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ABSTRACT 

 

My interest in student engagement stems from my own experiences as a student 

and educator. Desire to better understand student experiences of engagement, to develop 

my own pedagogical practices, and to contribute to theory of dance pedagogy has 

motivated this work. Stemming from the traditions of Husserl and Heidegger, specifically 

their studies of lived human experience, this study is grounded in hermeneutic and 

educational phenomenological approaches such as those suggested by van Manen (1990a, 

1990b, 1997, 2002). Other educational theorists such as Levering (2006) and Vandenberg 

(1974, 1997, 2008), and action researchers such as McTaggart (1989), Brennan and 

Noffke (1997), Carson and Sumara (1997), Kemmis and McTaggart (2000, 2005), and 

Wicks, Reason, and Bradbury (2008) also help to shape this methodology.  

Within the discipline of dance there is a growing body of interpretive literature 

that reflects student experiences and meanings of dance.  To date the literature is mostly 

concentrated on children and adolescents (Stinson, Blumenfeld-Jones, & Van Dyke, 

1990; Stinson, 1992, 1993, 1997; Bond, 1994a, 1994b, 2001; Bond & Deans, 1997; Bond 

& Stinson, 2000/2001, 2007; Lazaroff, 2001; Bond & Richard, 2005; Wu, 2005; Bond, 

Frichtel, & Park, 2007). This qualitative inquiry seeks to illuminate student experiential 

meanings and develop broader understanding of engagement by recognizing 

underrepresented voices of general education dance students in a dance-based course 

exploring pluralism in America (see also Bond & Etwaroo, 2005). 

Participants were enrolled in five separate sections of dance pluralism fulfilling 

the race and diversity studies requirement for undergraduate students at Temple 
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University. Data were collected from 64 students enrolled in dance pluralism between fall 

2007 and fall 2008. Written assignments, movement reflections, and mid-semester and 

end-of-semester course reflections were all data sources. Additionally, 4 of these students 

were interviewed between 12 and 18 months after completion of the course. Lived 

experience descriptions, as per van Manen (1990a), were extracted from students’ written 

work and interview transcriptions for detailed analysis. 

 Illumination of dance student engagement was achieved in this study through a 

rigorous qualitative research process in which I endeavored to suspend pre-existing 

assumptions in order to openly engage with data. More than four cycles of data analysis 

and a writing process that embraced a model of knowing through writing (Richardson, 

1994) generated three culminating themes pertaining to student experiences of 

engagement: freedom, transformation, and community. Data suggest that these themes 

have to do with authentic ways of being: experiencing, expressing, relating, and evolving. 

Acknowledging a connection between these themes and values of critical pedagogy, I 

theorized this relationship.  Immersion in critical pedagogical and other transformative 

literatures suggested that overarching principles of critical discourse are the very ways in 

which students in this study experience engagement. I concluded this study by reflecting 

on findings and making suggestions for educators and future research. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

My interest in student engagement stems from direct experiences as an 

undergraduate student and has evolved since I began teaching in higher education. A 

deep respect for learning, education, students, and teachers has inspired me to pursue this 

research. This dissertation details a research journey focused on student experience and 

an extensive process of qualitative analysis grounded in educational phenomenology. 

Findings of this study expand understanding of student engagement in a humanities-

based dance class, defined by Ginsburg (1996) by its focus on “dance as a cultural and 

aesthetic phenomenon,” and offered as part of a university general education curriculum 

(p. 5). In response to interdisciplinary, multicultural, and other educational discourses, the 

past two decades reflect an expansive understanding and vision of dance as a humanity in 

higher education, one that continues to face challenges of curricular implementation 

(Oliver, 1992; Ginsburg, 1996; Hilsendager, 2001; Frichtel, 2005; Risner, 2010a, 2010b; 

Bond, 2010).  

I begin by providing background information for this study by introducing dance 

as a liberal art and humanity, and tracing personal pathways traveled to arrive at a 



 
2 

 

dissertation research focus. Specifically, I focus on personal educational experiences that 

have led me to this research. Max van Manen (2002) asserts:  

Personal experience is often a good starting point… To be aware of the 

structure of one's own experience…may provide the researcher with clues 

for orienting to the phenomenon and thus to all the other stages of 

phenomenological research.  (phenomenologyonline.com) 

I then provide a rationale for researching engagement in a humanities-based, general 

education dance course, and further introduce the study with a statement of purpose, an 

overview of research design, delimitations and limitations, and a study schematic. 

 

Dance as a Liberal Art and Humanity in Higher Education 

Just shy of marking 100 years as a field in education, dance in education is 

relatively young and continues to face challenges in defining itself. Reviewing the history 

of dance in higher education situates the dance pluralism courses that are the focus of this 

dissertation, and provides a starting point for examining student engagement in a 

humanities-based dance course in higher education.  
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Establishment and Development of Dance in Institutions of Higher Education 

Towards the end of the 19th century and in the beginning of the 20th century dance 

emerged as a discipline of study, first as a topic of physical education for women and 

later as a subject in its own right. Educators such as Gertrude Colby, Margaret 

H’Doubler, and Martha Hill laid the foundation for dance in colleges and universities. 

Colby and H’Doubler began independently to organize the first dance programs in higher 

education. Colby started a physical education dance program for children at the Speyer 

School, part of Teachers College, Columbia University in 1913, and eventually 

established a program at Teachers College in 1918 (Hagood, 2000; McPherson, 2008). 

H’Doubler, who had taken several classes with Colby at Teachers College, initiated 

dance as a discipline in higher education, creating a dance program in 1917 and the first 

dance major in 1926 at the University of Wisconsin, Madison (Stanich, 1981; Hagood, 

2000).  

Colby and H’Doubler shared a general vision of dance in education as a 

democratic, holistic, and expressive art (H’Doubler, 1925, 1940; Hagood, 2000; 

McPherson, 2008). Hill, a graduate of Teachers College and a member of the Martha 

Graham Company, was more interested in dance as a performing art.  By 1932 Hill held 

positions at both New York University and Bennington College, splitting her teaching 

responsibilities between the two. She succeeded in bringing the professional field of 

dance into higher education by recruiting professionals to teach and develop curriculum 

valuing dance as a performing art (McPherson, 2008).  
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As new dance programs were established throughout the 1930s, a divide began to 

form between the expressive, educational values of dance and dance as a technical and 

fine art. By the end of the 1930s a debate surfaced about the role of dance in education 

(Hawkins, 1954). Was it to align with the professional field or should dance be 

considered an educational endeavor? Also, by the late 1930s new theories in psychology 

and education promoting teaching the ‘whole person’ and ‘learning by doing’ as put forth 

by John Dewey began to take shape. This emerging discussion influenced the 

establishment and evolution of dance in higher education as a medium of individual 

development rather than focusing on dance expertise as the end product (Dewey, 1938, 

1952; Hawkins, 1954; Griffith, 1975).   

Increased funding during the 1960s and 1970s allowed dance educators to become 

more specialized as dance departments grew and took on new identities (Hawkins, 1954; 

Stanich, 1981). Dance programs began aligning themselves with fine arts rather than 

physical education. Concern with elitism perceived in fine arts and conviction that dance 

be available to all continued to fuel debates (Griffith, 1975, p. 336). These legitimate 

concerns have in part fueled my own interest in teaching dance as a humanity. 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s the dance community sustained an underlying 

conversation about dance as a liberal art (Ginsburg, 1996). This discussion seemed to 

gain status in the 1990s corresponding with shifts in thinking about society and culture 

reflective of developing multicultural understanding. A monograph produced by the 

National Dance Association, Dance in Higher Education (Oliver, 1992) was seminal in 
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moving this conversation forward. To varying degrees authors imply, suggest, or outright 

demand that the vision of dance expand as a liberal art.  

In the monograph Van Dyke (1992) describes her challenge understanding dance 

as something apart from the training she received through dance studios in her pursuit of 

physical technique and skill, yet not developing her own artistic expression—a statement 

to which I relate.  Van Dyke argues that the university is a place where both professional 

training and liberal arts education in dance can occur.  Brooks (1992) purports that a 

humanities-based approach to dance provides opportunities to develop critical thinking, 

practice analysis, and understand cultural meanings, among other things. In the early 

1990s humanities-based (often dance history) dance courses were being offered at 

various schools, but with no real push or sense of urgency to develop general education 

dance curriculum (Ferdun, 1992; Ginsburg, 1996). Extending on views of dance for all 

children being promoted for K-12 education through the Discipline Based Arts Education 

(DBAE) movement (Smith, 1987), Weisman (1992) calls on dance educators in higher 

education to develop curriculum for the general student population.  

Also in the NDA monograph, Edrie Ferdun (1992), a Temple University dance 

professor, argued for dance to take on and acknowledge its potential in the humanities, 

charging dance in higher education with renewing its “commitment to social change and 

personal integrity that was so vital to its early years” (p. 11). Ferdun put words into 

action, responding also to Temple University’s new race and diversity core course 

requirement and encouragement from Sarah Hilsendager, chair of Temple’s dance 
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department between 1984 and 1997 (N. Joyce, personal communication June 8, 2011) to 

reach out to the general education student (E. Groff, personal communication June 17, 

2009). By spring of 1995 Ferdun had developed and begun teaching Dance, Movement, 

and Pluralism, the first of two courses encompassed in this study, the first course that I 

ever taught at the university (2005), and the course that has played a large role in 

expanding my understanding of dance as a humanity. The course’s content and 

methodology, addressing personal, social, and cultural dynamics of diversity through a 

dance lens, situates the course in a place that links humanities to social sciences, 

illuminating human condition as well as human behavior.   Details of the course as it 

pertains to this study will be described later in this chapter. 

A protégé and doctoral advisee of Ferdun, Amy Ginsburg (1996) completed a 

dissertation that sought to “identify, describe, and analyze” general education, 

humanities-based dance courses (p. 5). In essence her document followed up the call to 

re-envision dance as a liberal art (Oliver, 1992).The first chapter provides a thorough 

overview of the evolution of dance as a liberal art. Ginsburg writes that dance is being 

reconsidered in “cultural and aesthetic dimensions” influenced by the changing values, 

methods, and parameters of the humanities (Ginsburg, 1996, p. 4). More recently Risner 

(2008, 2010b) makes a call to reevaluate the changed focus of BFA programs in dance, 

citing the rapid shift away from a liberal arts orientation towards more technical, 

performance, and choreographic emphases in undergraduate dance programs. While a 

2010 review of graduate dance programs finds only three that self-identify in written 

program materials as “conservatory models,” the studio training model is still dominant, 
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with growing MFA programs comprising over 60% of graduate dance programs in the 

United States (Bond, 2010).  The past seventy years has seen swings and shifts in the role 

of dance, and it seems the debate that surfaced in the late 1930s continues today.  

In some ways my own background in dance reflects this rather dichotomous 

thinking within the dance field. My childhood dance experiences, primarily in studio 

environments, led me to pursue dance as an undergraduate where the focus continued to 

emphasize technique and performance. At the same time, however, I began to glimpse 

broader values of dance, guiding me on an eventual path towards graduate school.  The 

following section elaborates this personal journey leading to my arrival at this research, a 

recounting that allowed me to recognize, and later bracket, my own experiences and 

assumptions bearing on this study.  

 

Personal Journey towards this Inquiry: Interest in Education and Engagement 

Upon beginning college as a dance major at the University of California, Irvine, I 

became enamored almost immediately with the academic experience and made a 

conscious decision to pursue a life in academics. This decision fueled the emergence of 

my own personal or “private” curriculum (Vallance, 1973/74; Bond, 1994a; Bond & 

Deans, 1997), a pursuit of personal interests that paralleled each and every course 

throughout, but not always interwoven with, my undergraduate university studies. I filled 

margins of notebooks with thoughts about teaching, continuously reflected on teachers' 
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practices, recognized variations of engagement among my peers and in myself, and 

thought deeply about teaching and learning based on my experiences and observations.  

All along I had little to no dialogue with teachers about pedagogy and only minimal 

exposure to educational literature through two undergraduate courses in education.  It 

was not until arriving at Temple University as an MFA Dance student and transferring 

into the EdM Dance program a semester later that I knew I had found my way to extend 

understanding and knowledge of learning and dance. 

I feel lucky that my experiences in higher education have been primarily 

enjoyable and motivating, but even as a young undergraduate, thinking often about 

teaching and learning, I recognized that my interest and commitment to courses and 

learning fluctuated. At that time I began wondering about student engagement:  what 

makes students tune out and what enables them to connect with course material? I often 

thought about the teacher’s ability and responsibility in engaging learners, as I envisioned 

myself stepping into the role of college educator.   

Admittedly, I spent little time considering ways I might change in order to get 

more out of my classroom experience. In this respect I acted as a submissive student 

relying on the power of my teachers within a system that generally endorses such 

dichotomy. I do recall working to stay focused and engaged, sometimes recognizing my 

easily distracted state and corresponding feelings (e.g. exhaustion, hunger, boredom). I 

can imagine myself day-dreaming about, perhaps even mentally planning for another 

project instead of attending to a lecture or immersing myself in a text, and I’m sure there 
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were times when a heightened emotional state affected my class performance.  Generally, 

however, I was not very critical of my own responsibility.  I was not empowered to 

change what I saw as status quo as an undergraduate student—maintaining a notion of 

teacher as “other”; and even as I developed new perspectives and visions of education as 

a graduate student, my sense of empowerment felt somewhat limited. 

Questions raised as an undergraduate seem even more relevant now that I am 

teaching my own classes. As a graduate student and teacher, I have become more 

confident in articulating and sharing my perspectives on teaching, learning, and 

education. I recognize my desire to often act as a student advocate. Engaging in dialogue 

about education, I find it difficult to let go of my own experiences and beliefs. In other 

words, it is challenging to acknowledge my experience as simply one person’s 

experience, realizing that my experience is not everyone’s experience, and my peers, as 

well as my students and teachers, have equally valid experiences and perspectives.   

As my perception of teacher as “other” has evolved throughout my undergraduate 

and graduate studies, my conception of engagement has also broadened. Rather than 

focusing primarily on the teacher’s responsibility to engage students, I also think about 

student agency—their lives and their experiences, curriculum, environment, and social 

and cultural influences.  I think about relationships between and among course content, 

students, teachers, administrators, and society. While I still identify deeply as student, I 

find myself identifying as teacher more and more, and seeking a more informed 

understanding of student experience that goes beyond my preconceptions.  
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As I began to see myself as a teacher I also began to wonder, from a more 

scholarly perspective, how I might be able to motivate students to engage with content. In 

a preliminary study, part of a course project (Frichtel, 2007b), I explored meanings, 

experiences, and intersubjective responses having to do with motivation in dance. 

Beginning the present research I also turned to literature on motivation as a way to better 

understand engagement. An overview of this literature is presented in Chapter 2. 

 

Dance Pluralism: Locating this Study 

Over the past eight years I have taught dance courses as instructor on record for 

the Boyer College of Music and Dance at Temple University. I have taught a total of 

eighteen sections of three different undergraduate University Core courses: Entry to 

Dance as Art, Dance in Human Society, and Dance, Movement and Pluralism, as well as 

Embodying Pluralism: Dynamics of Race & Diversity in American Society, a revision of 

Dance, Movement, and Pluralism developed for the new Temple University General 

Education Curriculum (Bond, 2006). The Embodying Pluralism course proposal is 

provided in Appendix B. Five sections of the latter two courses taught between Fall 2007 

and Fall 2008 compose the site of this study. For the sake of simplicity I use the term 

dance pluralism course/s to make reference to both Dance, Movement, and Pluralism 

(R280) and Embodying Pluralism (0828).    
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Since Ferdun, Temple University’s dance pluralism curriculum has undergone 

several transformations, first in 2001 and again in 2006. When Karen Bond became 

course coordinator and instructor (fall 2001), she significantly revised course readings to 

include more dance-related texts, while holding on to some key assignments and several 

original readings (Stevens, 2000; Bond, 2001). In general, earlier readings reflected an 

American Studies perspective, highlighting contemporary social issues without making 

direct connections to dance (E. Ferdun, personal communication October 2, 2010; 

Stevens, 2000). A second major transformation of the course began in 2006 and 

continued amidst data collection for this research, with the new course, Embodying 

Pluralism, being piloted during fall semester, 2008. Readings were once again 

significantly revised and major assignments were standardized across sections to promote 

a course that reflected current teaching practices and assessment methods, and 

contemporary thinking pertaining to equality, diversity, and pluralism in dance and 

society (K. Bond, personal communication September, 2008). 

Since at least 2000 (the earliest syllabus available) several mainstay elements 

have persisted. Readings, discussions, video observations, movement studies, and guest 

teachers offering various dance forms have held a secure place within the dance pluralism 

courses. Integration of active movement participation, creation, and observation, and 

readings and discussions around topics such as race, gender, class, and age relating to 

living in a diverse society, have been fundamental to Temple’s dance pluralism courses 

(Stevens, 2000; Etwaroo, 2000, Bond, 2001b; Bond & Etwaroo, 2005; Bond 2007). With 

the initial creation of a dance pluralism course, Ferdun made her mark in pursuit of re-
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envisioning dance as a studio-based liberal art study. However, less than two decades 

later, such liberal arts pursuits continue to face difficulties as BFA programs continue to 

grow in number and in students, at the cost of liberal arts (and dance education) programs 

(Hagood, 2000; Risner, 2010b). And while there are more graduate programs aligning 

themselves with liberal arts models than with fine arts or conservatory models, these 

programs still face challenges of implementing such curriculum (Bond, 2010).  

