “hear” my dancing body – what Starkhouse refers to 

in authentic movement as working toward the center (Pallaro, 1999, p. 20).  

Trying not to become overwhelmed by the silence and vast openness of the empty 

studio, I began the improvisation in constructive rest position2 to let my whole body settle 

into the floor. I honored the basic “rules” of movement improvisation during the session: 

I listened intently to how my body felt like moving without pre-determining dance steps. 

I withheld judgment of my movement choices to the best of my ability, and when 

necessary, I stayed in silence until an authentic movement impulse carried me further into 

the improvisation. 

                                                
2 In Alexander Technique, a somatic approach to movement, constructive rest position calls upon 
the mover to lie supine on the floor with knees bent and feet in parallel position, just underneath 
the ischial tuberosities. In some adaptations, movers rest the knees against one another so that 
muscles in the hip socket and quadriceps release into the floor. The mover maintains the natural 
integrity of the spine as she or he lies on the floor to avoid pushing the lower torso into the 
ground. Arms may be placed along the sides of the torso or draped across the sternum in a loose 
gesture “hugging” the body. Adapted from Andrea Matthews. 
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         At times while dancing, I found myself thinking about teaching ideas, and these 

thoughts often formed prompts, such as “when I think about teaching, I…” and “I stay 

open in my teaching when….” After about ten minutes of movement improvisation, a 

dialogue developed between my thoughts, which were driven by teaching knowledge, 

and by my body, which responded in movement to my thought prompts. For instance, 

when I thought about how I used my body as a way to maintain power hierarchies in the 

classroom, I found myself clasping my hands tightly in front of my torso. Thus, a 

conversation developed seamlessly throughout my body and mind, forming a holistic lens 

through which to examine my body as subject.           

         My movement choices soon took on choreographic form, although this was an 

unintentional outcome of my inquiry. If in the process of responding to thinking prompts 

my body stumbled upon improvised movement that felt right or that gave me insight into 

some aspect of my research question, I repeated the movement until I understood its 

relationship to my work, or, until it took me to another, different movement choice. In 

this way, I began to choreograph movement from my improvisation, but not in an attempt 

to create a dance. Rather, I further explored the initial ideas I discovered in improvisation 

through short choreographic moments. 

         Dance inquiry was an especially suitable arts-based research approach for me 

because it provided multiple entry points into the data that were strictly embedded in the 

artistic discipline itself. Bales and Eliot (2013) explain that “A dance-centered 

methodology is one that is emergent and fluid; it can be flexibly applied to all forms, 

including for instance popular dance, classical ballet, early dance, and film dance. Dance-
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centered methodologies allow scholars to avoid formulaic investigations of their subjects, 

and provoke research questions that arise from the process of studying and writing about 

a dance“ (p. 5). I accessed data in its most authentic format to me: through dance. 

Dancing confirmed conclusions I drew during earlier phases of analysis, especially 

pertaining to constraints I felt when encountering power structures inside the traditions of 

Western dance education. But it also afforded me fresh, new insight into aspects of my 

research left underdeveloped in the process of examining my writing and my memories, 

such as how I often taught from a conflicted perspective. I felt bound by constraints yet 

open and willing to rebuke those imposed constraints. Drawing these conclusions 

immediately confirmed the importance of dancing as a part of this research study because 

it supplied a more expansive view of macro and micro power iterations in dance 

education. 

At points during the movement session I paused to write down my ideas, 

movements, or questions so that I could fully remember the results of my inquiry at a 

later date. I described movement phrases I created and reflected on their significance. For 

example, at one moment midway through the session I wrote: “Jumping up and walking 

to a new space in the studio. Trying out new spaces. Find fright in repetition. Use it to 

create new platform. I feel free.” Later in the session, I wrote, “Started going up and 

down from the floor. Walking hands up and down my legs. Changed the pathway of 

going up and down slightly. Found way to fly up, that’s what it’s like finding new 

reasons to jump, to fly.”  Because writing is also a kinesthetic activity, I soon discovered 

that writing helped me remember what I danced. By the end of the movement session, my 
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notes were mostly unintelligible even to me, but they served a greater purpose: to help 

imprint the kinesthetic results of my dancing as embodied discoveries throughout my 

body. 

Knowing that dance inquiry is also an “integrated approach to knowledge-

building” (Leavy, 2009, p. 190) because it utilizes interactive systems of understanding 

drawing upon multiple modes of discourse, I found this single improvisation session to be 

a particularly illuminating point in my research process. Not surprisingly, the dance 

session yielded much data, including individual movements that led to short 

choreographic phrases. I also chose to document the session by collaborating with a 

professional photographer, who photographed the entire movement session and whose 

pictures became an additional data source. I frequently referred to the photographs during 

analysis in order to remember specific movements or gestures, but also as a way to 

compare what I learned by being in the practice of dance improvisation to what I could 

potentially learn as an outsider viewing movement in the photographs. Shifting between 

reading my body while dancing to reading my body as an object recorded through 

photography raised questions about the very nature of researcher positioning and its 

impact on the process of analysis. I examined my body as text from multiple angles (for 

example, insider versus outsider or collecting data from a live source versus data from a 

static image), and the process of shifting between perspectives clarified relationships 

between key points in my research, such as the connection between power and my 

teaching practice. 
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Dancing elucidated several crucial findings about the nature of power, pedagogy, 

and identity in dance education. Firstly, dancing confirmed the constraints I often felt by 

schooling in a K-12 setting. More importantly, I realized I actively circumvented 

constraints imposed by schooling as a way to lunge toward new, divergent approaches to 

dance education. These new experiences really became my personal moments of 

resistance. Secondly, I understood how notions of caring and compassion impacted my 

journey toward understanding power and identity in the classroom. Not surprisingly, the 

journey of pushing against institutionally imposed constraints was physically exhausting 

to undertake, and it could lead to injury if I did not protect myself or if I did not maintain 

the integrity of my (movement and pedagogical) choices. Lastly, I recognized that I 

engaged in acts of openness to counter the bound constraints imposed by the schooling 

structure and community. Indeed, through the movement session I better understood how 

I confronted representations of power in my teaching (institutional and personal) and how 

I used obstacles as a platform from which to push myself into new pedagogical directions 

– directions situating openness as a vehicle of resistance. 

Discovering data during my movement improvisation session proved relatively 

easy. Finding the right approach to report the results, however, did not come easily. I 

struggled to find the appropriate way to explain how I harvested data from movement. 

Writing down the movement I performed during the session was problematic. Translating 

dance into words stripped movement from its true spirit as somatic communication. 

Ultimately, I chose to name and describe important movement gestures from my 

improvisation that held deeper meaning when viewed through the lens of my research 
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question. One could argue that I read my body as text during the improvisation session, 

and like any scholar, I noted subtle shifts in tone, location, and context in the process of 

making movement. Reading my body as text draws upon theories developed in semiotics, 

as well as cultural theory, performing arts, and philosophy (Banes, 1998; Desmond, 1997; 

Shapiro, 1998; Thomas, 2003; McFee, 2011; Foster, 2009). I supported the process of 

dancing with photographs taken during the session. Whenever possible, I included 

photographs of my movement next to key findings in this chapter so as to connect the 

process of collecting data through movement with the results of my analysis. 
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THE PRECIPICE BETWEEN STABILITY AND UNRESTRICTED FLOW 

         In the beginning of the movement session, I found myself clasping my hands 

together tightly above my head. I played with my clasped hands for a while, letting them 

flow around my body’s kinesphere.  

 

Figure 2: Clasped Hands3 

I soon discovered myself repeating a pattern. My clasped hands started above my head 

then slowly floated down toward my left shoulder. The impulse to let the hands drift 

downward ultimately brought my entire body to the ground. From here, I tried to find 

new ways of shifting my weight from my feet to my arms or my torso, despite not being 

able to support my weight by utilizing my hands. I realized quickly how rewarding it felt 

to push myself physically without using my hands, even though they were still tightly 
                                                
3 Photo credit: Suzanne Navarro 
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clasped together in front of my torso. I struggled to move genuinely, yet I recognized this 

tension as one I encountered often in my teaching practice. By desiring to move beyond 

constraints imposed by schooling and still maintain my integrity, I grew strong enough to 

try (and sometimes succeed at) at divergent ways of teaching students in my classroom. 

This often took the form of an open conversation between students and me about the 

structure of K-12 schooling, their role as 

students inside a highly regulated government 

institution, and the impact of power 

hierarchies – namely who wins and who loses 

in these contexts. I noted instances like these 

in journals I kept during my time as a high 

school dance teacher. In one entry, I wrote, 

“We are looking at dance magazines and 

decoding what the text and images say about 

young dancers bodies and experience in 

movement … the students are really getting 

into the deconstruction. They are discovering just 

how much influence corporate America, media 

publications, and public opinion have on how they perceive themselves as young 

dancers.” Dancing reminded me of moments like this in which I taught students about 

and in spite of tangible obstacles imposed by institutional power. 

Figure 3: Hands to Chest 
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         I crouched low, hovering just above the ground, holding my arms close to my 

body and keeping my hands clasped together. In this moment of movement, constricted 

but still pouring most of my weight into my right leg, I felt a familiar sense of place: this 

is where most of my teaching happens. I struggle to make learning a successful 

experience for all students, so I must learn to circumnavigate around those obstacles 

imposed by schooling (personal or institutional) that limit one’s humanity. I feel 

compelled to protect humanity when I teach, and my bound hands, discovered through 

improvisation, gave me the opportunity to see new ways of moving that perhaps I would 

have overlooked if my hands were free to move independently of one another. 