Preparing to teach my first course at Temple University in 2004, I received a 

department handout describing the purpose and goals of the “Core” undergraduate dance 

curriculum. The handout, part of a handbook for teaching assistants and adjunct 

instructors, indicated that all core dance courses included dance viewing, discussion, and 

reading, however the department emphasized “sensing, expressing, learning, and 

analyzing knowledge kinesthetically and artistically through movement” (Dance 

Department handout, 2004). I embrace this perspective and recognize body as integral to 

the understanding of and through dance. 

At the time of data collection the university was transitioning from the old ‘Core’ 

curriculum to the new ‘GenEd’ curriculum. At this transitional time, somewhere between 

twelve and sixteen sections of these ‘Core’ or ‘GenEd’ classes were offered each 

semester. None of the other Core curriculum, studio dance courses—Entry to Dance as 

Art, Dance in Human Society, and Pathways in American Dance, were reinvented for the 

GenEd curriculum and have been phased out. New, primarily lecture-based dance courses 

have emerged, courses that are not taught in studios. As of fall 2011 Embodying 
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Pluralism is the only surviving fully studio-delivered course. Another course, The Jazz 

Century, is split between studio and lecture delivery, and all other dance GenEd courses 

are described as lecture-based, taught in traditional classrooms (Temple University Class 

Schedule, Fall 2011).  Embodying Pluralism is under constant pressure, struggling to 

maintain studio space and multiple sections, due to a College administration that 

prioritizes BFA dance majors, lending validity to Risner’s (2010a, 2010b) critique of 

current trends in dance in higher education that overemphasize dance as a fine art “at the 

expense of liberal arts and dance education programs” (Risner, 2010b, p 96).  At the same 

time, the National Association of Schools of Dance (NASD) recommends the 

development of dance in general education through curriculum that affords non-majors 

opportunities for participation in the dance studio through “curricular and other efforts” 

(Handbook 2011-2012, p. 84). NASD also recommends that dance students explore broad 

fields of personal interest and multi-disciplinary issues related to dance (p. 98), 

encouraging dance education to reach beyond the limits of fine art curricula.  

Transition to the GenEd curriculum marks other shifts in general education dance 

courses as well. Prior to and at the time of data collection for this study enrollment was 

generally limited to 25 students with a few exceptions of smaller studios where the 

maximum enrollment was 15. Embodying Pluralism now has a quota of 30 students, 

whereas the classroom-based courses have quotas of 45.  Students in the present study 

were engaged in dance for a wide range of reasons; however, they were not typically 

pursuing dance with long term intentions or professional goals. Some were experiencing 

dance for the first time in an instructional sense, and some saw it as something that they 



 
14 

 

were interested in, but not devoted to.  Still others did hold an invested interest, pursuing 

dance through church or extra-curricular studies. For a brief period, Embodying 

Pluralism began drawing more dance majors as well as students from a new Musical 

Theatre major (K. E. Bond, personal communication March 9, 2011), producing a wider 

range of dance skill level from beginners to pre-professional. However, current university 

regulations now prohibit dance majors from taking Embodying Pluralism to fulfill the 

GenEd race and diversity requirements.  

At the time of data collection, students in dance pluralism courses tended to be of 

traditional college age, typically between 18 and 23 years old.  Rarely, older adults 

returning to education also enrolled.  Students represented a great range of race, religion, 

and socio-economic backgrounds, reflecting Temple University’s diverse population. In 

an article examining the Dance, Movement, and Pluralism course, Bond and Indira 

Etwaroo (2005) point out, “Class lists often read like United Nation subcommittees” (p. 

89).  I recall one summer section with fewer than ten students enrolled, significantly less 

than a typical section offered during the school year. Nevertheless, a list of self 

identifications included: black, white, Indian, Iranian, Tajikistanian, Pennsylvania Dutch, 

Caribbean, Pentecostal Christian, Shiite Muslim, Sunni Muslim, Baptist, and Hindu.  

Students represented both American and international demographics. While this may be 

an extreme example of the diversity I have experienced as an instructor at Temple 

University, I could expect a fair amount of diversity in the courses I have taught.  
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Teaching Methods and Procedures 

As noted previously, this dissertation research commenced at a transitional period 

for the dance pluralism. Funded by a course development grant, I was invited by course 

developer, Dr. Karen Bond, to participate in piloting the revised course, trialing new 

readings and projects in sections of Dance, Movement, and Pluralism during fall 2007 

and spring 2008, prior to the official pilot of Embodying Pluralism in fall 2008, in which 

Bond and I taught parallel sections. On reflection, I realize that I had begun to adopt a 

new framework for teaching that reflected the more holistic values and practices that I 

was exposed to in the emerging new curriculum.  

The reformed curriculum articulates how learning happens rather than just 

focusing on course content, as the previous Core curriculum had been conveyed to me 

(through sample syllabi). The design of Embodying Pluralism specifies how goals will be 

achieved through collaborative small group projects, student led discussions, and specific 

assignments designed to promote “thinking”, “informed judgments,” and “ethics” among 

other required and desired university goals for general education (Bond, 2006).  

Throughout a semester, students take on various leadership roles, contributing to the 

learning environment and shaping the course. For example, I have asked students to bring 

questions or prompts drawn from readings to class as a way to encourage active 

participation by not only responding to questions but also by initiating discussion. 

Students typically spend their time working in small groups, with partners, or are 

involved in full class activities.   
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Embedded in the course design is a pedagogical philosophy that places the teacher 

in a role of learner and the student at the center of the learning experience; the classroom 

becomes a “laboratory” for considering, exploring, and embodying theories and ethics of 

pluralism (Bond, 2006). A philosophy that values students for who and where they are on 

their developmental journeys embraces the phenomenological idea of the natural 

attitude, a pre-reflective understanding or a knowledge based on our everyday ways of 

being (Moustakas, 1994).  Assignments throughout the course encourage students to 

acknowledge their own beliefs, knowledge, and experiences. During the first days of the 

course, for example, students complete a short survey concerning their individual 

histories, identities, and perspectives. Responses are collated and shared anonymously on 

PowerPoint slides and discussed.  Listening, questioning, and reflecting, students and 

instructor work together to develop a “sophisticated awareness of course topics, including 

the ability to dialogue with ambiguity, paradox, complexity, and personal prejudices and 

bias” (Bond, 2006, p. 3). Participants are involved in shaping class projects and 

assignments. In one example, students are invited to share dances of their personal 

histories, cultures, or heritage.  Additionally, students are actively involved in 

determining assessment criteria and participate in self-evaluation (Bond, 2006).  

Such a course design, informed by a phenomenological pedagogical philosophy, 

also accommodates diverse educators, enabling course instructors to draw on personal 

interests and strengths. It also encourages educators to critique their own knowledge and 

biases, while seeking the broadest understanding of knowledge available to humanity, 

aligning with Lewis Gordon and Jane Anna Gordon’s (2006) concept of the “pedagogical 
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imperative.” The teacher’s responsibility is to seek understanding and impart “the most 

truthful portrait of reality” (Gordon & Gordon, 2006, p. xxii; Gordon, L., 2007; Gordon, 

J., 2010).  

In teaching dance pluralism I seek a curriculum that embraces active participation 

and shifts power away from teacher and towards the students, while encouraging open 

dialogue and feedback among all participants (Motschnig-Pitrik, 2002; O’Neil & 

McMahon, 2005).  One way that I encourage student feedback is through ongoing 

descriptive course reviews, creating a sort of dialogue between students and myself. 

Carol Rodgers (2002, 2006) provides theoretical support for descriptive feedback from 

students, based on Dewey’s concept of reflection, as an educational tool that encourages 

skillful observation, critical thinking, and thoughtful action. She points out that the 

process of describing learning experiences encourages students to think about their 

experiences and encourages teachers to listen and attend to students. 

In addition to the university’s formal course evaluations that occur at the end of 

each semester, I ask students periodically to spend between five and fifteen minutes 

describing their learning experiences.  These handwritten notes, as they are usually 

completed in class, accomplish at least two things.  First, they provide students with an 

opportunity to reflect on their learning and on their experience. This is particularly useful 

prior to a class discussion in that it allows students to formulate their thoughts.  Second, it 

provides me with feedback, helping to make sense of student progress and understanding, 

as well as specific challenges.  As some course experiences can be emotional and private, 
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students are invited, not required, to submit these reflections.  Some will submit with 

their names written on top, others without their names, and occasionally a few will decide 

not to submit reflections. While this is not necessarily anonymous feedback, students do 

seem open to providing constructive feedback about both the teaching and their own 

learning.  I also invite students to provide anonymous feedback that can be left in my 

faculty mailbox.   

 

Rationale for Researching Engagement in Dance Pluralism 

Studying engagement in dance pluralism—a humanities-based, undergraduate, 

general education dance course—seems appropriate for several reasons.  To begin with, 

students enroll in dance pluralism classes for a variety of reasons whereas using dance 

majors in major courses might present a population of students required to take specific 

courses based on their chosen major.  For example, some students select a dance course 

to fulfill a general education requirement because they have studied dance or are 

interested in dance.  A notable number of students take two or more general education 

dance courses because they enjoyed their first or previous courses.  Others select a dance 

course because of scheduling—the class fits into a busy schedule or is particularly 

convenient.  Sometimes students just need the credits: “In the beginning of the semester I 

really knew nothing about this dance class or what types of things I would be doing, and 

frankly, I didn’t care. I only added the class because I needed the credits.” Still others 

openly admit that they enroll on the assumption that the class will be easy.  
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Second, using a general education dance course potentially increases the range of 

engagement experiences.  One might assume that students pursuing dance as a field of 

study are already interested in dance and therefore might demonstrate stronger 

engagement within any specific dance class.  Circumstantially, I would argue that this is 

not the case and that engagement varies significantly even among dance majors.  

Nonetheless, using general education dance courses lessens such concerns. 

Third, dance pluralism represents a range of learning activities that can be found 

across a dance curriculum, although not always in one specific course. Within any section 

of dance pluralism and specifically in my own teaching of this course, students may 

expect to learn stylized dances from guest teachers and me, as well as from their peers.  

They may also expect to create their own choreography and participate in improvisational 

dance.  Additionally, students have reading assignments, writing assignments (reflections 

on readings and live dance events, and a final synthesis paper), and participate in class 

discussions (in class and online).  With such variety in the curriculum, dance pluralism 

provides a highly appropriate site to examine student engagement in dance education. 

These selection reasons could possibly be extended to other general education dance 

courses, as well. My previous and continued involvement teaching dance pluralism had 

practical implication for its selection in this study.  
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Significance of Study  

Statement of Purpose 

While the focus of this research is within the field of dance, its findings will 

contribute to the larger field of education, particularly theories of student learning.  A 

guiding value of the study is that educators who can recognize engagement and develop 

teaching styles to promote student engagement may be better equipped to empower 

student learning. Understanding meanings of engagement in education may indirectly 

benefit society and directly benefit students through potentially improved teaching 

practices.  

This dissertation contributes to a body of literature that illuminates dance student 

meanings by including voices of college students taking dance as part of their general 

education curriculum, an underrepresented population. Research into student engagement 

contributes to an under-researched area of educational theory and practice in dance, in 

higher education, and specifically in dance in higher education. Gaining a better 

understanding of how students experience engagement and what engagement looks like 

in a humanities-based, general education dance class provides knowledge that may 

improve teaching strategies and optimally, enhance learning.  

The purpose of this research is to examine meanings of student engagement in 

dance education.  Initial questions that oriented the study included:    
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1. What are the attributes/characteristics of an engaged general education dance 

class? 

2. How do general education dance students experience engagement? 

3. In what ways do students connect to reading materials, media, discussions, 

movement investigations, performances, and one another?  

4. What are individual students’ perceptions of their learning processes? 

These questions took shape along with my expanding understanding of this research 

project.  While these initial questions could apply to similar projects investigating student 

experience of engagement in other classes, the results of this research are specific to a 

population of dance pluralism students. 

 

Overview of Research Design 

This dissertation research is based on analysis of participant descriptions of 

engagement.  A methodological design situated within qualitative research, grounded in 

hermeneutic and educational phenomenology (van Manen, 1990a, 1990b, 1997, 2002; 

Vandenberg, 1974, 1997, 2008) and informed by action research (McTaggart, 1989; 

Brennan & Noffke, 1997; Carson & Sumara, 1997; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000, 2005; 

Reason & Bradbury, 2008; Wicks, Reason, & Bradbury, 2008) seeks to illuminate dance 

student meanings of engagement. The methodological structure and procedures of this 

study are presented in detail in Chapter 3.  
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Data include what van Manen (1997) refers to as lived experience descriptions 

depicting the experiential aspects of particular moments and events written by the 

students, drawn from student course work, open-ended mid-semester course reflections, 

formal end-of-semester course reflections in which students respond to prompts 

pertaining to engagement, and interviews with 4 students 12 to 18 months after 

completion of the course. At the time of the study student participants reflected a general 

composition of university students in terms of diversity of age (18-26), and gender 

makeup reflected that of students who typically enrolled in general education dance 

courses (significantly more females than males). Through cycles of analysis in which I 

endeavored to put aside personal assumptions about teaching, learning, and engagement 

(phenomenological “bracketing”), I sought meaning—immersing myself in data, seeking 

categories of meaning, and engaging in a writing process to further understand students’ 

experience of engagement. I explicate this process further in Chapter 3.  

 

Delimitations and Limitations 

Research findings are delimited to the context of the undergraduate dance course 

Dance, Movement and Pluralism and its successor, Embodying Pluralism.  While 

individual readers may relate to findings of the study, affording a kind of naturalistic 

generalization or meaning bridge, the study does not seek to generalize to other general 

education dance courses. The parameters of the course—the curriculum, as well as 
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relationships among students and with the teacher, may all limit and/or shape the 

research.   

A reflective teaching journal focusing on my teaching experiences and video 

recording of select sessions throughout all three semesters were additional sources of 

data. With rich data from the students’ writings and interviews I decided that data from 

my reflective teaching journal and video recordings proved beyond the scope of this 

study that sought to illuminate student voices. A qualitative process of data collection and 

analysis reflects my own pathways of meaning making; conducted by anyone else, 

findings would necessarily reflect unique choices and understanding of data. Various 

bodies of literature might dialogue with findings of this research in significant ways. The 

literature with which I choose to engage also shapes and informs meanings of this study.  

 

Dissertation Schematic 

This dissertation includes eight chapters. Chapter 1 provides an introduction to the 

project and a background of my journey to this study. Chapter 2 discusses background 

literature serving as a point of entrance to study engagement, while Chapter 3 elaborates 

methods and procedures. Lived experience descriptions of engagement found in students’ 

course work and reflections, and interview transcriptions are presented in Chapters 4 and 

5, respectively.  Chapter 6 examines critical pedagogical literature relevant to findings 

presented in Chapters 4 and 5. Chapter 7 synthesizes meanings through further analysis 
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of significant themes emerging from this experiential inquiry, and discusses these themes 

in relation to critical pedagogy.  The dissertation concludes with a summary, final 

thoughts, and recommendations in Chapter 8. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BACKGROUND PERSPECTIVES:  ENGAGEMENT  

 

Student engagement is at the forefront of educational concerns. There is 

significant literature addressing a vast range of issues including, for example, civic 

engagement (Case, 2007; Jones, 2011), engagement with technology (Peterson, 2009; 

Erickson, 2011), and engagement in disadvantaged student populations (Bempechat, Li, 

Neier, Gillis, & Holloway, 2011; Richardson, 2011).  The relationship between 

motivation and engagement has been explored in considerable depth (Sansome & 

Harackiewicz, 2000; Eccles & Wigfield, 2002; Brophy, 2004; Elliott, Hufton, Ilyushin, & 

Willis, 2005; Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 2008). There seems to be a particular focus on 

K-12 student engagement, however there is evidence of growing interest in college 

student engagement (Astin, 1985; Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, & Associates, 2005; 

Kanter, 2006; Neal, 2009; Bempechat et al., 2011; Taylor, Hunter, Melton, & Goodwin, 

2011; Richardson, 2011; Handley, Price, & Miller, 2011).  

Research in higher education tends to be directed towards understanding 

engagement at the macro or institutional level where much personal and intersubjective 

meaning is being overlooked (Furlong et al., 2003; Handelsman et al., 2005; Handley et 

al., 2011).  Much of this research relies on surveys and measurement instruments (Kanter, 
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2006; Erickson, 2011; Richardson, 2011), which may be rather superficial in 

understanding student meanings and motivations (Zyngier, 2003).  Some include 

qualitative methods of data analysis, along with quantitative (Neil, 2009; Peterson, 2009; 

Karabin, 2010; Bempechat et al., 2011; Jones, 2011; Linnenbrink-Garcia, Rogat, & 

Koskey, 2011). Little has been done to define engagement or to understand meanings of 

engagement (Bowen, 2005; Zyngier, 2003, 2007, 2008; Taylor et al., 2011). While there 

is a small but growing body of literature exploring student meanings of learning dance, 

with the exception of Bond (1991, 1994a, 2008) few dance scholars have examined the 

specific phenomenon of engagement; most talk about student experiences or perceptions 

of their dance learning experiences. This recognition emphasizes the novelty and 

significance of this study focusing on and seeking understanding of engagement in dance 

education. Significant gaps remain in understanding student engagement in education, 

and in particular, dance education. 

This chapter introduces literature on engagement in general education and more 

specifically, in dance education. The current study is situated in a general education, 

humanities-based dance course. As noted previously, I am particularly interested in 

understanding student meanings of engagement in and through this course.  I 

acknowledge the history of the study of engagement and understand engagement to 

include psychological, behavioral, and interpersonal aspects (Furlong et al., 2003; 

Willms, 2003; Schunk, Pintrich, & Meece, 2008).  Finally, I introduce dance research and 

scholarship that has contributed to my understanding of student engagement and as a way 
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to recognize and bracket assumptions throughout various stages of this research 

endeavor.   

 

Overview of Engagement  

Engagement is perhaps the most important ingredient of successful student 

learning (Hu & Kuh, 2002; Kuh et al., 2004; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Carini, Kuh, 

& Klein, 2006).  There is general agreement in the research that engaged students are 

learning and that teaching can influence engagement (Bloom, 1974; Fisher, 1980, Kuh et 

al., 2004):  “Faculty can and do shape student performance by what they themselves 

value and do” (Kuh et al., 2004, p. 30).  This premise suggests that improved teaching 

and improved learning may be dependent on understanding student engagement.  With 

this in mind, there is a need to understand the meanings and experiences of engagement, 

which I conceptualize as broad and personally meaningful. In this dissertation 

“engagement” is used as a general term to encapsulate students’ meanings of their 

experiences in dance pluralism. 

The study of engagement is well established in the field of education.  Abraham 

Maslow and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s respective theories of peak experience and flow, 

for example, are ultimately theories of engagement, representing the positive end of the 

engagement spectrum. Peak experience and flow approach the pinnacle of engagement 

experiences which can be understood as involvement that consumes a person’s attention 
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(including mind, body, and spirit) and is directed towards a particular idea (Maslow, 

1968, 1971; Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 1988; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Kytle, 

2004).   

Prior to Maslow and Csikszentmihalyi, John Dewey’s (1938, 1952, 1954) 

educational writings demonstrate an interest in the act of engagement recognizing the 

learner’s role as a participant in experience and education.   Bloom’s Taxonomy of 

Educational Objectives offers a framework of educational goals that are salient to 

discourse on student engagement (Bloom, 1956; Krathwohl, Bloom, & Masia, 1964). 

Handbook II: Affective Domain (Krathwohl, Bloom, & Masia, 1964) characterizes ways 

in which students relate to, or engage with, educational phenomena. Also, Bloom’s 

(1974) concept of mastery learning, dependent on student motivation and time spent 

committed to developing deeper understanding is significant to understanding 

engagement. His work suggests that increased competence is related to improved 

cooperation among students and superior grades, test scores, and knowledge. Positive 

correlations have been made between time spent engaged with learning tasks and learning 

achievement (Bloom, 1974; Fisher et al., 1980). Understanding the spectrum of student 

experiences of their time spent engaged will contribute to discourse of engagement and 

student learning. Studying the range of experiences between disengagement and total 

engagement accounts for natural variations in the transitory state of engagement. This 

study seeks understanding of the broad spectrum of student engagement in dance 

education in the stated population. 
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Engagement literatures generally address three major perspectives: psychological, 

behavioral, and interpersonal, although there is some variation in definitions and 

terminology (Willms, 2003; Handelsman et al., 2005; Ooi, 2007; Osborne et al., 2007).  

Willms (2003) addresses psychological and behavioral aspects, writing that engagement 

typically refers to “the extent to which students identify with and value schooling 

outcomes, and participate in academic and non-academic school activities” (p. 10).  

However, Elliott et al. (2005) note that students’ valuing of education and expressed 

motivation in school are not always recognizable in behavior.  So students may value 

schooling outcomes but not necessarily engage in schooling; also, students may engage in 

particular schooling activities but not necessarily value the learning processes or 

outcomes.  

It might be expected that increased motivation would promote engaged behaviors 

such as class participation, homework completion, and achievement; however, as Elliott 

et al. (2005) note, behavior does not always seem linked to how students describe their 

motivation. Statistical studies, and much of the motivational research is quantitative, have 

shown that there is a relatively low level of correlation between engagement and student 

achievement. For example, high grade achieving students may not be engaged and low 

achieving students may be engaged (Willms, 2003; Kytle, 2004).   

Most definitions of engagement include psychological and behavioral aspects. 

Psychological engagement relates to feelings, emotions, and thinking experienced in the 

educational environment. Psychological aspects are sometimes further defined as 
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cognitive and affective (Furlong et al., 2003).  As mentioned previously, Kytle (2004) 

points out that states of engagement, particularly psychological engagement, are 

transitory and can only be upheld for a limited amount of time. Behavioral engagement 

refers to observable behavior such as arriving on time, participation in discussions, 

completing homework, being active in class work, and involvement in group activities. 

To a lesser extent, interpersonal aspects of engagement are also noted in the 

literature on educational engagement. Interpersonal engagement has to do with 

relationships among peers and between students and instructors.  Schunk et al. (2008) 

argue that a sense of belonging (interpersonal) and participation (behavioral) at school are 

two of the most important aspects of engagement. Both are intricately connected with 

psychological involvement. In contrast findings from PISA, an international survey study 

of student engagement, suggests, “Students’ sense of belonging and participation are not 

strongly related to each other at the individual level...” (Willms, 2003, p. 54). Whereas 

behavioral participation can often be observed or assessed through assignments, sense of 

student connection is more difficult to gauge.  

 Furlong et al. (2003) offer one of the clearest schemas of student engagement I 

found in the literature. The authors seek a standardized terminology, bringing together 

multiple models of student engagement. Table 1 offers an overview of their conception of 

engagement characterizing behavioral, psychological, and interpersonal components.  
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Table 1. Engagement Aspects and Characteristics (Furlong et al., 2003) 

Engagement Aspects Engagement Characteristics 
Behavioral  

(observable) 

conformity to classroom rules, being prepared, 
paying attention 

Psychological  
(internal experience) 

affective affection, liking, enjoyment, belonging, bonding, 
and attachment 

 cognitive level of “thinking,” developing beliefs, assessments, 
appraisals, perceptions  

Interpersonal                        
(social) 

sense of a classroom community, student-teacher 
relationship, mutual respect, cooperative learning 

  

Motivation and Engagement  

Motivation is a commonly discussed phenomenon throughout engagement 

literature. Initially unsure of the relationship between motivation and engagement, and 

what defined one from the other, I sought literature on the topic. At the macro level, 

engagement in education may be viewed as the “degree of deep, personal commitment” 

or “the extent to which students identify with and value schooling outcomes” (Kytle, 

2004, p. xii). Educational engagement may also be thought of as the amount of effort that 

a person chooses to devote to a particular learning activity, influenced by the student’s 

perception and value of the activity and schooling in general, that is to say, motivation 

(Willms, 2003; Kuh et al., 2005). Engagement in the sorts of tasks that contribute to 

learning and growth requires impetus or motivation. Motivation is the force that 

encourages engagement.  
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Motivation can come from many sources.  Multiple theories offer reasons for 

engagement and the motivation that leads to engagement. Three general theoretical 

perspectives of motivation and engagement include: interest theories, goal theories, and 

intrinsic motivation theories. Interest theories recognize both individual and situational 

interests, differentiating between feelings of interest that are motivating and valuing 

something for an external reason. Goal theories are focused on concepts of 

performance—the ability to demonstrate knowledge and understanding, and mastery—a 

high level of conceptual understanding. Performance goals correlate to competition. In 

contrast, “Mastery goals are directed towards learning and on the development of 

competence through task mastery” (Osborne, Kellow, & Jones, 2007, p. 128). It is 

thought that performance goals tend to encourage superficial engagement and a concern 

with others’ perspectives, while mastery goals encourage deeper engagement and 

learning.  

Intrinsic motivation theories suggest that there are both intrinsic and extrinsic 

motivations. Activities are intrinsically motivating when they are rewarding in and of 

themselves. Activities are extrinsically motivating when they are done to achieve 

something else or when the reward is not directly related to the specific activity (Raffini, 

1996; Brophy, 2004; Furlong et al., 2003; Elliott, 2005; Schunk et al., 2008). Surveying 

literature on motivation, I was drawn specifically to literature on intrinsic motivation for 

its grounding and valuing of the activity.   
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Eisenberger and Cameron (1996) published a germinal paper critiquing the value 

of extrinsic rewards, thus reigniting an interest in intrinsic motivation that had been rather 

quiet since the 1970s (Sansome & Harackiewicz, 2000). Recognizing obstacles that 

impede students from experiencing intrinsic motivation within higher education (for 

example, students have to complete courses that may or may not interest them in order to 

complete graduation requirements), educators still seek understanding of such motivation 

to find ways to promote or even teach students to find intrinsic motivation and to 

encourage engagement (Brophy, 2004).  

As introduced earlier, Csikszentmihalyi (1975, 1988 with Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 

1997), best known for his research on the psychology of education, motivation, and 

engagement, discusses intrinsic engagement in terms of flow. Flow experiences are 

meaningful and self-motivating. They are dependent, at least in part, on immediate 

feedback that occurs throughout an experience.  Flow occurs when a person is 

experiencing an ideal level of challenge in relation to their particular skill or ability. 

When in flow, a person is intrinsically motivated, or inspired to continue doing for the 

sake of the experience.   

Scholars and educators have long considered implications of motivation on 

engagement. Dewey (1938, 1952, 1954), Maslow (1968, 1971), Csikszentmihalyi (1988 

with Csikszentmihalyi, 1990) and others mentioned within this chapter represent only a 

sample of such scholarship on the subject. Early dance educators such as Margaret 

H’Doubler (1925) and Alma Hawkins (1954) also considered motivation and student 
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engagement. H’Doubler (1925) wrote about the teacher’s responsibility in creating an 

environment where students “overcome needless inhibitions of shyness and self-

consciousness” to engage in “a complete absorption in their art,” and offered suggestions 

for how to do this (p. 37). Hawkins (1954) was concerned with the divergent educational 

needs of would be professional dancers and college students: “Educators, through their 

training with artists, had discovered a way to teach dance as an activity but had not 

learned how to use dance as an activity medium for teaching students” (p. 32). 

Furthermore, Hawkins (1954) called on dance educators to consider how dance 

contributes to the “education of many persons,” situating dance education within 

contemporary motivational learning theories of the time (p. 34). I join Hawkins with 

these concerns as I begin this research journey. 

As a way to situate the current study and develop background understanding of 

student experiences in dance I review dance education literature that illuminates student 

meanings and/or relates to student engagement in dance. The next section presents an 

overview of this literature. 

 

Selected Dance Education Literature Relevant to Student Engagement 

Contemporary dance education research contains a growing body of interpretive 

work that examines student experiences and meanings of dance. I present the following 

overview as a way to provide background of relevant dance education literature and to 
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recognize, and later bracket, studies that have informed my understanding and shaded my 

assumptions of dance student engagement. Studies are presented by author 

chronologically according to the author(s)’ earliest publication with relevance to the 

present study. 

Prior to 1990, the year Stinson et al. published their pioneering study employing 

van Manen’s hermeneutic phenomenological methodology to examine dance student 

meanings, I am aware of only five interpretive studies of student meanings of dance, all 

taking place between 1953 and 1980 (Hamburger, 1953; Reyser, 1964; Alter, Denman, & 

Barron, 1972; O’Connor, 1977; Straits, 1980). These studies (1953-1980) include one 

journal article (Hamburger, 1953), two book chapters (Reyser, 1964; Alter et al., 1972), 

one unpublished senior thesis (O’Connor, 1977) and one dissertation (Straits, 1980). All 

but Straits (1980), a doctoral dissertation examining an artist-in-residence program, were 

identified and reviewed by Judith Alter (1997).  

The earliest study attending to student meanings presents student reflections on 

modern dance classes in a high school setting (Hamburger, 1953). Students relate 

transformative and transcendent experiences and sense of empowerment through dance, 

which the author refers to as “complete expression” (p. 27). Transformed sense of self, 

freedom through movement, connection with music, and a strong sense of oneness with 

peer dancers are evident in student accounts. These reflections allude to heightened 

engagement and in some cases capture a sense of magic or spirituality. Such meanings, as 

will be seen, are reiterated through literature capturing student meanings of dance. 
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Carol Pierson Reyser’s (1979, reprint of 1964 article) interest in how dancers “see 

themselves in relation to the dominant middle class” and to one another, spurred this 

social research (p. 98). An unsupported assumption of a dominant middle class 

compromises validity of the study. Reyser interviewed 16 student dancers from one 

metropolitan dance school. Revealing students’ rejection of the mainstream and desires 

for individuality. She presents a picture of dance students who behave as “an aggregate 

rather than a real group,” inferring a lack of cohesiveness within the group (p. 116). 

While dancers dance together there is no real sense of camaraderie and self-interest 

prevails. This is the only one of the reviewed texts that emphasizes divisiveness over 

unity among a particular group of dancers. The situation of these students studying 

technique together while dancing in different companies and pursuing professional work 

might have encouraged competition over unity among these individuals.  

Alter et al. (1972) elicit college dance students’ perceptions and expectations of 

their dance education through an open-ended questionnaire. Responses denoted high 

personal commitment to dance, desire for meaningful dance content and quality teaching, 

and an expectation to work hard. Additionally, students viewed dance as a way to express 

self and often found pleasure in dance (Alter et al., 1972).  

A ground breaking study by Stinson et al. (1990) set a precedent for investigating 

student meanings of dance grounded in van Manen’s phenomenological hermeneutic 

methodology and focused on student perceptions. Stinson et al. sought seven young 

women’s (ages 16-18) personal meanings of dance experience through interviews and 
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observation. During an initial interview each student was invited to reflect on self 

perceptions and her own dance experiences.  The interviewer later observed the student 

during a dance technique class and following the class interviewed the student a second 

time, discussing the class and the student’s emotional response to the class. In what the 

authors perceived as a “paradoxical” finding, the young women described a “sense of 

identity between self and dance” while also lacking a sense of agency in their ability to 

affect change in the field, or pursue dance as a career (p. 19). This study also elucidated 

student perceptions of personal growth and community with peers.  Since Stinson et al. 

(1990) numerous studies of student perceptions of dance have employed similar, related, 

and complementary methodological approaches and will be discussed in this section 

(Bond, 1991, 1992, 1994a, 1994b, 2001, 2008; Stinson, 1993, 1997; Bracey, 2004; Bond 

& Etwaroo, 2005; Bond and Richard, 2005). 

Hunt’s (1991) doctoral study integrates personal narrative, philosophical analysis 

and cultural critique with interpretive qualitative inquiry, employing interviews to 

understand two professional modern dancers’ perceptions of their dance experiences.  

Hunt (1991, 1994) seeks understanding of personal and social transformation through 

dance.  She recognizes how institutions of higher education can undervalue dance by 

trivializing “emotional, conceptual, and political effects,” i.e., the transformation possible 

through dance (1991, p. 128).  Hunt critiques the hierarchical model of conservatory 

dance training for its exploitation of the human potential for transformation in pursuit of 

artistic merit rather than for personal or societal interests.  Foreshadowing Stinson’s later 

reflections on the possible dangers of students experiencing heightened states of 
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emotional transformation in dance education  (in Bond & Stinson, 2000/01), Hunt 

considers manifestations of transformation that result in undesirable outcomes, such as 

“embarrassment, insecurity and humiliation” in dance education (Hunt 1994, p. 182).   

Following Stinson et al. (1990), Stinson (1992, 1993, 1997) pursued deeper 

understanding of student perceptions and meanings of dance, specifically in middle and 

high school dance education settings. Acting as a participant-observer, Stinson (1992, 

1993) spent time in four different dance classes at a single high school over the course of 

a semester and interviewed a total of 36 students.  In a similar study, Stinson (1997) again 

as a participant-observer attended middle school dance classes and interviewed 52 

students. In these studies students perceived freedom in movement and self-expression, 

sometimes influenced by a sense of strong focus and the opportunity to pursue their own 

interests. Middle school students referred to experiences that transcended space and time 

as the “zone” and as a “world of imagination” (1997, p. 60).  

Reflective of Hamburger (1953), students in both of Stinson’s studies described 

experiences that could temporarily thwart stresses beyond the dance classroom. Students 

valued caring relationships among peers and with the teacher, although tensions along the 

lines of racial segregation were also described (1993, 1997). Stinson sheds light on ways 

in which middle and high school students experience identity in dance—expressing and 

better understanding themselves, and community—relating to peers and teachers.   

While Stinson’s work has primarily remained in the realm of student perceptions, 

Bond pursues studies grounded in student experience—recognizably influencing my 
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work in this dissertation—yet shares an interest with Stinson in what I understand as 

student engagement. Seeking to be as transparent as possible, I take this as an opportunity 

to make clear what might not be so obvious. It is interesting to reflect on the possible 

influences scholars and artists may have on one another. In dance, as of yet, there are few 

if any consistent practices in place for choreographers to recognize and acknowledge 

those who have and do influence their work. A lack of transparency, one may say, exists 

within and among dance performance. While scholars have more consistent practices of 

acknowledging and citing those who influence and shape their thinking, not all is 

apparent. Through discussion with my adviser I became aware of the history shared 

between Bond and Stinson who first met at the 1985 daCi conference in Auckland, NZ 

(K. E. Bond, personal communication March 9, 2011).  They developed professional 

dialogue in the late 1980s and early 1990s, and Stinson was one of Bond’s PhD 

examiners. During this time Stinson (1992, 1993; Stinson et al., 1990), and Bond (1991, 

1994) were developing their research on student meanings of dance education. 