When I am constrained, physically or metaphorically, I hover at the precipice 

between stability and unrestricted flow, hoping to find a way to grow between these two 

extremes. Dancing on the precipice transforms my habitual teaching practice to one 

steeped in resistance. My bound hands signified restraint, yet I resisted complacency (or 

the desire to stay physically comfortable) in order to move beyond and in spite of 

obstacles. I continued moving even while I held my hands together tightly. 
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Figure 4: Bound Hands 

Could the simple act of moving with constraint instead of in opposition to it characterize 

the way in which I sought to disrupt structures in my classroom and the larger school 

community that marginalized students? In order to understand how I engaged resistance 

amid personal and institutional constraints, a theme that appeared across all my data, I 

first had to acknowledge the complexity inherent to both the status quo and resistance: 

neither exists in single, isolated experiences detached from self and/or context. To 

challenge schooling practices that harm students meant I had to acknowledge my own 

implicit role in marginalizing students every day. Allen (2004) describes this as an 

opportunity to consider the place and space of race inside critical pedagogy. He suggests 
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that “those of the primary oppressor group… are highly invested in a mentality and an 

ethics geared towards the daily process of dehumanizing people of color” (p. 124). In 

short, I needed to acknowledge the power of my race, as a White educator, in order to 

understand my how my teaching choices reproduced inequalities in the classroom, 

namely around racial identity. 

I saw my power when analyzing the journal entries, especially as I considered the 

student who performed in-between dance or the class who chose to choreograph its 

composition studies using only modern dance. My power surfaced kinesthetically when I 

clasped my hands together tightly. My awareness of my own teaching practice 

transformed when I partook in resistance meant to push against structures in the field of 

dance education and in the larger schooling context, both of which dictated, and thus 

marginalized, how students learned to dance. Importantly, I came to understand that my 

resistance occurred not only in response to the establishment of schooling, which I 

considered a construct outside of my embodied self, but also against my own teaching 

practice, an internal manifest relegating students to one-dimensional, generic 

constructions fixed in a binary. This dichotomy rewarded those who danced, moved, and 

thought like me and penalized those who danced, moved, and thought in ways unlike me. 

Orner’s (1992) conclusion that, “Those who would distill only singular, stable meanings 

from student silence ignore the profoundly contextual nature of all classroom 

interactions,” (p. 82) suggests that my own compliance with power occurred when 

resistance was understood as part of a larger framework. 
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TEACHING DANCE IS CARING IS RESISTING 
  

         Again, I found myself crouched low to the ground, with most of my weight on my 

right leg. My left knee was bent with the foot firmly planted on the ground. I sent my 

energy down through my lower torso as I began to reach out into space with my left arm, 

palm facing upward. Slowly, I curled my fingers in toward my ribcage, one at a time, 

until my left hand eventually pulled my elbow in as well. Just as my left arm was about to 

cross my torso, I caught my right elbow in the crux of it. I stayed in this position for a 

while, as the two elbows tucked together like puzzle pieces, rocked gently from left to 

right. 

       The process of supporting one elbow with the other reminded me of how much care 

giving, or what hooks (1994) identifies as love for 

students, occurred in my teaching practice. 

Recognizing moments of student resistance while 

taking up my own resistive stances stemmed from 

a place of care and concern for my students. I 

listened to them share stories about how they got 

“lost in the system,” how they were misunderstood 

or silenced in certain classrooms (including my 

own!), or how they lost hope for their own success 

in school. Hearing their stories and noting the 

schooling system, even in dance, devalue their way 

of learning angered me, but also awakened my Figure 5: Elbows Connected 
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desire to change the system. 

I did not feel that my teaching colleagues necessarily understood my love for our 

students. They could not recognize my commitment to change for what it was: a desire to 

see all students succeed without expecting them to fundamentally hide, abandon, or 

adjust their identity (Lew, 2006). In this way, my commitment to love separated me from 

the other teaching staff and the vision of the school at large. It became another way to 

resist the institution.  Lortie (1972) suggests that teachers work frequently and often 

complicity as islands unto themselves (p. 192). I often experienced a sense of isolation, or 

feeling out of step with my colleagues, on the subject of caring and compassion for 

students. I do not purport that my colleagues did not care for students – on the contrary, 

they dedicated personal time and resources to their teaching. But their conceptualization 

of caring did not consider how larger institutional forces may disadvantage students in 

class. Would they take time to chaperone a dance or purchasing supplies for the 

classroom? Yes. Would they examine their teaching practice and make changes to the 

curriculum or pedagogy to ensure that social inequalities were not reproduced? No. hooks 

acknowledges the revolutionary nature of caring when she writes, “To allow one’s 

feelings of care and will to nurture particular individuals in the classroom – to expand 

and embrace everyone – goes against the notion of privatized passion” (p. 198). I too felt 

my interest in investigating power and identity in my classroom and in dance education 

related to an “ethic of caring” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 473) or a deeply embodied 

“concern for the implications of [my] work had on [my] students’ lives, the welfare of the 

community, and unjust social arrangements” (p. 474). Yet, I frequently found myself 
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alone in this pursuit. Other staff members in the building struggled to support or 

understand my commitment to consider how schooling created distinct winners and 

losers. 