Bond’s research on student experience in dance education has spanned early 

childhood, elementary, special education, and university students (Bond, 1991, 1994a, 

1994b, 2001, 2008, Bond & Deans, 1997, Bond & Stinson, 2000/01, 2007; Bond & 

Richard, 2005, Bond & Etwaroo, 2007, Bond et al., 2007).  I acknowledge the influence 

that Bond—as my teacher and dissertation adviser and with whom I have worked on 

numerous projects and studies for the past eight years, has had on my work. Bond’s 

contributions to the development and re-visioning of Temple University’s general 

education dance pluralism course shaped the curriculum content and pedagogical 
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frameworks of courses used in this study. Extending on various and numerous elements 

of Bond’s work, this research illuminates student values and meanings of engagement in 

a general education dance course situated in a critical context that embraces plurality and 

creates space for emergent curriculum influenced by instructors and students. The 

numerous publications exploring student experiences of dance education make Bond’s 

work particularly salient to the present study.   

Bond’s multi-modal methodology illuminates student meanings in dance through 

close observation, careful description, and since 1994, analysis of student reflections, 

including conversational interviews and drawings about dance. Salient to the present 

research, Bond explores phenomena of engagement in dance education (1991, 1994a, 

2008). Bond’s (1991, 1994a,) theory of “aesthetic community” evolved from this work 

and from her study of nonverbal children with vision and hearing impairments.  Bond 

(1991, 1994a, 2008) observed that children’s social and task engagement in two 

innovative programs based on dance and play was fostered through acceptance of each 

child’s “personal style” as observable in individual preferences of “rhythm,” “gesture,” 

“light-oriented behavior,” and “movement mannerisms” (1994a, pp. 15-16). Bond’s 

(1992, 1994a, 1994b, 2001, 2008; 1997 with Deans, 2005 with Richard) theory of 

engagement, informed by her concept of aesthetic community suggests the importance of 

honoring students’ unique individual style and “private curriculum” in the social context 

of dance education.  
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Furthering understanding of aesthetic community in a study of gender in 

children’s dance, Bond (1994b) portrays a co-ed (K-3) group of children who “suspend 

their gender inhibitions through use of masks” (p. 28). The “Wild Things” study was a 

15-week dance program with 14 children, ages five to eight, inspired by Sendak’s (1974) 

children’s story, Where the Wild Things Are. Dancing in large cardboard box masks 

created by each child seemed to enable personal exploration of movement unfettered by 

gender stereotypes.  Through the use of individually created masks and work towards 

performance, students realize a sort of “egalitarian community” based on “their 

identification with wild things” (1994b, p. 32). Bond (1994b) describes students 

developing cooperative spirit in terms of “mutual respect” and “openness,” and sees that 

“the affirmation of individual differences fostered social equity and change” (p. 32). 

Bond extends her developing theory of engagement through the Octopus 

Project—a large-scale study of young children’s perceptions of learning in an Australian 

university early learning center (Bond & Deans, 1997; Bond, 2001a).  Researchers sought 

to illuminate children’s perceptions of dance (1997) and students’ and teachers’ 

intersecting experiences of engagement in a comparative study of parallel, emergent early 

childhood dance curricula (Bond, 2001a). Bond and Deans (1997) focus on 20 4-year-

olds who explore eagles and reptiles through an emergent dance curriculum. Bond (2001) 

extends discussion to the second group of 20 4-year-olds who pursue a diverse 

curriculum. Reflecting on the findings, Bond (2001a) notes that “in the face of strong 

social forces,” children pursue personal agendas in dance (p. 21).  
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In the Octopus Project children navigated personal and social opportunities, 

actively participating in and shaping collaborative, emergent curriculum, while also 

intently exploring personal interests. For example, children revealed fascination with 

embodiment of personal affinity animals, even when overtly discouraged. Authenticity 

was evident through embodiment of animals as well as through whole body engagement 

observed in children’s use of space, time, gesture, voice and “heightened affect” (1997, p. 

369). Pre-school-aged children in this study described through pictures and language their 

experiences transforming into animals, and animal-like creatures. Phenomena of 

“equality, independence, trust, and socialization” were observed in young children 

through this emergent and transformative curriculum (Bond, 2001a, p. 47). 

Bond and Byron Richard (2005) highlight the importance of validating students’ 

individual movement preferences and “relaxing” typical classroom dynamics in order to 

achieve an engaged learning community in an action research project occurring in a third 

grade dance class at a Philadelphia charter school (p. 125).  Bond worked with PhD 

Fellow Richard to examine how dance education content created collaboratively by 

instructor and students can acknowledge and follow students’ intrinsically motivating 

interests, engaging them in a personally meaningful dance curriculum that fosters 

authentic self-expression.  Bond does not see a dichotomy between authentic self-

expression and social construction of knowledge and meaning, positing that simultaneous 

perceptions of ‘self and other’ may be the basis of human intersubjectivity (Bond, 

personal communication October 1, 2011).  Her development of dance pluralism 
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curriculum for university students embodies these values (Bond & Etwaroo, 2005; Bond, 

2008, 2010). 

Alter (1997) asks the question: Why do dance students dance? As part of this 

study, Alter reviewed six previous interpretive studies that span age demographics 

including: children, young adults in college, and professional dancers.  The six reviewed 

studies include three of the five ‘early’ studies introduced previously (Hamburger, 1953; 

Reyser, 1964; Alter et al., 1972), Stinson et al. (1990), Stinson (1993), and O’Connor 

(1977), an unpublished master’s thesis I was unable to access that addressed the dance 

experiences of ballet apprentices and ballet “dropouts,” dancers who no longer pursued 

ballet but continued in alternate dance forms (Alter, 1997). Each of the reviewed studies 

addressed issues of motivation and engagement in dance and incorporated student voices 

in interpretive analysis. 

Alter (1997) collected original data through questionnaires from 96 students in 

nine college dance programs.  Survey data were analyzed qualitatively and statistically 

and then compared to the six reviewed studies.  Different from the present research, 

Alter’s participants, as well as those in the various studies reviewed in her research, were 

all committed to dance, either for professional pursuits or for enjoyment. Students 

expressed commitment or devotion to dance and defined themselves as dancers or 

professionals. Alter found that students appreciate dance for opportunities to experience 

freedom, self-expression and unity, and that such experiences manifest more commonly 

through improvisation than in technique class (pp. 73, 80, 82).  
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In perhaps the most comprehensive of studies related to engagement in dance 

education, Bond and Stinson (2000/01, 2007) immerse themselves in extensive amounts 

of qualitative data collected from participants ages three to 18. They include video 

recordings, interviews, and young people’s drawings and writings in their analysis. Both 

major publications resulting from this project, to date, address topics of interest to the 

present research and describe meanings of engagement. Bond and Stinson refer to 

heightened engagement in dance as superordinary experiences, identifying eight themes: 

“Bodily resonance,” “I just have to dance,” “Freedom,” “I forget about everything else 

but dancing,” “Another place/time,” “Magical or spiritual,” “It’s hard to classify,” and 

“It’s hard to say.” These descriptors connect to ideas of self expression, authenticity, 

freedom, transcendence, and personal change. Bond and Stinson’s concept of 

superordinary correlates to Hamburger’s (1953) idea of complete expression. 

 Bond and Stinson (2007) examine student experiences of work or effort in dance 

in terms of obstacles to hard work: “It’s too hard or it’s too easy,” “I’m afraid,” “I’m not 

good enough,” “It doesn’t matter how hard I try,” “I’m trying too hard,” and in terms 

relative to motivation: “Get serious,” “I love to dance,” “I love a challenge,” “It’s like 

I’m my own boss—I set my own standards,” “I’m good at it,” and “It’s not that simple” 

(pp. 3-13). Their analysis of low engagement illuminates student perceptions of difficulty 

(high and low), fear, self-confidence, ability, and desire to improve. High engagement 

relates to how students value their dancing experiences described by the seriousness of 

what they are doing and other qualities necessary for success, such as patience. 

Emotional connections, sense of challenge, independence, and success also relate to 
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experiences of high engagement. Important to note is that work and play, and other 

seemingly contradictory concepts (e.g. nervousness and happiness), are not exclusive and 

are often experienced simultaneously.  

Also exploring student meanings in higher education dance, Bracey’s (2004) 

phenomenological and heuristic study of dance majors extends and is methodologically 

influenced by Stinson et al. (1990). She explores college dancers’ experiences of ‘finding 

a voice’ as they negotiate issues of identity through dance technique.  Bracey sought data 

through questionnaires and interviews with each of five participating dancers. She found 

that primarily through choreography and somatic practices but also technique, students 

were able to discover their own voices. Similar to Alter (1997), Bracey found that 

students are more likely to experience freedom, self-expression, and unity in 

improvisation than technique. Bracey notes, however, that technique does provide such 

opportunities—somewhat in contrast to Stinson et al. (1990) who critiqued technique as 

silencing student voices (pp. 19-20). Bracey also describes a sense of belongingness felt 

among dancers, more commonly experienced among those in advanced technique classes.  

In a chapter emerging from the same dance pluralism course of this study, Bond 

and Etwaroo (2005) highlight student experiences in Dance, Movement, and Pluralism, a 

course from fall 2001. The authors also reflect on their personal teaching journeys in their 

respective sections of the course. Student experiences illustrate feelings of “surprise, 

freedom and self-transformation” (p. 87). The authors suggest that a key element making 
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the curriculum successful has to do with the idea of “really seeing” or witnessing, relating 

to empathy and intersubjective awareness.  

Reflecting Bond’s multi-modal methodology, Yi-jung Wu (2005) and Richard 

(2009) extend on her theory of engagement and aesthetic community, Wu with primary-

aged children in an after school program in Taiwan and Richard with young boys 

(including his own son) and their fathers in Philadelphia. Wu (2005) examines the 

development of community among third graders in Taiwan. She documents and analyses 

a 13-week, after-school dance program for 12 3rd graders in which emergent curriculum 

was developed and evolved based on children’s interests. Wu’s primary interest in this 

research is to better understand pedagogical and intersubjective relations between teacher 

and students.  Similar to Bond’s (1994b) “Wild Things” study, Wu facilitated children’s 

transformation into a cooperative performance community, poignantly exemplified when 

on the day of performance, three previously “off-task” boys joined with the other 

students, working collaboratively and referring to themselves as we rather than collective 

I’s.  

Richard (2009) examines Bond’s (1991, 1994a, 2008) theory of aesthetic 

community in the context of a dance group he facilitated for fathers and their young sons, 

14 participants from six families, by carefully documenting and analyzing workshops, 

charting both individual and community growth and transformation. Findings confirm 

Bond’s theory that accommodation of individual style contributes to an emergent group 

aesthetic. Like Wu (2005), Richard (2009) examines creative movement within an action 
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research emergent curriculum design. Salient to the present research, aesthetic 

community reflects shared values and goals arising in an environment of encouragement 

and respect for individuals’ authentic voices and authentic ways of being in dance.   

In a classroom action research project Mary Harding and Becky Haven (2009) 

quantitatively and qualitatively evaluate a process of peer coaching in which 11th and 12th 

grade students provide critical feedback to peers in an elective speech class of 30 students 

and a required dance classes of 25 students in preparation for performance evaluation. 

Findings suggest that peer coaching as it was employed in this study strengthens peer 

relations, and contributes to improved revision practices and work quality both in speech 

and in dance.  

Other recent studies provide insight to dance student engagement by examining 

classroom practices relevant to dance performance and observation, and by integrating 

theoretical and empirical information from related fields (Stark, 2009; Mainwaring, 

Pysch, & Krasnow, 2010). A common goal of these studies is to better understand ways 

to promote student engagement in dance education. In a self-reflective action research 

project, Stark (2009) immerses herself in student coursework to better understand how 

general education dance students connect to dance content. Defining what it means to 

connect to dance, she recognizes her own assumptions and biases previously conveyed 

without critique to students as she seeks understanding in how to facilitate dance 

connections. Lynda Mainwaring, C. Pysch, and Donna Krasnow (2010) synthesize 

knowledge of engagement from the fields of dance pedagogy, education, psychology, and 
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physical education, and make specific suggestions to promote engagement that include 

“optimizing the self within community,” “ritualizing respect,” “creating fun and 

challenges for all,” “empowering the self” and “focusing on the task.”   

 

Reflection 

Sharing an interest with Bond, Stinson, and others interested in student meanings 

of dance, this dissertation seeks to expand understanding of student meanings in terms of 

engagement. While making no claim of universality, comparable findings suggest shared 

meanings of dance experiences across boundaries such as age, gender, culture, practice, 

and environment. It is notable that varied approaches to data collection and analysis 

reveal similar results. In qualitative research, where researchers act as interpreters, 

reemergence of thematic findings, such as those shared between this dissertation and the 

studies discussed here, strengthens understanding in a sort of crystallization process 

where multiple approaches to all aspects of the research practice confirm and challenge 

previous findings (Janesick, 2000). 

What I take from this review of dance literature is an acknowledgement of student 

values in learning dance. Many of these studies contribute to an understanding that 

students attach importance to experiences of self-expression, respect, and belongingness 

in dance education.  
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 To date, studies within the discipline of dance have concentrated on children and 

teens (Hamburger, 1953; Stinson et al., 1990; Stinson, 1993, 1997; Bond, 1992, 1994a, 

1994b, 1991, 1994a, 1994b, 2001; Bond & Deans, 1997; Bond & Stinson 2000/2001, 

2007; Bond & Richard, 2005; Wu, 2005). Notable exceptions to child and teen-centric 

research literature address the experiences of young adults in higher education (Alter et 

al., 1972; Alter, 1997; Bracey, 2004; Bond & Etwaroo, 2005; Harding & Haven, 2009; 

Stark, 2009). Each of these sources contributes to an understanding of student meanings 

of dance in higher education. With the exceptions of Stark’s (2009) action research 

project and Bond and Etwaroo’s (2005) narrative account of a general education dance 

pluralism course, these studies focus on dance majors’ experiences and perceptions of 

dance.  

Studies by Bond, Stinson, and others reviewed in this chapter provide ways to 

begin to understand student engagement in dance across a range of populations and 

settings. The present research seeks to further connect voices of general education dance 

students to discourse on student meanings of dance education by understanding what it is 

to engage and disengage for these students. I am particularly interested in contributing to 

literature in higher education dance by elucidating participant voices and ideas, and 

describing engagement among this population. This research may benefit both educators 

and students in dance, in the wider spectrum of the arts, and in the broader domain of 

education.   
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CHAPTER 3 

INTERPRETIVE FRAMEWORK: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND 

PROCEDURES 

 

Theoretical Foundations for a Qualitative Research Practice 

Understanding the premises of any study is critical to contextualizing findings and 

implications (Lincoln & Denzin, 2005, p. 22; Guba & Lincoln, 2005). This chapter 

provides an interpretive framework representing epistemological, ontological, and 

methodological bases of the present study.  Methods and procedures are explicated in 

detail in order to provide readers with a full sense of this research. 

Through a qualitative research methodology I seek to discover and describe 

possibilities of meaning, rather than define objective reality. A qualitative lens allows for 

the emergence of subjective and intersubjective understanding (Vandenberg, 1997).  In a 

constructivist light, Denzin and Lincoln (2005) offer the following insight:  

Qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It 

consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the world visible. 

These practices transform the world (p. 3).  



 
51 

 

A progressive epistemological and ontological perspective is conceived in the 

roots of constructivism, which generally posits that knowledge is constructed or created 

by the individual in a social context and that ways of being are likewise socially and 

historically influenced.  Within constructivist thinking both individual and social 

construction occurs, with different theorists arguing each to various degrees (Heylighen, 

1993; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, pp. 183-189). For Guba and Lincoln (2005) 

constructivism, in many ways, aligns and coexists with a “participatory paradigm” that 

values balance between autonomy, cooperation, and hierarchy, by acknowledging the 

subjective, relative, collaborative, critical, reflexive, and hermeneutical in the 

illumination of lived experience and practical knowledge. This research is informed by 

trends in interpretive, qualitative research that draw from diverse disciplines and 

practices: 

Over the past quarter century, a quiet methodological revolution has been 

occurring in the social sciences; a blurring of disciplinary boundaries is 

taking place. The social and policy sciences and the humanities are 

drawing closer together in a mutual focus on an interpretive, qualitative 

approach to research and theory (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. ix).  

In creating a theoretical framework, I am inspired by Bond’s experiential inquiry, 

a qualitative methodology influenced by phenomenology, humanistic sociology, 

constructivist epistemology, and nuero-aesthetics. Applied to educational contexts, 

experiential inquiry becomes a form of action research oriented to co-construction of 
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dance meanings by students and teachers in an embodied, emergent curriculum process 

(Bond, 2000, 2008; Bond & Richard, 2005).  To explore research questions I use a 

qualitative approach incorporating principles of experiential inquiry, action research 

(Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005) and phenomenological hermeneutics (van Manen, 1990a; 

Vandenberg, 1997). The values of these methodologies shape data collection, 

interpretation, meaning making, and writing, and will be discussed further in this chapter.  

As I began to devise a methodological framework, I searched for literature on 

phenomenology, action research, and narrative inquiry.  I used database search engines 

such as Academic Search Premiere, WorldCat, ERIC, Education Research Complete, 

NDEO Research in Dance Education Database (RDEdb), and ProQuest Dissertations.  I 

sought books and articles that would contribute to development of methodology.  

Additionally, I used various search engines to find relevant websites and reviewed 

Wikipedia entries for potential references.  As this research pertains to student 

engagement in higher education dance, I was particularly interested in sources that 

addressed dance in higher education and student engagement in dance.  I perused 

references to gain a sense of what was being done in research relative to my interests.   

 

Phenomenological Inquiry  

 “Phenomenology is the first method of knowledge because it begins with ‘things 

themselves’ ” (Moustakas, 1994).   A premise of phenomenology is that consciously 

javascript:__doPostBack('ctl00$ctl00$MainContentArea$MainContentArea$SelectDbControl$databaseList$ctl13$longDbNameButton','')
https://libproxy.temple.edu:2343/login?url=http://libproxy.temple.edu:2224/library


 
53 

 

perceived experience has value in the scientific realm (Lopez, 2004).  Phenomenology as 

a school of philosophy is commonly traced to Edmund Husserl’s writings in Ideas: 

General Introduction to Pure Phenomenology (Husserl, 1931). Husserl’s phenomenology 

is a descriptive phenomenology, primarily concerned with essences of conceivable 

phenomena. The essence of a phenomenon is evident in description that expresses the 

nature and significance of the subjective experience (van Manen, 1990a).  In his online 

resource for phenomenological inquiry, van Manen (2002) distinguishes Husserl’s 

“transcendental phenomenology” as having to do primarily with “intentionality,” “eidetic 

reduction,” and “constitution of meaning,” whereas themes of hermeneutic 

phenomenology, linked to Martin Heidegger’s work developed out of his studies with 

Husserl, underscore interpretation and understanding.   

 Husserl viewed phenomenology as a science of experience that could parallel 

other scientific approaches (Husserl, 1931, 1952/1980, 2006).  He was able to arrive at 

rigorous study through phenomenological reduction.  Through bracketing, or putting 

aside assumptions and presuppositions, the practitioner becomes attuned to the subjective 

phenomenon—setting aside the “natural attitude” and arriving at reflection (Moustakas, 

1994).  In the phenomenological sense bracketing is an ethical endeavor that 

continuously seeks to set aside personal biases in order to examine human experience as 

lived. While perhaps never fully achieved, ethical commitment assumes this responsibility 

(K. E. Bond, personal communication October 1, 2011). Scholarly reflection on the 

phenomenon of interest is oriented towards essential meanings (van Manen, 1990a).  
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Essence may be illuminated through descriptive accounts of the phenomenon, focusing 

on common and concrete experiences.   

Temporarily setting aside assumptions, the researcher comes closer to the 

fundamental nature of the phenomenon.  Additionally, by acknowledging personal biases 

the researcher becomes more open to possibilities of human meaning.  This process of 

bracketing is a dynamic way to become open to meaning and understanding 

(Vandenberg, 2008).  It allows for the phenomenon to present or unravel its own truth 

through descriptive process.  van Manen (2002) suggests six modes of bracketing. Table 

2 synthesizes my understanding of each: 

 

Table 2. Modes of Bracketing (van Manen, 2002) 

Mode of bracketing         
(van Manen) 

Interpretation 

Heuristic reduction Opening oneself to simple wonder 
Hermeneutic reduction Making oneself transparent  
Phenomenological reduction  Attending to living and dynamic meaning 
Eidetic reduction Opening the particular to see through to holistic meaning 
Methodological reduction Accepting an emergent methodological approach  
Ontological reduction Being open to alternate possibilities of being 

 

Throughout this study I used this table as a guide and reminder of phenomenological 

bracketing, allowing meaning to emerge from data by acknowledging my own 

assumptions and biases pertaining to the phenomenon of engagement. Through the 
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practice of bracketing, I endeavored to remain open to the full potential of this inquiry to 

illuminate student meanings in dance education. 

 

Hermeneutic Phenomenology  

Hermeneutic phenomenology is primarily interested in everyday lived experience. 

The term hermeneutic denotes interpretation and phenomenology implies description; 

thus an applied hermeneutic phenomenology is an interpretive descriptive mode of 

inquiry.  Interpretation allows for reinterpretation, for further thinking and elaboration—

an attribute of qualitative research approaches generally.  Husserl (2006) emphasizes pure 

description. His protégé, Heidegger, argues that all understanding is already interpretive 

and therefore cannot be purely descriptive.  Heidegger pointed out that consciousness is 

an “existing consciousness,” shifting Husserl’s work into an existential phenomenology 

that was carried forward by Merleau-Ponty’s work on embodied knowledge (Merleau-

Ponty, 1962; Vandenberg, 1997, p. 12).  Merleau-Ponty (1962, 1963) envisions the body 

as the axis of perception and contributes to a new understanding of experience. Heidegger 

further explores lived experience, shifting phenomenological interest towards ontological 

inquiry (study of being and experiencing) or hermeneutic phenomenology.  
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Practical/Applied Educational Phenomenology 

Phenomenological pedagogical inquiry, which focuses on the nature of 

educational experience, began in the United States and Europe in the 1950s (Vandenberg, 

1997).  Concerned with ideas and essences, this mode of inquiry recognizes practicalities 

of the real world, the lived world as relevant to the practical dealings of educational 

theory.  Phenomenological pedagogy “is a philosophy of action,” an action-oriented 

research grounded in the happenings of everyday educational experiences (van Manen, 

1990a, p. 154).  

Following in the footsteps of European pioneers such as Martinus Jan Langeveld, 

Jan Hendrick van den Berg, and others from the Netherlands and Germany, van Manen 

and Donald Vandenberg espouse a practical phenomenology that places minimal value 

on abstract theory, instead focusing on experiences of individuals (van Manen, 1997).  As 

the basis of what van Manen (1990a) calls human science research, educational 

phenomenological inquiry begins with experience and is action oriented.  It is situated in 

the world as lived, inquires into the ways humans experience life, and is fundamentally 

compassionate, caring for and thus knowing about the world in which we live (van 

Manen, 1990a; Vandenberg, 1997).   

This dissertation research is positioned in such a practical paradigm.  Scholars 

such as Freire (1970), van Manen (1990a), Vandenberg (1997), and Bond and Stinson 

(2000/01) argue that a phenomenological approach to pedagogical inquiry requires 

sensitivity to lived experience.  Seeking an educational theory that includes lived 
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experience, Vandenberg (1997) recognizes interconnectedness of practitioners’ pre-

theoretical knowledge (defined as knowledge gained through direct sensory experience), 

fundamental educational theory, and contributions from various areas of scientific study.  

By elucidating knowledge that comes from experiences of the everyday world—the pre-

theoretical understanding of engagement, for example, this inquiry generates a 

descriptive account of the range of possibilities of engagement experiences in dance 

education.  

In the tradition of Husserl and Heidegger, specifically their studies of lived 

experience, this study is grounded in qualitative approaches such as those suggested by 

van Manen in Researching Lived Experience (1990a) and his more recently developed 

website, “Phenomenology Online” (2002), which provides a synthesis of his work, a 

clear overview of phenomenological theory, and development of his methodological 

ideas.  A leading phenomenologist in the fields of education and healthcare, van Manen’s 

writings on educational phenomenology or the study of pedagogical ideas through 

phenomenology have been a gateway to my understanding the tenets of 

phenomenological research in education.  

In Researching Lived Experience, van Manen (1990a) outlines a methodological 

approach as follows:  Turn to a phenomenon of interest; research experience as lived by 

the participants, not how I, the researcher, conceptualize it; reflect on the experiential 

themes; describe the phenomenon through writing; maintain a strong relation to the 

phenomenon; and balance the research by considering parts and whole. These guidelines 
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encourage the researcher to approach the study in a fundamentally experiential way, 

bracketing individual conceptual biases about a phenomenon in order to illuminate 

meanings that are both uniquely personal and reveal broader human possibility.  I 

embrace this as guidance in the current study. Other educational theorists such as Bas 

Levering (2006) and Vandenberg (1974, 1997) have also informed my understanding of 

phenomenology as a practical approach to investigation.   

Additionally, I gained an experiential and theoretical understanding of 

phenomenology through graduate coursework with my advisor, Dr. Karen Bond, and 

specifically through the course, Meaning in Dance (2005, 2007). In this course I was 

introduced to phenomenology and its tenets as a first year graduate student.  Repeating 

the course with a revised curriculum as a doctoral student allowed for further 

development and presented the opportunity to engage in preliminary research that led me 

to this dissertation research. 

The phenomenological tradition has laid the groundwork for an array of 

philosophical perspectives.  From existentialism to feminist and ethnographic studies to 

newer approaches of analysis and theory, phenomenology has been influential (van 

Manen, 2002).  It has also influenced the development of action research and shares in 

similar pursuits of giving voice to those who do not often have the opportunity to be 

heard, while being grounded in the practical—everyday, human experiences.  
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Action Research 

From the emancipatory approaches of Friere’s participatory action research to 

systematic corporate models to an educational philosophy comparable to Dewey’s 

understanding of learning from experience, action research encompasses an assortment of 

beliefs and sometimes diverging perspectives (Friere, 1994; Hatton, Knapp, & Salonga, 

1997; O’Brien, 2001; Smith, 2007; Reason & Bradbury, 2008). Action research 

characterizes research approaches that rely on the collaboration of community members 

to pursue improvement and positive change in practice. Stemming from 

phenomenological traditions action research, participatory in nature, values subjective 

and intersubjective meanings, experiential understanding, and transformation of social 

process while recognizing the established organizational structure of relationships 

(Carson & Sumara, 1997; Heron & Reason, 1997; Bond & Richard, 2005; Guba & 

Lincoln, 2005; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005; Reason & Bradbury, 2008; Prevots, 2009).  

Both phenomenology and action research emphasize a certain practicality necessary to 

directly influence progress. 

The history of action research is somewhat unclear, although Kurt Lewin is 

credited for coining the term in 1948 (Smith, 2007).  Lewin is also recognized as a 

significant contributor to the development of action research (Masters, 1995).  His 

concept of action research involves a spiral of phases that results in social action (Smith, 

2007).  
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Numerous characterizations of action research represent differing emphasis and 

values, with a range of nomenclature that includes participatory research, participatory 

action research, critical participatory action research, collaborative research, 

emancipatory research, action learning, and more (O’Brien, 2001; Masters, 1995). Action 

research approaches range from quantitative to qualitative. At the core, however, action 

research seeks to directly affect progress and elevate social conditions by empowering 

individuals.   

Acknowledging some of the most recent changes and evolution of qualitative 

methods, Guba and Lincoln (2005) for the first time include action research as part of 

their conception of multiple qualitative paradigms that previously had only included 

positivism, postpositivism, critical theory, and constructivism (Guba & Lincoln 1994, 

2005; Heron & Reason, 1997). Today, one of the recurring themes of action research is 

that ‘the personal is the political’ (Brennan & Noffke, 1997; Kemmis & McTaggart, 

2005). This notion acknowledges the relationship between the individual and society and 

the influence one may have on the other. Both the title, Action Research as a Living 

Practice (Carson & Sumara, 1997) and a key objective of the Sage Handbook of Action 

Research (Reason & Bradbury, 2008)—to examine ways in which “action research is 

grounded in our lived experience and ideas” (p. 15)—reflect the spirit of action research 

as a practical approach that inquires into everyday, naturally occurring, lived 

circumstances.  Notably, this is also a phenomenological approach.  
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Action research creates a reciprocal relationship between researcher(s) and 

practice; each informs the other in ongoing and reflective cycles.  It is about creating 

knowledge useful in everyday life by “working towards practical ends” and “creating 

new forms of understanding.” (Reason & Bradbury, 2008, p. 4)  In alignment with 

phenomenology, narrative inquiry and other qualitative approaches, action research is not 

defined by rigid methodology; but rather presents a framework for designing appropriate 

methods to inquire into particular practices (Carson & Sumara, 1997; Kemmis & 

McTaggart, 2005; Reason & Bradbury, 2008).   

Taking a critical stance, van Manen (1990b) argues that, “action research as a 

general model lacks substance,” and that “there is no agreed upon set of research 

techniques or procedures that many or most action research projects and models use” (p. 

152). Connecting with the British tradition of action research in education, an educational 

spin on action research that tends to be seen “as research oriented toward the 

enhancement of direct practice”  (Masters, 1995; Smith, 2007, p. 1), van Manen (1990a; 

1990b) understands hermeneutic phenomenology as an action oriented philosophy, rather 

than simply a descriptive or interpretive philosophy.  van Manen’s conception of action 

research in education resonate with me: “I see action research as a possible collaborative 

relation of reflection between teacher and scholar. The aim is to reflect collaboratively on 

pedagogical situations and significant events” (p. 156). 
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Critiques of Qualitative Research 

Critics of qualitative approaches are likely to be those who rely upon positivist 

epistemologies based on quantitative, experimental, and ‘hard’ evidence. In education, 

they can be found in the neoconservative movement pushing for objective data. Discourse 

of education involving partnerships between government, researchers, businesses, and 

schools has propelled a shift towards outcomes-based pedagogical practices in order to 

legitimatize reforms mandated by state agencies (Fendler, 1998).  Neo-conservatism has 

manifested in politicized educational agendas such as No Child Left Behind (2001) where 

standardized test scores can represent success or failure in school (for students, teachers, 

and entire schools; Fisher et al., 1980).  In this domain qualitative research may be seen 

as an “assault” on the traditions of Western research in that it questions absolute truth and 

recognizes personal bias (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 8). Such critical views are 

challenged by qualitative researchers who claim that no research can be purely objective 

or free of bias. By illuminating human meanings, qualitative research has the potential to 

produce deep understanding in ways that quantitative research cannot do. Through 

intensive studies qualitative research can ask new questions and approach old questions 

and ideas in new ways (Schunk et al., 2008).  

Phenomenology seeks to capture individual lived experience directly through 

descriptive accounts. The notion of capturing and representing lived experience is 

problematized by postmodern and post-structural discourses that view meaning as 

socially constructed and ever shifting, defined by Lincoln and Denzin (2005) as “a triple 



 
63 

 

crisis of representation, legitimation, and praxis” (p. 19). From this standpoint researchers 

cannot capture lived experience because lived experience is intertwined with the 

researcher’s own meanings and constructed through textual accounts. The disciplined 

practice of phenomenology that requires the researcher to bracket personal bias and 

demonstrate transparency, however, addresses such concerns. Issues related to effecting 

change are also raised by this “triple crisis” (pp. 19-20). How might change be effected 

when meaning is fluid and socially constructed? Addressing these concerns scholars have 

explored alternate ways of writing, rethinking the other, and moved towards more 

participatory research practices.    

Relating to van Manen’s (1990b) evaluation, a critique of action research is that it 

may sacrifice methodological rigor as a result of its practical design for social 

improvement. For Kemmis and McTaggart (2000) the benefits of immediate 

transformation outweigh this risk, even at the cost of some methodological rigor. They 

argue that a teacher’s first priority is to the student and the student’s education. Action 

research recognizes this obligation in that it has a built in flexibility to adapt, change, and 

improve practice as part of its method. At the same time, action research supports the 

educator’s goals of improving pedagogy and therefore contributing to student learning 

(Mason, 2002).  

Phenomenology seeks essences through understanding and making meaning, 

through intersubjective practices, of individual experiences. Discourse surrounding action 

research, doubting individual meaning, provides phenomenology with a way to 
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acknowledge co-created meaning, while still allowing the individual the right to personal 

experiences and knowledge. In this sense phenomenological ways of seeking individual 

meanings, bracketing and making transparent researchers’ methods and interpretive 

analysis, situate phenomenology and action research as complementary constituents. 

Seeking to better understand how students experience engagement, and what I (and 

ultimately teachers) can do to promote engagement, phenomenology and action research 

scaffold my inquiry. 

 

Methods and Procedures 

Janesick (2000) stresses the importance of detailed methodological descriptions 

and explanations, not only for the researcher but also for future researchers to understand 

the process and context of a given study: 

The researcher must describe and explain his or her social, philosophical, 

and physical location in the study. The qualitative researcher must 

honestly probe his or her own biases at the onset of the study, during the 

study, and at the end of the study by clearly describing and explaining the 

precise role of the researcher in the study (p. 389). 

This section provides detailed description of research methods and procedures. 
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An applied phenomenological study begins with a phenomenon of interest.  By 

intentionally focusing on and attending to the phenomenon the researcher aims to better 

understand the human experience of the phenomenon (van Manen, 1990).  In beginning 

this research I oriented myself towards the phenomenon of student engagement:  the 

experience of being engaged from students’ perspectives.  Specifically, I was interested 

in general education dance student engagement experiences in higher education. 

Teaching a general education course conveniently provided access to a population of 

dance students, a source of rich data to better understand student engagement. From an 

action research standpoint that values improvement and change, my aim was to 

understand how to better create classroom environments that encourage student 

engagement with educational materials, learning processes, self, and others.  

 This research seeks to describe meanings of student engagement among general 

education students exploring dance in a humanities context (race and diversity studies).  

Interested in an opportunity to explore within my own teaching practice, I use my own 

teaching assignments and classes as the research context. Specifically, data were 

collected over the course of three semesters: fall 2007, spring 2008, and fall 2008. Four 

of the sections studied (fall 2007 and spring 2008) were Dance, Movement, and Pluralism 

(R280) and the fifth section (fall 2008) was Embodying Pluralism: Dynamics of Race and 

Diversity in American Society (R0828), an updated version of its predecessor, Dance, 

Movement, and Pluralism. As mentioned in Chapter 1, in order to simplify language I use 

the term dance pluralism to refer to both of these courses and inclusive of all five 

sections studied.  
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Kemmis and McTaggart (1988) point out that with the emergence of action 

research, classroom inquiries done by teachers have become more common.  Action 

research studies what is really happening in practice, such as in the classroom.  However, 

it is important to recognize that neither teacher-researcher nor participants occupy neutral 

positions (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). As introduced earlier, in its valuing of 

community knowledge construction by recognizing multiple voices in knowledge 

building processes, action research is situated within the constructivist and participatory 

paradigms. Along with other qualitative approaches similarly situated, action research 

values reflexivity and strives to make biases transparent (Heron & Reason, 1997; Guba & 

Egon, 2005).  I embrace reflexivity and transparency in this research.  