I repeated the arm phrase low to the ground until eventually both arms, still 

connected at the crux of the elbow, lifted over my head. The left arm gracefully unfurled 

to its starting place: outward, palms up, fingers curling in toward the forearm. Pulling 

inward, or toward a place of love and concern for students, also gave me roots to lift and 

stretch away from my torso. In doing so, I found myself reaching out to start again, 

always coming back to a place in front of my sternum, near my heart. Like this repeated 

movement phrase, I supported my students often in my teaching practice. My concern for 

their well-being drove me to create learning opportunities in class that supported not only 

their growth in dance, but also in life. For example, I taught students to critically examine 

their dancing bodies, images/text they encountered in dance reading material, and even 

the relationship between sound accompaniment and movement to understand not only 

how these elements affected the practice of modern dance or ballet, but also to 

understand how they, as students, fit into the larger discourse of consumerism. By 

guiding them in their development of critical awareness, I hoped to give them tools to use 

in their own work against injustice. I did not fully recognize this thread of care giving, 

nor did I appreciate its role in my teaching practice until I discovered it in my movement 

improvisation session. Yet its presence reflected a small step in my own process of 

resisting.  
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I found fulfillment in repeating the movement phrase over and over again. Each 

time I reached my left hand out, palm facing upward, I found new meaning in the way I 

pulled the arm in toward my heart. The phrase began to travel, first in circular patterns 

around the studio, then in large, sweeping strokes all over the space. When this 

movement phrase “took flight” into the studio space, I thought of how tiny moments of 

caring and concern for my students, (“Why is she disengaged?/ Is she tired?/ Have stuff 

going on in life?/ Not okay with the guest’s movement?” Journal excerpt from February, 

2014) grew to larger instances where my own voice challenged the status quo (“By the 

end of the class, they want to boycott Target, Disney, and Capezio. I am sure I will get a 

call from a disgruntled parent” (Journal excerpt from March, 2011). Like participants in 

the work of Belenky et al. (1986) who retaliated against external authorities meant to 

marginalize their way of knowing, I too felt unencumbered by “the dictates and whims of 

external authorities and no longer agreed with what some people thought was a simple 

matter of right and wrong” (p. 53). My intuitive teaching voice, long buried beneath 

layers of schooling, started to emerge. 

OPEN HANDS, OPEN HEARTS  
I took in the space around me as I let my eyes scan the studio. My focus led my 

dancing body toward open places in the studio unencumbered by objects. Soon I began 

running, first toward the edges of the room and then in zigzag asymmetrical patterns 

around the center. As I ran, I found myself also occasionally sinking down toward the 

ground so that I could transfer my weight from my feet to my hands. Sometimes a small 

jump occurred: I poured my weight through my palms and sent my tailbone high toward 

the ceiling. In these moments of inversion, my feet left the ground, forcing me to stabilize 



 

 136 

my torso by concentrating my energy consistently through my shoulder girdle, arms, and 

the palms of my hands. My upper body (which was closest to the ground) felt stable, 

reliable, and bound. This was necessary in order to support the unharnessed momentum 

propelling my lower body into the air. In this way, my body became a site of 

contradiction: one half bound in focused tension, one half flowing upward through 

momentum. I discovered my unique ability to exist within this complexity: through my 

partially bound context, I actualized freedom and openness. I continued running into open 

spaces around the studio only to return again to inverted movement, characterized by this 

particularly complex continuum between bound freedom whereby my upper body 

supported upturned movement allowing the lower body to soar toward the sky. Finding 

freedom through my legs contradicted the tension I felt when I tightly clasped my hands 

together, as I did earlier in the session. 

 

 

  

Figure 6: Stability and Freedom 
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This newfound sense of freedom in movement, possible only because of the stability my 

upper body provided, felt foreign, exciting, and not my usual movement pattern. As I 

improvised, I wondered if I could push the limits of my movement to try even more. This 

led me to consider approaching my dance teaching practice not like fists tightly clasped 

together (the epitome of constraint) but with more flow, allowing openness to invite 

diverse perspectives into the curriculum. 