A total of 64 students, 49 females and 15 males from five separate sections of the 

course, participated in this study: two sections from both fall 2007 and spring 2008, and 

one section from fall 2008.  During fall 2007 one section consisted of 22 students: 18 

females, 5 males, and the other section consisted of 16 students: 12 females, 4 males. 

During spring 2008 one section consisted of 18 students: 15 females, 3 males, and the 

other section consisted of 10 students: 7 females, 3 males. The fall 2008 section consisted 

of 20 students: 18 females, 2 males. One male study participant took the course twice. 

Student written data and interviews provided the fullest range of student 

engagement experiences, depicted by students’ own words and individual perspectives. In 

attempt to better understand student engagement in dance education, I looked to the 

students and our shared experiences for meaning.  As Vandenberg (1997) suggests, 
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positioning this study in student experience provides a rich source of data at the center of 

educational practice and meaning.  Adult learners, such as college students, and, 

arguably, all students, have a right to share in the examination and enhancement of 

educational practices (Tennant & Pogson, 1995).  

In qualitative research validity of data and analysis is commonly achieved through 

triangulation or, using a more postmodern metaphor, through crystallization (Richardson, 

1994; Janesick, 2000).  Triangulation suggests a set number of perspectives or 

approaches, while the image of crystallization suggests “symmetry and substance with an 

infinite variety of shapes, substances, transmutations, multi-dimensionalities, and angles 

of approach” (Richardson, 1994, p. 522).  Denzin (1978) notes three practices of 

triangulation involving multiple modes of data collection: multiple researchers, multiple 

theories, and multiple methodological approaches.  Seeking meanings of engagement in 

dance education from multiple voices, I use multiple methods of qualitative data 

collection as a way to ensure breadth of perspectives.  These modes of data collection are 

explained next. 

 

Data Collection 

Adhering to contemporary qualitative research standards, data collection 

comprised multiple approaches.  Data were collected from students’ lived experience 
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descriptions pulled from coursework, informal mid-semester course reflections, as well as 

from more formal end-of-semester course reflections.  

 

Coursework 

 Work completed as part of the course requirement by students choosing to 

participate in the research study provides valuable data. In previous experiences I have 

found that students sometimes directly address or implicitly articulate feelings and 

experiences of engagement and disengagement through their coursework. For this study I 

reviewed work such as reflections on readings (Reading reflections), papers responding 

to performances and synthesizing student understanding of course content (Performance 

papers), and reflections on movement-based activities and experiences (Movement 

reflections). In reviewing work submitted by participants I searched for expressed forms 

and meanings of engagement.   

 

Mid-semester Course Reflections 

Throughout the semester I often ask students to reflect informally on their 

learning in a descriptive manner.  They are encouraged to describe their learning, 

discoveries, and subjective experiences.  Mason (2002) purports that such descriptions 

are an important source of information for professionals in caring careers such as 
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teaching. Describing feelings and emotions in terms of physiological responses is helpful 

so that others can recognize the state rather than trying to reconstruct it through labels for 

emotions which are very general and abstract (van Manen, 2002). In this study student 

reflections serve as data.  In guiding student reflection, I provide an overview of van 

Manen’s (1990a) suggestions for writing lived-experience description:  

Describe the event or occurrence as you experienced it. Focus on a particular 

example or event. Avoid generalizations, interpretations, and explanations of 

causes (avoid “because…”). Describe feelings, the mood, emotions (physical and 

emotional). Describe what stands out as vivid memory. Keep it simple. Avoid 

using fancy terminology.    

Descriptive reflections serve two purposes: first, they encourage classroom 

discussion by allowing students to think about their experiences, and second, they 

provide the teacher with feedback about student learning and engagement.  Students are 

invited to submit their informal reflections with or without names. Most students hand in 

such reflections and many include their names. I make names optional as some classroom 

experiences evoke strong emotions and it is a top priority for me, as a caring educator, to 

promote a safe and comfortable learning environment. Only consenting students’ 

reflections are used for the present study. 
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End-of-semester Course Reflections  

 A final course reflection designed to elicit lived experience descriptions was 

completed at the end of the semester.  Similar to what van Manen (1990a) calls protocol 

writing, students wrote reflective responses to prompts about their engagement in the 

semester course. Prompts were designed to elicit deeper understanding of engagement in 

the course. Students were asked to think and write about a time when they were (1) 

particularly engaged and (2) particularly disengaged in an activity or assignment relating 

to the course.  Students were asked to respond to one of the following (Part ‘A’): 

“Describe a specific moment of strong connection to a person/people or activity in this 

course” or “Describe a time when you were ‘really learning’ in this course.” 

Additionally, students were asked to respond to one of the following (Part ‘B’): 

“Describe an experience of low motivation in this course” or “Tell about a specific time 

that you felt disengaged from the material, assignment, or the project being developed.” 

 

Interviews 

van Manen (2002) advises that it is important to maintain a close orientation to 

the phenomenon of interest when interviewing in order to avoid an unraveling that goes 

“everywhere and nowhere” all at once (Phenomenology Online: Interviewing 

Experiences).  I conducted unstructured interviews during spring 2009 with 4 former 

students who had taken dance pluralism at least one year prior.  This time period 
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increased the likelihood that individuals who may not have previously taken any core 

course (perhaps first year students) would have taken several other core classes, creating 

a potential for comparison.  Also, I hoped that by creating a distance of time since the 

student was enrolled in my class, I would be able to encourage a more open dialogue 

about engagement. 

I conducted a total of four interviews with 2 male and 2 female students who 

seemed to have had mixed experiences of engagement based on my observations and 

grades (including participation grades).  For example, a student who always attended 

class and demonstrated strong class participation while failing to complete most 

homework assignments, or a student who completed all written work well while not 

contributing much in terms of class participation, may provide an opportunity to better 

understand multiple aspects of engagement in dance education.  Interviews served as an 

opportunity to better understand student engagement. I was able to probe students for 

information pertaining to their experiences in core classes in other departments as well as 

learning about their experiences in dance pluralism. The following are example of 

interview questions: 

Are you able to recall any vivid memories? Describe. 

Describe your experience in the course as if to someone who knows nothing about 

it. 

What was the instructor’s role in the course? 
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Describe your role in this course. 

Can you recall a challenging experience in this course? Describe. 

How about a time when you felt you were really learning? 

Can you describe a moment when you felt recognized? 

A time when you felt really engaged?  

A time when you felt particularly disengaged?  

Can you tell me about an experience when you felt connected to another person (or 

persons) in the class? 

Can you describe a time when you felt left out, isolated, or like you did not really 

fit in class? 

How was your experience of dance pluralism different from other Core or Gen Ed 

courses? How was it similar? 

Are there any other reflections you would like to share about the class? 

 

 

 



 
73 

 

 Ethics and Validity 

 I recognize that there may be increased concern with validity and ethics when 

researching one’s own students.  I considered issues of power, participation, and fairness 

of grading, and I took careful measures to ensure that I would be collecting valid data in 

an ethical manner.  This research project received approval through Temple University’s 

Institutional Review Board and strict guidelines were followed. 

All graded assignments are described in the original syllabus distributed at the 

beginning of the semester (Appendix C).  Any changes made are in response to the 

particular students/class.  In qualitative research such as the study here, changes in data 

collection may be made in response to the environment as a matter of course.  The action-

reflection-planning cycle is intrinsic to action research in education; thus failure to 

respond to student-participants’ feedback would arguably compromise both research 

findings and student learning processes.  The ultimate aim of this research is to improve 

teaching and student learning.  By using my own classes I can collect data as an active 

participant (teacher) of the course, acquiring information that may not be available to an 

observer to the class.  

Collection of research consent forms took place at the end of the semester, at the 

same time as end-of-semester course reflections (Appendix A). The research was 

explained and students received a letter inviting them to participate in the study. If 

students chose to participate in the study they signed consent forms agreeing to allow all 

work completed during the semester, including the end-of-semester reflection to be used 
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as data.  Students were encouraged to complete the end-of-semester reflection whether or 

not they chose to participate in the study. Students were reminded that consent forms and 

reflections were not accessible to the instructor until four weeks after grades had been 

submitted.  All consent forms and end-of-semester course reflections were placed in a 

sealed envelope and stored in a locked file by a third party until four weeks after grades 

were posted.  I was not in the room while consent forms were being completed.  This was 

to ensure student fairness of evaluation and grading.  Analysis and interpretation of lived 

experience descriptions pulled from end-of-semester course reflections and other student 

work did not begin until I had received consent forms and sifted through all documents to 

ensure only work from students agreeing to participate was included.  

  Interviewees signed consent forms at the time of the interview (Appendix A). 

Interviewees also agreed to allow all of their coursework to be included as data.  

 

Analysis/Interpretation 

Phenomenology seeks essence through descriptive accounts focusing on common 

and concrete experiences (van Manen, 1990a, 2002). I began the analysis of lived 

experience descriptions drawn from coursework, course reflections, and interviews by 

immersing myself in the data.  Guided by van Manen (1990a) I worked methodically 

through multiple rounds of analysis, categorized data, and struggled with deciding how to 

work with the categorical data. van Manen (1990a) describes phenomenological themes 
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as the structures of an experience—in other words they are the essential elements of the 

experience, perhaps even getting at universality of experience.  Rounds of analysis 

eventually led to thematic discovery.   

Through each round of analysis (see Table 3), detailed below, I was careful to 

bracket—the phenomenological strategy of putting aside assumptions and 

presuppositions to attune directly to phenomena of study (Moustakas, 1994).  I sought to 

acknowledge and put aside personal assumptions, beliefs, and theories. With each round 

of analysis I would bracket developing understanding of data from previous rounds, 

striving to maintain openness to alternate ways of seeing and making meaning. I 

periodically returned to van Manen’s (1990a) suggestions for bracketing (see Chapter 2) 

to be reminded to stay open to possibilities of methodological developments, to be 

transparent in my writing and with myself, and to continue seeking broader and more 

specific understanding. Identification of themes shaped further analysis. 

 

First Round Analysis, Familiarization with Data 

The first round of analysis was primarily to familiarize myself with the data, to 

understand the breadth of the data, and to begin to construct an understanding of student 

experiences of engagement. In the initial two rounds of analysis, I worked with written 

data apart from interview data. I did this to understand data collected from the distinct 

sources (written and oral) as separate entities, keeping myself open to the possibility that 

they may present divergent results. 
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Table 3. Analysis Overview 

1st Round 
Analysis 

Written 
Data 

Converted data into electronic format 

 Created lived experience descriptions  
Interview 
Data 

Transcribed interview recordings, reduced transcriptions for 
flow and readability  

 Created lived experience descriptions from reduced interview 
transcriptions 

  Organized lived experience descriptions to become familiar 
with data  

2nd Round 
Analysis 

Written 
Data 

Categorized individual lived experience descriptions (from 
written data) according to brief (1-2 word) descriptors denoting 
internal and social experiences 
Used descriptors to organize lived experience descriptions 
(from written data)  into categories of meaning relating to 
internal and social experiences and created a simple cross-
referencing system for lived experience descriptions falling 
into two or more categories 
Categorized lived experience descriptions by type of activity 
or assignment (solo, partner, small group, full class, 
performing, viewing dance performances, readings) 

Interview 
Data 

  

Returned to reduced interview transcriptions for a second 
attempt at creating lived experience descriptions from 
interview data 
Categorized individual lived experience descriptions 
according to brief (1-2 word) descriptors denoting internal 
and social experiences 
Used descriptors to organize lived experience descriptions 
into categories of meaning relating to internal and social 
experiences and cross-referenced 
Categorized lived experience descriptions by type of activity 
or assignment (solo, partner, small group, full class, 
performing, viewing dance performances, readings) 

Written 
and 
Interview 
Data 

Reviewed lived experience descriptions and categories, and 
organized all lived experience descriptions according to 19 
categories of internal and social meaning and 8 categories of 
class activities 
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Table 3, continued. 

3rd Round 
Analysis 

 

Written 
and 
Interview 
Data 

 

Systematically read through data categories, made brief notes, 
and wrote an overview of each category that included 
descriptive examples and initial reactions presenting lived 
experience descriptions, and settled on organization of class 
activities 
Revised categories to include all descriptions (Identity Circle, 
viewing dance performances and performance reflection 
papers, readings and written responses, discussions, partner 
and small group movement compositions, improvisational 
movement explorations, dance workshops, performances, and 
Planetary Dance) 
Used categories to structure draft of Chapters 4 and 5 

4th Round 
Analysis 

Written 
and 
Interview 
Data  

Coded for phenomenological themes using data presented in 
draft of Chapters 4 and 5 

Beyond 4th 
Round 
Analysis 

Written 
and 
Interview 
Data 

Continued writing process 

 

End-of-semester course reflections, mid-semester course reflections, coursework 

data. I began working with the end-of-semester course reflections by converting each 

reflection into electronic form for greater ease in managing data. I identified and 

highlighted descriptive accounts of text. From these accounts I created condensed lived 

experience descriptions, using student language describing experiences engaging and 

eliminated “explanations and interpretations,” reflective language that is often difficult 

for writers to avoid (van Manen, 1990, p. 65-66). The focus of phenomenological 

research is human experience, and in creating lived experience descriptions, the focus of 

research is centered on experience rather than reflection. As I created these descriptions I 
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sought to keep the idea of student engagement in mind. I took liberties to edit students’ 

descriptions for conciseness, always maintaining a close connection to student voices and 

intentions. Most end-of-semester course reflections provided one or more short lived 

experience description.  

After a first attempt at creating lived experience descriptions from end-of-

semester course reflections I was concerned about reducing descriptive accounts too 

much, cutting out important words that contribute meaning to the descriptions. I returned 

to the original end-of-semester course reflections prior to extracting descriptive text. I 

reevaluated and reworked some of the lived experience descriptions with the intention 

that original meanings were not being lost in the reductions.  

I extended analysis to students’ informal mid-semester course reflections and 

coursework. Similarly I extracted descriptive accounts and created lived experience 

descriptions from these documents and transcribed them into electronic format. 

Throughout the process I worked to be open to possibilities while keeping myself 

connected to research goals of better understanding student engagement.  

Interview data. After transcribing each interview verbatim, highlighting 

descriptive experiential accounts, I reduced transcriptions for flow and readability by 

eliminating excessive words and reorganizing text so that all references to a particular 

experience were together. For example one interviewee discussed the ‘Who am I?’ solo 

dance in response to various interview prompts. I extracted all mentions of the ‘Who am 

I?’ solo in order to create lived experience descriptions relating to creating and 
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performing the solo dance. Using the reduced transcriptions I began to create lived 

experience descriptions.  I took some editorial liberty in creating more concise and 

readable descriptions while striving to maintain integrity of student meanings and voices. 

For organizational purposes I added two layers of headings to the lived experience 

descriptions pulled from reduced interview transcriptions. The first layer of headings 

represented specific prompts used in the interview such as: vivid memories, felt very 

engaged, experience in class, instructor’s role, student’s role, a challenge, and really 

learning. The second layer of headings described the interviewee’s responses. For 

example in one file that contained lived experience descriptions from one interview, 

second layer headings included: final group project, attending a performance, and not 

ballet. These headings were a way for me to initially organize and familiarize myself with 

the data, rather than for deep analysis. 

 

Second Round Analysis, Organizing Data 

 During the second round of analysis I sought to organize data into categories of 

meaning, hoping that this would lead me to understand larger themes present in the data. 

I once again began with student written data, followed by interview data, and moved back 

and forth between the two sets to develop a comprehensive register of categories. 

  End-of-semester course reflections, mid-semester course reflections, coursework 

data. I began the second round of analysis by carefully reading and considering each 
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short lived experience description as its own entity, apart from the full statement written 

by the student. I did not disregard the statement in its fullness, but focused on individual 

lived experience descriptions.  I noted words and ideas describing internal and social 

experiences as expressed in lived experience descriptions in electronic comment bubbles 

next to each description. Examples of descriptors included comfort, lead/follow, and 

power. I reviewed the descriptors of the lived experience descriptions to take inventory of 

emerging ideas in order to begin categorizing these data.  

I labeled each description with a number to allow for easy referencing, printed out 

all 196 lived experience descriptions pulled from written data, and cut them into 

individual snippets. I arranged and cross-referenced each lived experience description 

into envelopes labeled with categories, developed from the descriptors. I also created a 

simple cross referencing system to account for lived experience descriptions that fell into 

two or more categories. This initial process generated 13 categories of meaning relating 

to internal and social experiences. 

Still seeking the most appropriate way to organize data, I also categorized data by 

type of activity or assignment that was being described, a more structural approach. 

These included solo, partner, small group (typically 3-5 students), and full class activities, 

as well as performing, viewing dance performances, and readings.  

Interview data. After working with data from written lived experience 

descriptions, I felt that some of the lived experience descriptions created from interview 

data did not capture the full meanings of the descriptive accounts found in original 
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interview transcriptions. In general the lived experience anecdotes created from interview 

data seemed to lack a descriptive quality. Considering that data from interviews tended to 

be much more comprehensive than that from students’ written descriptions, I felt it was 

necessary to go back to the reduced interview transcriptions for a second attempt at 

creating lived experience descriptions.  As I recreated lived experience descriptions I 

referred back to verbatim interview transcripts in order to remain as close to original data 

as possible.  Stepping away from these data for several months aided in bracketing, as I 

could not remember the questions and prompts I had used during interviews. I also 

bracketed categories of meaning that emerged from written data in order to approach 

interview data more open to possibilities. I created categories of meaning following the 

same process I had used with the lived experience descriptions from written data: first by 

creating and organizing by descriptors denoting internal and social experiences and then 

by type of activity or assignment.   