Making the conscious choice to physically and metaphorically work against 

constraints that maintain inequalities in my classroom required a willingness to stay 

flexible, be responsive to the moment, and fully present. I opened my focus outward into 

the studio and my hands followed. Soon my hands drifted away from each other, out into 

the furthest reaches of my kinesphere. I spun, lunged, slumped, twirled, skipped, arched, 

bent, and slid into the space with a renewed commitment to discovering all that I could 

not imagine when my hands were tightly clasped together. New possibilities for 

movement (and for teaching) emerged during this exciting moment of the improvisation. 

For example, I found myself trying repeatedly to shift upward onto one foot from a low 

crouched position near the ground. I stumbled as I shifted my weight from two feet to one 

foot while also sending energy down into the floor so that I could stand up. This 

movement gesture felt fresh and new, and in this way, I repeated it so that I could 

simultaneously shift laterally and vertically without stumbling or losing my balance. As I 

repeated the “found” movement phrase, I also thought about how students and educators 

practice resistance from a place of vulnerability. In order to make changes that rectify 

social inequalities, one must strip away layers imposed by the dominant culture, and this 
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can leave one feeling especially susceptible to risk. Embracing vulnerability seemed like 

an appropriate approach to consider in my future classroom practice. Shortly after 

coming to a place of rest in the improvisation session, I wrote, “Scary! Real movement” 

to convey how crucial this discovery was to my research. I vowed to continue exploring 

the role of vulnerability in my future teaching practices as a way to more deeply confront 

power in my classroom. 

 
                                                                                               Figure 7: Open Hands 

 

 
Figure 8: Open Space 
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SMALL CHANGES MEAN HARD WORK  

I found my hands resting atop my left foot. Pouring my weight down into the 

floor through my hands meant I also had to release my torso over my legs. My movement 

impulse led me to counter the energy I poured downward through my head and torso by 

attempting to lift my left leg up into retiré4. As I struggled to lift the leg in opposition to 

the force I channeled downward, I discovered the burden of caring and trying. Just as it is 

hard to shift between two feet low while hovering low to the ground and then up to one 

foot high in relevé,5 so is it hard to seek change in the name of justice work over, and 

over, and over again. It’s hard to stand on one leg and to maintain proper alignment, even 

with structural (and personal) integrity. How does one protect the self from injury? How 

does one avoid becoming cynical, jaded, or feeling hopeless? 

This improvised movement really spoke to me about the challenge of the work 

those of us committed to social justice take up when we recognize the impact of the status 

quo. As I explored the movement of lifting my foot and balancing, I realized it felt a lot 

like resisting or going against the grain in teaching. Protecting oneself from injury or 

burnout becomes paramount. I discovered the danger in trying new things in spite of 

constraints: injuries can become reality. Trying bold, innovative new approaches in dance 

(and teaching) can be risky. While improvising, I incorporated protective measures 

(pacing of movement, awareness of the physical objects around me, maintaining proper 

alignment) so that I did not get hurt, so that I maintained my movement integrity, and so 

                                                
4 A step in which the gesture leg is bent at the knee, thus allowing the toes to rest against 
the knee of the standing leg. 
5 A rise up onto the metatarsals or balls of the feet. 
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that I had enough stamina to sustain the movement session without burning out. Schultz 

(2008) acknowledged the tenuous nature of social justice work in the classroom when he 

wrote, “Key to teaching in accordance with democratic principles and enabling students 

to be involved in curriculum creation is the support of the administration, colleagues, 

parents, and the community” (p. 128). Finding ways to sustain social justice work, 

especially when little support exists to keep the work going, can contribute to feelings of 

confusion or despair. As I thought about moving with integrity to prevent injury, I also 

thought about ways I protected myself from backlash when I adjusted my teaching 

practice to better integrate democratic notions of learning. I think the biggest step I took 

to protect myself came with my decision to take a leave of absence from teaching in K-12 

in order to focus on my dance education research. Sadly, I could not find a way to bridge 

my desire for change in dance education with the climate of K-12 schooling.  

CHAPTER SUMMARY & LOOKING FORWARD 

I started the movement improvisation session in constructive response position on 

the floor, with my arms crossed over my chest in a somewhat closed position. My eyes 

were closed and my arms were folded over my torso as if to fend off the outside world. In 

fact, I started my movement research session almost defensively, as if closing off the 

world would somehow protect me from the difficulty of discovering the true nature of my 

teaching practice. By the end of the session, after realizing how I engaged in my own 

forms of resistance so that students did not become casualties of institutional power, I felt 

free, light, and open. My movement choices reflected this significant evolution: I ended 

the session in constructive rest position, but this time my arms were strewn wide about 
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my sides. My body epitomized openness. It felt good to have those ideas lifted off of my 

body. I let ideas go, so I could end in openness. 

Interestingly, I ended the session with a lot of movement material, the results of 

my brief choreographic episodes that developed out of improvisation. I didn’t know 

where to “put” this movement material. I couldn’t write it down because it existed in a 

mode outside the realm of verbal expression. I decided to just keep practicing the 

choreography I created from the improvisation in the hopes that someday it would find a 

place in my larger creative work. At worst, I worried that I would forget it, or that I 

would only have a written and photographic record of this particular step in my study: a 

“performance” or slice of the data, but not what McFee (2011) articulates as the dance 

work itself. At best, I hoped I would use it as source material when teaching dance to 

high school students in the future. It could become the entrance point into a larger 

movement conversation about power, identity, and the role of dance education in K-12 

schooling. 

Using dance improvisation as a vehicle for collecting data in this research study 

capitalized on a pivotal mode of expression for me: it gave me insight into my agency as 

a teacher taking up social justice work in order to fundamentally change the landscape of 

learning in my classroom. Through movement, I discovered the importance of love in 

social justice work as well as the tangible challenges that face educators who practice 

love in the classroom. I also realized that my identity as an educator felt fractured. I 

rarely felt completely constrained or completely free from institutional forces imposed by 

the schooling structure. Instead, I inhabited a space in-between, much like my dance 
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students, which acknowledged the constraints I navigated in my teaching practice (such 

as unintentionally teaching students to create their original choreography using only 

modern dance) while providing a springboard into openness and inclusion (for example, 

encouraging students to practice ballet from an in-between space). 

Analyzing this data set gave me valuable insight into my own experiences as a 

dance teacher in a public high school setting. More importantly, it led me to consider how 

my experiences may affect the way in which the dance education community prepares 

future dance educators for work in K-12 education. In the following chapter, I will 

examine the implications of my research findings and their connection to dance teacher 

training programs in higher education. 
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CHAPTER 6 

TRAINING FUTURE DANCE EDUCATORS IN THE SHADOW OF 

INSTITUTIONAL POWER 

This investigation stems from my earlier research into the process of licensing 

dance teachers; indeed, understanding the license process became a catalyst for me to 

further consider how power resides in K-12 dance classrooms. Initially, I wanted to 

understand why most K-12 dance teachers were White middle class women, even though 

our students reflected diverse racial, ethnic, religious, socioeconomic, and physical ability 

backgrounds. In the process of conducting this study, I discovered how institutional 

power – represented both by the school structure where I taught and also by the national 

dance education discourse – impacted my students’ access to quality dance training as 

well as choices I made when delivering instruction. Moments of student resistance 

informed my own acts of resistance, and after sifting through nearly ten years of personal 

data collected during my time as a high school dance teacher in a public school, I 

discovered how my students and I pushed back against structures that limited how and 

when learning occurred in the classroom. Indeed, I experienced a radical shift in my 

teaching practice, and this shift allowed me to more deeply commit to social just 

education (Brown & Saeed, 2014). 

Before beginning this study, I wondered how the path to gaining a K-12 dance 

license encouraged the process of learning about power and identity. As the study 

unfolded and I examined my data, I noted that thinking about student interactions 

compelled me to also consider how I leveraged my cultural capital (Gee, 2011) as a 



 

 144 

member both inside and outside the dominant culture (White, female) to gain access to 

the dance classroom and to affect change on the system by enacting resistance. 

Understanding what resistance provided me, namely the opportunity to identify how 

institutional power minimizes humanity, marginalizes students, and rewards those 

already in the dominant culture, also informed me of how other structures in the dance 

education community reproduce the status quo unless participants enact resistance to 

make change. Did I amend, discard, or shift my identity in response to pressure or 

expectations embedded inside the institution of schooling? Yes, I definitely changed my 

practice by resisting what I believed were dehumanizing structures in the larger 

institution of schooling. Did institutional power influence decisions I made in the process 

of teaching? Yes, and many times I fought back against that power through my pedagogy 

and curriculum. Thus, understanding how institutional power regulates who is “accepted” 

and who is marginalized in dance education also explains how other dance domains 

reproduce the status quo.   

Collecting and analyzing data in this study led me to also consider how the dance 

education community at large prepares teacher candidates for future careers in public 

schools. While teacher candidates in dance must understand the formal principles of 

methodology and its relationship to dance technique, choreography, and theory, they 

must also understand implicitly how cultural implications related to schooling structures, 

including individual teacher practice, can privilege or disadvantage students. Initial 

research by leading dance theorists provides a framework for dance teacher training, yet 

more work needs to be done. Future K-12 educators must have the necessary means to: a) 
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understand how schooling structures privilege or disadvantage dance students, b) identify 

institutional power and when it interrupts a teacher’s pedagogy or curriculum, and c) 

analyze infrastructure in dance education to reveal exactly how mechanisms work in the 

community to maintain a highly functioning discourse. Doing so would form its own act 

of resistance by revealing how threads of power function in dance education.  