Just as I had done in the second round of analysis with lived experience 

descriptions from written data, I numbered each lived experience description, adding an 

‘I’ to denote interview, printed all the descriptions, and separated the descriptions by 

cutting them apart.  Initially 16 categories depicting internal and social experiences were 

identified from interview data, eight of which were also identified in the written data. I 

also categorized lived experience descriptions by class activity, adding discussion to the 

list developed from written data sources which included: solo, partner, small group, and 

full class activities, as well as performing, viewing dance performances, and readings. I 

labeled envelopes for each category, being sure to cross-reference descriptions that 
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belonged in more than one category.  In this round of analysis there were 61 separate 

descriptions from interview data, many of which fell into multiple categories. I reviewed 

lived experience descriptions from written and interview data sources, reconsidered 

categories, and organized all data according to 19 categories of internal and social 

meanings, and eight categories of class activities. 

 

Third Round Analysis, Getting at the Bigger Picture 

In this round of analysis I examined data from all sources (written and interview) 

together, organizing categories of data from written sources with the same categories of 

data from interviews. I worked systematically through categories reading and rereading 

data, making brief notes reflecting my developing understanding. I also wrote an 

overview of each category that included descriptive examples and my initial reactions to 

the category. This enabled me to begin to see what might be most useful for this research 

project. Ultimately, I was seeking to understand overarching themes of student 

experiences of engagement in dance pluralism.  

van Manen (1990) describes themes as the “structures of experience” writing that 

in analyzing a phenomenon (e.g. student engagement) the researcher seeks to understand 

the “experiential structures that make up the phenomenon” (p. 79). After organizing data 

by categories depicting internal and social meanings I felt that I was making premature 

thematic assumptions. These thematic assumptions were not capturing a full meaning or 
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the experience of the phenomenon of student engagement (van Manen, 1990). On the 

other hand, the numerous categories depicting internal and social experiences ultimately 

connect to what I discuss as the overarching themes of this research, and they contributed 

to a developing understanding of the experience of engagement for my dance pluralism 

students. The eight categories depicting class activities proved to be a more manageable 

way to move forward with analysis. These categories provided a location for nearly all of 

the lived experience descriptions with little overlap among the categories. 

As I worked with the data in this round of analysis I maintained two lists. The 

first listed activities that students described. For example, in the full class category I 

included hip-hop workshop, improvisational movement explorations, ballet workshop, 

and the Planetary Dance.  I dissolved the discussion category by moving lived experience 

descriptions from this category into either the full-class or small group categories. This 

eliminated overlap between these categories. I also attempted to organize with broader 

categories such as movement, but this did not seem to make sense as I could not place 

some descriptions, such as those that included movement and discussion, into one 

category.  

The second list I maintained for each category was of potential themes, with the 

intention of eventually merging the lists of potential themes from each activity category 

into one list to then compare with the internal and social experience categories I had 

already established in order to get closer to realizing overarching themes of this study. 
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Ultimately this is not what I did. Instead I bracketed all of these thematic ideas and 

conducted an additional, fourth round of analysis. 

 As I worked through this process I also began writing about ideas emerging from 

students’ descriptions. I understand writing to be a critical and essential process in 

creating knowledge. As Denzin and Lincoln (2005) point out: “We have left the world of 

naïve realism, knowing now that a text does not mirror the world, it creates the world” (p. 

xiv). Writing is the primary process in which I make meaning of data and present 

multiple voices of student participants.  I followed Janesick (2000) by inductively 

allowing “categories, themes, and patterns” to emerge from data, being careful not to 

presume that the “categories, themes, and patterns” existed prematurely (p. 389). 

The descriptive act of writing allowed for the emergence of understanding. The 

writing process gave me time and space to think about what students were experiencing.  

I continued to think about descriptions from different perspectives, as I wrote what 

eventually evolved into any early draft of Chapters 4 and 5.  I worked through this draft 

multiple times, filling in holes, rewriting sections, addressing feedback from my advisor, 

and rewriting. 

Organizing data, developing my thinking, and writing text structured by 

categories of activities, I realized that the imposed structure was limiting as not all 

activities fit neatly within the declared categories. I dropped headings of full class, small 

group, partner, and solo and developed a new organization of activities reflecting general 

(occurring multiple times throughout the semester) and specific activities (occurring on a 
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specific occasion). Descriptions of general activities include viewing dance performances 

and performance reflection papers, readings and written responses, discussion, partner 

and small group movement compositions, improvisational movement explorations, dance 

workshops, and performance. Descriptions of specific activities include Identity Circle 

and Planetary Dance. This organization creates the structure of data descriptions 

presented in Chapter 4. 

 

Fourth Round Analysis, Understanding Phenomenological Themes 

 Once I completed a draft of Chapters 4 and 5 presenting lived experience 

descriptions, I bracketed all the previous categories and emerging themes I had been 

working with throughout previous rounds of analysis. I began reading this draft with 

fresh eyes and an open mind, seeking new understanding. I made notes in the columns 

and coded for phenomenological themes (van Manen, 1990a). In this round of analysis I 

realized what I see to be the overarching themes of this study, discussed and further 

analyzed in Chapter 7. 

 Additionally, in this round of analysis I considered several auxiliary categories of 

data. I examined data from male participants and from international students. These two 

groups represent a minority of course participants.  Data from the male group did not 

present any unique or notable additions to analysis. The international student group 

included several noteworthy descriptions pertaining to discussions. There were so few 
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international student participants in this study that I did not feel it was relevant to 

consider these data apart from the entire collection; however, the descriptions are 

included and discussed in descriptions, Chapter 4. 

 

Beyond Fourth Round Analysis, Discerning Major Themes 

 During the final phases of analysis, rounds of analysis became indistinguishable. 

Dancing with data, my understanding of the study’s major themes continued to take 

shape. I reached a new level of identification with Laurel Richardson’s (1994) article 

“Writing: A method of inquiry,” deepening my understanding of what it means to write 

in order to know. As I improvisationally danced around in this phase of analysis I became 

more anxious to settle on a structure for Chapters 6 and 7—for a time these were joined 

as a single chapter. What kept me calm and gave me a sense of progress was complete 

and honest faith that through writing I would come to understand and make meaning of 

this research.  

 It was not until I wrote the final paragraph of the third major rewrite of Chapters 6 

and 7, stepping away from writing for several weeks and discussing progress with my 

advisor, that I began to see the outline of how I would manage the major themes.  Early 

in writing the fourth major draft of Chapters 6 and 7 I gained a sense that my 

understanding of the major themes was beginning to take on an expressive structure of its 

own. I let go of some interesting ideas in order to focus on what I felt was most 
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important. As I wrote, however, many ideas that I had let go of reemerged as parts of the 

major themes I was discussing. I knew I had reached a milestone and that themes had 

taken root when I recognized reflections of so many of the categories I had worked with 

in my second round of analysis. 

 Chapters 4, 5, and 7 present the descriptive findings and thematic analysis of 

student engagement in five semester-long dance pluralism classes. Chapter 4 presents the 

written data collected from course assignments and reflections. Chapter 5 focuses on 

interview findings, and synthesizes interview data with written data. Chapter 6 acts as an 

entry into further analysis, a kind of theoretical interlude that introduces literature that 

became relevant to the discussion of this research, and Chapter 7, returning to student 

experience, further considers data presented in Chapters 4 and 5 through thematic 

analysis and theoretical discussion.  Chapter 8 brings the dissertation to close, providing a 

summary, final thoughts, and recommendations for educators and researchers.  
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 CHAPTER 4  

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT IN DANCE PLURALISM: A MULTI-MODAL 

PERSPECTIVE    

 

This chapter presents findings of this study in relation to the central research 

focus:  student experiences of engagement, or disengagement, in a series of 

undergraduate dance pluralism courses offered as part of Temple University’s former 

Core curriculum (pre-2008) and, since 2008, its new General Education program.  The 

courses, Dance, Movement & Pluralism and its descendent Embodying Pluralism 

(R0828), are multimodal curricula grounded in principles of embodied learning and 

dance.    

I made a concerted attempt to ensure that all participants’ voices are represented 

through this research. This was challenging in that not all students described specific 

experiences in response to prompts for the end-of-semester reflective writing. Also, 

completion rates for homework and mid-semester course reflections and the number of 

descriptive accounts found varied substantially across students. Chapter 4 presents 

qualitative findings and includes at least one quotation from each of the 64 participants 

for a total of 193 distinct experiential descriptions. Nineteen students are quoted once; 16 

students are quoted twice; 12 students are quoted three times; 2 students are quoted four 
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times; 7 students are quoted five times; 1 student is quoted six times; 4 students are 

quoted seven times; 2 students are quoted nine times; and 1 student is quoted 11 times. 

Reviewing the highly quoted students I do not observe anything that distinguishes them 

from students quoted less often other than a tendency to be more descriptive and prolific 

in their writing.  

Dance pluralism may stand out in students’ experiences of college and education 

in general. For some, class meetings provide an opportunity to let go life’s daily 

concerns:   

Every day when I started moving or dancing, my worries and problems seemed to 

leave my head. It was a complete mood transformation for me from the beginning 

of class until the end. For 80 minutes I had an escape from life. (19, sophomore, 

white, female. End-of-semester reflection.) 

Early in the semester, a student reflects on her perceptions of the class, feeling equal to 

her peers and at ease: 

I felt extraordinarily equal. No one in the class is a professional dancer. I am not 

worried about making a fool of myself by how I move or what I say. (20, junior, 

female, Hispanic/Mexican-Venezuelan, Art Education. Reading response.) 

The following student enjoyed the course’s kinesthetic approach to learning:  
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This was my most enjoyable class so far. I learned more in this class than I 

learned in some years of college. I enjoyed learning kinesthetically for once 

instead of through PowerPoint and chalkboards as in other classes. I would 

recommend this or any dance class to upcoming college students. (22, 5th year, 

African American, male. End-of-semester reflection.) 

Students value the learning that takes place even when the workload seems high: 

I learned about different subjects that gave me different ways of thinking. The 

course work was much more than in other classes, but I did not care. (26, senior, 

white/Turkish, male. End-of-semester reflection.) 

Further, students describe experiencing personal and meaningful growth, understanding 

self and others in new ways: 

I have become more open to others’ opinions and I can understand people a little 

better. I am less judgmental now that I have taken this course. I can even 

understand myself more. I have a slightly new outtake on the world around me. 

(18, freshman, white/Caucasian, male. End-of-semester reflection.)  

In class I was transformed. I was free and I could express my ideas. I didn’t have 

to be a professional to participate. (18, freshman, Caribbean/African American, 

female. End-of-semester reflection.) 

Diversity and collaboration are valued: 
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The most important motivating factor in this class is the students. You can find 

the smart, beautiful, funny, and mature students all in one group helping each 

other and interacting with each other, and that created a special environment. (22, 

2nd year/sophomore, Arab-Italian, male, international student. End-of-semester 

reflection.) 

These ideas are reiterated throughout this chapter. 

As detailed in Chapter 3, students’ experiential descriptions and reflections are 

primary sources of research data:  descriptive responses to prompts pertaining to 

engagement, homework assignments (reading responses, performance reflection papers, 

and synthesis paper), movement reflections, mid-semester course reflections, and end-of-

semester course reflections. Data from interviews will be considered in Chapter 5. Sixty-

four students over three semesters from five separate sections of the dance pluralism 

courses participated in this study and all are represented between one and eight times in 

this chapter.  

This chapter contains students’ lived experiences of nine different course 

activities. These include the Identity Circle, viewing dance performances, reading and 

writing assignments, discussions, partner and small group movement compositions, 

improvisational movement explorations, dance workshops, performances, and Planetary 

Dance. Each illustrative description is labeled with participant self-reported information 

gathered from biographical/social background questionnaires at the beginning of the 

semester and end-of-semester course reflections. Descriptions include participants’ age, 
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year in school, race, gender, and major or interest in school (majors capitalized, interests 

lower cased) whenever available, along with the source of data (movement reflection, 

reading response, performance reflection paper, synthesis paper, or course reflection).    

The Identity Circle and Planetary Dance serve as bookends in this exposition of 

data. In some ways these two activities, occurring towards the beginning and end of the 

semester respectively, are similar. In both activities participants define the space by 

standing in a circle or a large square, share personal thoughts with the class community, 

and move into the defined space as a way to embody meaning.  Organization of activities 

in the “great in-between” emerged from the writing process as an order that best flowed 

from one activity into the next. The result is a chapter that presents nine particular 

activities that occur over the course of a semester in dance pluralism. Some occur 

throughout the semester, while others occur on a specific occasion. The presentation of 

activities is as follows: Identity Circle, viewing dance performances and performance 

reflection papers, reading and writing assignments, discussions, partner and small group 

movement compositions, improvisational movement explorations, dance workshops, 

performances, and Planetary Dance.  

 

Identity Circle 

The Identity Circle is adapted from an icebreaker activity that I once read about 

(McGlynn, 2001, citing Penfield 1998, citing Rutgers University 1989). This activity is 
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often referred to as “Diversity Circle” or “Circle of Diversity” in examples found online 

using Google Search Engine. In dance pluralism this activity is typically done several 

weeks into class.  At this point students are becoming familiar with each other. They have 

also performed a number of circle dances and the Identity Circle is an extension of a now 

familiar spatial form. The purpose of the activity is to encourage students to recognize 

differences and similarities among classmates, as they do also in improvisational 

movement explorations, illuminating diversity on a range of personal, social, and cultural 

dimensions.  

Students are invited to step into the circle when they identify with a particular 

statement read aloud. The first statements are rather superficial, as noted by a freshman 

woman: “At the beginning I felt as though it was less serious and something that really 

did not affect me.” (18, white, female, Elementary Education. End-of-semester 

reflection.) As the activity progresses statements become more personal. For example, the 

instructor reads “I, or someone close to me, is Jewish” or “I, or someone close to me, is 

homosexual,” and students who identify with the statement have the opportunity to step 

into the circle, publicly sharing a part of their identity with the entire class. It can be 

intimidating to reveal self, and yet students as a whole appear to embrace open self-

disclosure.  

Similar to experiences of performing and viewing dance described later in the 

chapter, this experience of sharing and witnessing others share may evoke feelings of 

relatedness and identification with individuals and with the entire class: 
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I was surprised by the number of students with family members that suffered from 

drug abuse problems. I thought that my family was unusual. (22, junior, African 

American, female. End-of-semester reflection.) 

I identified with other peers experiencing similar problems. I appreciated what I 

have and sympathized with others. I felt united with the class and strong. (18, 

freshman, Asian-American, female, Nursing. End-of-semester reflection.)   

At first I was nervous to walk into the circle, but after seeing how many people 

were in the same situation I didn’t feel nervous anymore.  This identity activity 

allowed me to connect on a more personal level and realize I wasn’t alone in 

situations where I thought I was. I felt a strong connection with the entire class. 

(18, freshman, white, female, communications, dance, art. Reading response.) 

I was comforted seeing others being honest and open. (20, 3rd year-junior, 

Caucasian, male, Public Relations and Communications. End-of-semester 

reflection.)  

As identification with peers grows, initial nervousness may disappear: 

At first I was hesitant to step into the circle, feeling as though I was being judged. 

I began to see how many people are experiencing or have had the same 

experiences as me. I began to feel very comfortable and at times emotional. (18, 

freshman, white, female, Elementary Education. End-of-semester reflection.) 
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Poetically, a student recalls her experience of the Identity Circle some weeks later: 

“Silently telling our stories of cultural, racial, and other discriminatory experiences, I 

became closer to the class.” (20, sophomore, Caucasian, female, Biochemistry. 

Performance paper.)  

Practicing empathy in the Identity Circle warms up students for future activities 

and assignments, cultivating an environment that embraces vulnerability with respect and 

care. It prepares students to find ways to identify with peers in class discussion, authors 

of course texts, choreographers and dancers in performance, and encounters beyond the 

scope of the class. It exemplifies an approach that seeks understanding prior to evaluation 

and critique. Rehearsing these values students are asked to see performances and read 

texts from a variety of perspectives, to reflect on the material and their own reactions, and 

to make connections to a larger dialogue. 

 

Viewing Dance Performances and Performance Reflection Papers 

In addition to observing peer performances in class, students are required to 

attend at least two dance performances outside of class and write a performance 

reflection paper for each. Students usually attend either on-campus student performances 

or local professional performances. Dance performances are not always what students 

expect and some are excited and surprised by their new experiences with dance: 
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 I was surprised by the lack of scenery, props, music, and costume, and by the 

inclusion of dialogue. I forget that there is much more to dance than what I have 

been studying since I was three years old. (18, freshman, female, white. End-of-

semester reflection.)  

I was exhilarated by the energy, rhythm, and emotions of the African dance 

performance. (19, freshman, white, female, Advertising. Performance paper.) 

The dance was amazing and at one point my jaw dropped.  (18, freshman, white, 

female. Performance paper.) 

I didn’t think I would appreciate interpretive dance, but I could relate. (21, 3rd 

year/sophomore, Caucasian, female, Broadcast Journalism. Performance paper.) 

I was very surprised at how much I enjoyed the performance. It was a satire about 

modern day society. I thought about society's robotic compliance to command 

from higher authorities. I didn't expect to laugh out loud, but I did. (18, freshman, 

Caucasian, female, Magazine Journalism. Performance paper.) 