Current Theories About Dance Teacher Training Programs 

The interplay between culture, movement, body, and politics influences models of 

learning within the dance education community. The arts make sense of culture not only 

through the artistic process, but also in episodes of artistic instruction. Dyer (2009) 

suggests one of the most pressing concerns in current dance education rests on a binary 

ideology pitting traditional, codified dance techniques against expressive movement 

practices that allow dancers to manifest their inner landscape through dance. This twofold 

construct produces an either/or approach to dance technique training. Either dance 

educators teach their students to listen to their bodies and resist the urge to mimic one 

style of movement (especially the teacher’s style), or, they impose a rigid dance style 

reflective of the dominant culture by teaching a specific technique.     

Dyer’s either/or theory is a good place to begin considering cultural implications 

in dance teacher training, but does not address the policy issues driving teacher 

candidates’ decision about how and when to teach dance in a certain format.  As I 

reflected upon my own personally written and remembered data for this study, I 

considered the ways in which my own teaching provided space for me to listen to my 

body intuitively or to rigidly enforce dance styles reflective of the dominant culture. A 
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path to licensure that allows preservice teachers to consider the structural implication 

(and ultimately its impact on student learning) of teaching students to mimic movement 

versus explore their expressive potential through movement is needed. All too often, 

teacher training programs in higher education leave cultural conversations to generic 

education courses, but this is a mistake. Preservice teachers must engage in meaningful 

dialogue and a critique of institutional power, especially as it presents itself in current 

dance methodology in order to fully understand the implications it has on K-12 dance 

education.         

In addressing the concern of identity formation and anti-oppressive dance 

education, Stinson writes, “Why do we not choose what and how we teach based upon 

what will make us more human?” (as cited in Risner, 2002, p. 18). Stinson’s question to 

the dance community is important; it requires stakeholders to consider how dance 

teachers develop their identity. After all, can a dance teacher truly teach from a 

perspective that values each individual’s humanity if he or she does not understand his or 

her own humanity, or, if he or she does not understand how larger institutional structures 

influence pedagogical decisions? In a similar vein, Lakes (2013) examines why 

professional choreographers frequently distance the transformative power of their 

creative work from their daily practices as educators in the dance classroom. She writes, 

One of the great puzzles within the western concert dance world is why so many 

artists who create revolutionary work onstage conduct their classes and rehearsals 

as demagogues. Such teachers are engaged in teaching practices that replicate and 

reproduce in the dance studio the very power relationships they are often 
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critiquing as unjust and inhumane in their artwork on stage… In the quest for 

brilliance… something has gone amiss in the daily treatment of the very dancers 

who contribute to making the artistic product brilliant. (p. 109) 

Lakes’ question addresses the very heart of authoritarian practices in the dance 

classroom: How can dance educators honor the tradition of western concert dance forms 

while also disrupting power hierarchies in the dance classroom embedded over years of 

replication? Dance educators who take up social justice practices in their classrooms must 

navigate this daunting dilemma, and the perfect time to do so is in their initial teacher 

training programs, when they can engage or critique the discipline through course work, 

mentoring by faculty, and student teaching experiences. 

  Gard (2003) and Banks (2010), two dance researchers who explore identity 

construction in dance, suggest that in order to understand one’s own humanity (and to 

reach all students in the dance classroom), dance teachers must grasp how identity 

becomes enacted in the larger society and move against these fixed constructions to 

include more fluid, dynamic understandings of gender and sexuality. 

           Gard observes the way in which one’s humanity becomes situated in dance by 

carefully examining how movement potentially disrupts fixed understandings of identity. 

His work connects “the potential of creative forms of dance to problematise gender, 

especially masculinity, and sexuality, especially heterosexuality” (Gard, 2003, p. 213). 

By interviewing young boys between the ages of 11 and 14, Gard examined different 

educational contexts that include movement, such as dance and physical education, to 

understand firstly how embodied practices produce (and reproduce) constructed gender 
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identities. He discovered that these contexts also become places of transformation in 

which movement practitioners work against the dominant political discourse surrounding 

gender identity (Gard, 2003, p. 212). Incorporating movement into the classroom from a 

broad range of possibilities, from graceful to aggressive and subtle to explosive, can help 

dance educators better understand their own identities while encouraging their students to 

embody different ways of moving. Both teachers and students alike can explore how they 

have been conditioned to move based on their own fixed understanding of identity. For 

example, moving through a series of simple dance exercises focusing on the quality of 

movement (softly or sharply) could lead to a discussion about how the movement felt and 

whether it reinforced or disrupted expected ways of dancing. 

         Not surprisingly, Gard’s research revealed that young boys typically believed 

dancing was inappropriate for males and that it should be a girl’s activity. One young 

participant explained, “Dancing with girls is alright, but not just like ballet or 

nothing…Like if you are on TV doing ballet, lot of people’d call you a girl” (Gard, 2003, 

p. 216). This idea – dance is for girls and not for boys – reflects the dominant ways of 

understanding gender-appropriate activities in Western culture. In the process of 

developing their teaching identity, new dance educators must acknowledge and combat 

fixed constructions of gender in dance like those expressed by Gard’s young participant. 

For some, this may be a difficult process to undertake, especially if they come to the 

profession with deeply entrenched beliefs about gender, sexuality, and identity. But in 

order to reach all students, dance educators must accept the painful yet powerful 

understanding that “A dancing male body was considered unquestionably ‘effeminate’ 
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and deviant, and given the prevailing laws against homosexuality, was not far from being 

a crime” (Gard, 2003, p. 213). Dance educators must acknowledge their own role in 

creating and sustaining fixed constructions of identity before they can generate a counter 

narrative that challenges dominantly held understandings of identity in dance. 

         Another approach to developing a dance educator’s identity comes from 

postcolonial dance education theory. In this particular paradigm, researchers/practitioners 

introduce “dance education that seeks to empower students by closely analyzing what 

dance is taught and how it is taught” (Banks, 2010, p. 18). Voices and bodies from 

marginalized populations of the dance community perform dances of resistance to 

combat oppressive forces that privilege “Eurocentr[ic] and tokenistic applications of 

multicultural education” (Banks, 2010, p. 18). Using ideas inherent to postcolonial dance 

theory can help dance educators understand their own relationship to the status quo. In 

the process of developing their teaching identity, dance educators can determine where 

they fit into the large discourse of resistance by asking if their teaching practices 

reinforce oppression or challenge it. Important threads in postcolonial dance theory, like 

the idea that “Dance acts as a force for recovering non-Western forms of empowerment” 

(Banks, 2010, p. 20), underscore the importance of first understanding how power and 

identity work in tandem to regulate meaning in culture. Binary constructions of gender 

and sexuality, like those troubled by Davies (2003) and Kumashiro (2002), are important 

to consider in the process of developing a dance educator’s identity. 

         In Banks’s (2010) understanding of postcolonial dance theory, “dance pedagogy 

that transfigures the way students have been historically deprived of body empowerment 
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and aesthetic experiences” plays a critical role in disrupting static notions of identity. (p. 

19). But like “researchers [who] view their own experiences as dancers as valuable data” 

(Banks, 2010, p. 21), the process of developing one’s own teaching identity must include 

a thorough understanding of one’s own humanity and how one’s embodiment relates to 

larger dominant discourses on identity, particularly with regarding to gender and 

sexuality. Citing DeFranz, Banks clarifies the connection between body and identity by 

referencing “body power,” or “a physical conviction in the body that enables one to 

articulate and negotiate” identity (p. 28). Without understanding how the dancing body 

becomes a site of cultural representation (and oppression), dance educators cannot fully 

develop their teaching identities beyond fixed constructions of gender or sexuality deeply 

rooted in hegemonic discourses of identity. Nor can they combat institutional power in a 

way that elicits radical change to ensure that all dance students can access the curriculum. 

Clearly, dance teacher candidates should have the opportunity to deconstruct and 

critically analyze institutional structures in the dance education community as part of 

their path toward licensure; doing so would form its own act of resistance by revealing 

exactly how mechanisms work in the community to maintain a highly functioning 

discourse -- one that privileges and disadvantages members in its own way.  It would 

allow the “gears to show.” Such examination would also reinforce teaching dance as a 

political act (Postman & Weingartner, 1971).  

Yet, considering that licensing protocols vary greatly from state to state (Darling-

Hammond, 1990) -- especially in dance -- questions arise whether future K-12 dance 

educators will consistently have the opportunity to engage in meaningful analysis of 
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institutional power prior to entering the classroom.  For example, alternative paths to 

dance licensure, a popular response to the growing demand for licensed K-12 dance 

educators in recent years, in its current state does not provide rigorous enough 

opportunities to critically examine power, especially since many of the licensing 

institutes function as a gatekeeper, tightly regulating who eventually gains a teaching 

license. If it is critical for today’s educators to understand how institutional power 

influences nearly every facet of dance teaching and learning, as I believe it is, then the 

dance education community must consider the following question: Do candidates who 

obtain a K-12 dance license through any number of pathways including traditional 

teacher training programs and alternative licensure truly have the opportunity to question 

institutional power?  

Ultimately, the dance education community must continue reviewing how it 

prepares future educators for work in public schools. Paths toward licensure, from 

traditional models of teacher training programs to alternative avenues, should provide 

opportunities for preservice teachers to reflect upon grander institutional narratives that 

replicate the status quo in dance pedagogy and curriculum development. Change will 

only occur when community participants, especially those involved with preparing future 

dance educators, acknowledge how institutional power determines “who gets in” and 

“who stays out,” from dance students to teachers to community members, and actively 

participate in opportunities to overthrow hegemonic models of education that dehumanize 

learning in the dance classroom. 
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