Performance reflection papers require that students practice skills in observing and 

making meaning of dance. These assignments ask students to describe what they see and 

use descriptive interpretation to support meanings they make about a particular dance in 

approximately 750 words. For the following student the performance was interesting and 

the writing assignment enjoyable: 
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The performance I saw was amazing and it was a joy to pick each movement 

apart and write about what I believed it to mean. I felt like the words just typed 

themselves. It was nice to finally write about something interesting in one of my 

classes. (19, sophomore, white, female. End-of-semester reflection.)  

In contrast, the initial thought of even attending an event outside of class 

disgruntles some students. A young woman writes, “I completely dreaded going to the 

concert, instead of going out with my friends on a Friday night.” (18, freshman, Asian-

American, female, Nursing. End-of-semester reflection.)  With few exceptions students 

do attend and many enjoy the experience despite their lack of initial motivation: “It was 

the first week of school and I didn’t want to attend the performance. It was required. I 

didn’t think I would like it. I went with a bad attitude. It wasn’t too bad.” (18, freshman, 

Caucasian, female, Pre-medicine. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Engaging with dance as an expressive art, as opposed to studying technique or 

viewing dance in the context of music videos or competitive television dance shows, is 

often new for students.  A junior art major describes being “pleasantly surprised” viewing 

a modern dance performance that included dialogue and movement about modern dance: 

I thought it was going to be more of a typical dance performance:  music, dance, 

clap, done. I was pleasantly surprised. They presented a completely foreign idea 

in a way that I could keep up through detailed explanation. At the end I had good 

understanding of the dance and an interest to learn more. (20, junior, 

Hispanic/Mexican-Venezuelan, female, Art. Performance paper.) 
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Similar to making personal connections to readings, students relate dance performances 

to their own lives:  

During the dance I was making connections to relationships I am currently in. I 

was surprised at how well someone else’s interpretation of such relationships 

matched my own. (18, freshman, Caucasian, female, Psychology. Performance 

paper.) 

I could relate to the dance. I thought of my own life. (21, 3rd year/sophomore, 

Caucasian, female, Broadcast Journalism. Performance paper.)   

As in improvisational movement explorations, observing dance performance may 

evoke empathy. A student feels “closeness and community watching the performance.” 

She describes, “As one dancer left the podium, the others began to question and search 

for purpose. At this moment I felt alone.” (19, freshman, white, female, Advertising. 

Performance paper.)  Another writes, “It was a memorial piece dedicated to someone 

who has passed away. I felt an obligation to take in every movement, every footstep, and 

every creak of the floor.” (20, junior, Hispanic/Mexican-Venezuelan, female, Art 

Education. Performance paper.)  

Students not only see reflections of themselves in the dances, but may also 

experience themselves as part of the dance or desire to be part of the dance. Here the lines 

of observation and participation are blurred: 
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One dancer spent a few minutes responding to audience noises. He would make 

movements that reflected every clap, whistle, and hoot that viewers made. It made 

me feel that I was in control of the show, that the dancer was dependent on me 

instead of me waiting for him to perform.  It was quite the experience to feel like I 

could be a part of something this amazing. So many times I have watched a 

performance, but this time I was part of one. (20, junior, Hispanic/Mexican-

Venezuelan, female, Art Education. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Although not actually part of the performance, this student describes the desire to join in: 

Between the live trumpet and loud drums I felt less like a spectator and more like 

I was at a party. I wanted to be on stage with the performers; I wanted to get up 

and dance. (21, 3rd year/sophomore, Caucasian, female. Broadcast Journalism. 

Performance paper.) 

Others describe the desire to “get up and dance” during performances. One student 

moved with the dancers during the performance: “Sitting there in the seat, watching the 

performance, I experimented with my own hands and wrists, attempting to turn them as 

the performer practiced.” (19, sophomore, Caucasian, female, Kinesiology. Performance 

paper.) A student recalls, “My body wants to do that. My limbs, my joints, my entire 

body was jealous.” (20, junior, Hispanic/Mexican-Venezuelan, female, Art Education. 

Performance paper.) 

Students describe intellectual engagement in relation to performances: 
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After experiencing the performance I had so many ideas going through my head 

that I spent a good twenty minutes outside of the theater scribbling notes into my 

journal. (18, freshman, white, female, undeclared major. Movement reflection.)  

While watching this dance, I thought constantly about the way society has created 

the image of male and female.  I have never before seen dance that showed the 

way gender is viewed by our population.  (20, junior, Hispanic/Mexican-

Venezuelan, female, Art Education. Performance paper.) 

Some students articulate their feelings and then qualify with interpretation. For 

the following student, an emotional reaction evokes a theme: “At times…I felt a little 

frightened, not truly scared. The movement and music suggested the afterworld to me.” 

(18, freshman, white, female. Performance paper.) Similarly, a student describes, “The 

lights kept coming in and out, and I got a feeling of heaviness and some inner struggle.” 

(18, freshman, white, female. Performance paper.) 

Students relay discomfort with emotional subject matter in dance performance, 

with and without verbal text: 

The dancer moved like a very innocent little girl. This deep manly voice spoke to 

the little girl telling her that she was very pretty and to go with him, he would take 

care of her. I felt disgusted and angry. I saw a sex offender standing at the gates of 

the playground. (Female, Ukrainian. Synthesis paper.) 
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The set made me think of my Catholic Church. Images of stained glass windows 

and pews were set up on the stage. The show portrayed confession and was about 

murder. I felt uncomfortable and nervous. (18, freshman, white, female, Business. 

Performance paper.) 

A student experienced discomfort as a dancer removed some of her clothing, writing, 

“One minute she was just dancing around the stage, the next she was down to just bra and 

panties! I felt uncomfortable watching it.” (20, junior, Hispanic/Mexican-Venezuelan, 

female, Art Education. Performance paper.) 

Not everyone experiences emotional meanings viewing dance performance: “I 

enjoyed the visual aspects of the dance, but I did not feel an emotional connection.” (21, 

3rd year/ sophomore, female, Caucasian, Broadcast Journalism. Performance paper.) For 

some it can take a while to make meaning of performance: “I felt a little lost and 

confused throughout the whole performance until the very end when I realized she was 

giving in just like the rest of the dancers.” (18, freshman, white, female. Performance 

paper.) 

The dance performances students see for this assignment are often well outside of 

previous dance experiences. Surprise and wonder characterize student reactions.  When 

asked to articulate meaning, some students struggle, but ultimately most find ways to 

embrace meaning with an open mind and relate to themes of the dance performance.  

While students are much more familiar and comfortable with reading text, the experience 

of being receptive to the ideas of a text is not much different than being receptive to a 
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movement text. In dance pluralism students accommodate, relate to, and make meaning 

of ideas emerging from dance and literature. 

 

Readings and Written Responses 

Short reading responses make up a significant portion of homework assignments.  

Readings relate issues of diversity to the body by acknowledging the body as central to 

expression of identity and how the body in dance represents identity overtly and 

implicitly. The purpose of these assignments is to encourage students to think about 

major points of the readings and purposes of class experiences, and to consider their own 

perspectives and/or reactions. Responses may be graded or marked complete/incomplete, 

contributing to the participation grade.  

One of the assigned readings explores various components of the dance pluralism 

course, including specific sessions and pedagogical styles of instructors (Bond and 

Etwaroo, 2005).  This article elicits moving responses with rich descriptions from more 

students than any other reading. Students connect personally and often in multiple ways 

to the content. Written by Karen Bond and Indira Etwaroo (2005), “If I really see 

you…?” is based on two sections of Dance, Movement, and Pluralism taught during fall 

2001, the first time Bond taught the course.  The co-authors explore the impact of the 

“9/11” tragedy in their classes, as well as some of the major projects of the class. The 
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‘Who am I?’ solo, small group dances, and final synthesis paper discussed in the article 

have all evolved, and are part of the dance pluralism classes in this study. 

Assigned several weeks into the semester, the article aids students in 

understanding the relevance of the work they are doing, as described in the following 

reading response: 

I expected to just do some reading and dance in class, but after reading this article 

and actually taking the class I realize that it is so much more. In this class I am not 

only on an educational journey, but also a spiritual, physical, and mental journey. 

(19, sophomore, white, female. Reading response.) 

The article clarifies what may not be immediately clear: “When we were asked to create 

living sculptures I had no clue what it had to do with and after reading the article, it all 

made sense.” (22, 5th year/senior, Chinese-American, female, Piano Performance and 

Music Education. Reading response.) Reading about the course enables students to better 

situate its content and curriculum. 

Participants express excitement about the class and the curriculum after reading 

the article. A student writes in her reading response, “Do we perform a solo similar to the 

one described in this article? If so, I can't wait to see what everyone comes up with.” (20, 

sophomore, Caucasian, female, Biochemistry. Reading response.) Students are motivated 

by previous students’ experiences of the ‘Who am I?’ solo and other assignments: 
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I loved reading about what people came up with for these projects. I feel obligated 

to push myself further and to really think about how I can express myself. I look 

forward to the solo and group dance with eager anticipation. (19, sophomore, 

Caucasian, female, Kinesiology. Reading response.)  

Another student writes about her excitement to see others’ performances and the change 

she anticipates: 

I am really excited. I can't wait to see how the students in our class express 

themselves through movement. By the end of the semester I’m sure that most, if 

not all of us, will have a different view of ourselves, our peers, race, 

discrimination, movement, dance, and the world. (19, 2nd year/sophomore, 

African American, female, Communications. Reading response.) 

The article generates anticipation and ameliorates anxiety: 

I feel that I am going to explore new things about myself through this class like 

others in previous years. (19, freshman, white, female. Reading response.) 

I am not a dancer and I was nervous about taking this class. After reading the 

article I realized that I do not need to be a perfect dancer to express myself. (18, 

freshman, white, female, Business. Reading response.) 

This is the only class where I can be free and express myself. I don’t feel judged. 

(19, freshman, white, female. Reading response.)  



 
105 

 

Students describe a range of emotional responses to the reading: 

I felt a wave of warmth and love come over my body. (19, freshman, white, 

female, undecided major. Movement reflection.)  

I had chills reading about the student who shared a picture from her graduation 

and thought it was the first time she ever looked beautiful. (20, sophomore, 

Caucasian, female. Reading response.) 

When I read about the class sessions around September 11th, I began to tear up. 

(19, sophomore, Caucasian, female, Kinesiology. Reading response.) 

An emotional connection to the reading influenced a student’s understanding of dance as 

a means of self-expression, a topic elaborated in the Performance section of this chapter: 

I got emotional reading journal excerpts of some students. The article really 

reflected the deep concern that the teachers felt to teach students the freedoms and 

voice we have through dance.  (18, freshman, Hispanic, female, elementary 

education and psychology. Reading response.) 

Additionally, students connect with, relate to, and empathize with students and teachers 

who are quoted and described in the article. Students write:  

I have a better understanding of others, and in some ways can put myself in some 

of my classmates’ shoes.  (19, sophomore, white, female. Reading response.) 
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While reading the quotes I connected with other students who had taken this 

course.  (18, freshman, white, female. Reading response.) 

The first paragraph articulated the first feelings I experienced the first day of this 

class. (18, freshman, white, female, Elementary Education. Reading response.)  

I loved that I was able to relate to many of the students’ opinions of the class. This 

made me love the class more than I already do. (18, sophomore, African 

American, female, Communications. Reading response.) 

 Other writing assignments and articles also elicit feelings of connection, moments 

of realization, and self-reflection. A young woman describes how Frank Trippet’s (1981) 

article about “how signals, body language, and facial expressions can tell us more about a 

person then mere language” to her own experience with a high school teacher: 

One day, I came into class late and my English teacher gave me this look I will 

never forget.  I couldn't fall asleep that night because the look was imprinted in 

my mind and upset me.  Needless to say I was never late again. (18, Freshman, 

female, white. Reading response.) 

Readings provide students with opportunities to consider alternate perspectives and 

develop personal views. In a reading response for an extra credit assignment, a student 

describes understanding dance as cathartic from reading an article about community art 

practice by Christine Lomas (1998): 
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The author discusses the ability of dance to be not only artistic but therapeutic. I 

stopped and read the paragraph twice. I never thought of dance in this manner 

before but I relate. Dance is a release and allows me to connect to my emotions. 

(18, freshman, white, female, Public Relations and Advertising. Reading 

response.) 

In the following anecdotes students describe more personal affiliations with readings 

related to beliefs and identity: “I feel very connected to the article. I often found myself 

having the same opinion as the author.” (19, freshman, white, female. Reading response.) 

A Chinese-American woman reflects in a reading response about her racial identity, 

recognizing her own experience of “white privilege:” 

Although my genetic makeup and everything about me is Chinese, my 

personality, my inside-self, is white.  I am not just American.  I am Chinese, or I 

am Chinese-American, but mostly Chinese.  I take a lot of pride in being 

Chinese.  There is definitely something to be said about American schooling that 

makes me undeniably white and equally experienced in "white privilege" even if I 

haven't really recognized it. (22, 5th year/senior, Chinese-American, female, Piano 

Performance and Music Education. Reading response.) 

Another student recalls a biracial relationship in response to the article, “Images of race 

and religion in Madonna’s video Like a Prayer” by Ronald Scott (1993): “I remembered 

the reactions of people in high school when they would see my boyfriend and me 

together. I felt so much pressure on our relationship by outside sources.” (19, sophomore, 
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Serbian-Romany, female, Spanish, Cultural-Linguistic Anthropology, and French. 

Synthesis paper.) 

For some, the readings and writing assignments encourage associations beyond 

the immediate realm of coursework, connecting students to past readings in other classes 

and sometimes encouraging further investigation: 

Reading these articles brought to mind a reading from my Intellectual Heritage 

course.  (22, 5th year/senior, Chinese-American, female, Piano Performance and 

Music Education. Reading response.)  

I was very intrigued by this article and I decided to watch Madonna's video. (19, 

freshman, female, white, undecided major. Reading response.) 

After reading this article, I actually wrote down the author’s name and searched 

for more of her writings. (18, Freshman, female, white. Reading response.) 

This student realizes multiple views of the term racism and aligns her own 

understanding: 

The author defined racism differently from how I defined racism. I looked up 

racism in the American Heritage Dictionary and found a completely different 

definition, one that I agree with. (18, freshman, white, female. Reading response.) 

Reading and writing assignments raise ideas students have not considered previously, 

challenging their personal views, prompting them to reevaluate their thinking:   
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Reading about the way blacks were treated upset me.  I wonder how I would have 

been treated if I were alive back then as I am not fully white. (18, freshman, 

female, Asian-American, Nursing. Reading response.) 

After I read this article, I was shocked by my own stupidity. I had a bias against 

Madonna because of her look. I am so immature! Madonna has expressed her 

opinions about race, culture, and religion through pop music. I realized that I had 

huge prejudice on pop culture and pop singers. Now, I am confused about myself. 

I am not the person I thought I was. I thought, at least, I knew myself. (19, 

freshman, Korean, female, Violin performance. Reading response.) 

Reading about typical girl movements, I realize how limited my own feminine 

movements are. I thought that I was doing something different; I tried to make it 

different, but it was really the same. (19, freshman, Korean, female, Violin 

Performance. Reading response.) 

Reflecting on her own position as a white female, a freshman student grapples with the 

idea of privilege, both recognizing “white and male” privilege and struggling to see 

herself as an “unfairly advantaged” white woman: 

Until I read this article, I never thought about having unacknowledged white 

privilege over other races. I can't see myself as an unfairly advantaged person, but 

I think these privileges come natural to the white and male society. (19, freshman 

female, white, undecided major. Reading response.) 
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The writing process may also encourage students to think about and develop their beliefs 

and practices. One student reflects on her desire to develop and assert herself in the 

synthesis paper:  

I am not certain when I became afraid of my voice, but I am ready to lose that 

fear. I am also unsure of when I started being so passive about my feelings, but I 

want to move beyond that. I want to assert my distinctive spirit. (18, freshman, 

Jamaican-American, female. Synthesis paper.) 

Students connect with various assignments in personal ways, often sharing their own 

specific experiences. A student from the Virgin Islands describes a journal writing 

experience, articulating her discomfort thinking about her expressive body: 

Reflecting in my journal, I consciously noted my increased awareness of the 

issues of racism and identity since transferring to this university. At first this 

awareness made me uncomfortable with the shade of my skin. I wished to be 

lighter and felt at a disadvantage because of my skin color. (22, junior, African 

American, female. Synthesis paper.) 

While many students discover connections and motivation to engage in the 

readings and writing assignments, others seem to hit roadblocks, impeding engagement. 

Not all students are intrinsically interested in the material and some describe motivation 

influenced by extrinsic factors such as grades:  
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Honestly, the only reason I read the articles and wrote the blogs was because they 

were graded. I didn’t make the connection between the class activities and the 

readings. Homework was homework and class was class. They weren’t 

connected.  (20, junior, Hispanic/Mexican-Venezuelan, female, Art Education. 

End-of-semester reflection.)    

Students may not always have significant or meaningful responses to readings or 

performances, which can make it difficult to respond in a personal way. Struggling with a 

challenging writing assignment can also be inhibiting for students. One writes about the 

course’s final writing assignment, “I am not enjoying writing the synthesis paper. It is 

difficult to write.” (19, sophomore, white, female. End-of-semester reflection.)   Further, 

students’ personal lives affect their academic performance, as revealed in the following 

reflection: 

I had gotten bad news from home and couldn’t keep my concentration. I had to 

keep re-reading parts. I couldn’t understand what was being said. Writing the 

reflection was a disaster. I felt so discouraged. (18, freshman, white, Italian-

German, female. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Responding to and making meaning of performances and texts affords 

opportunities for students to encounter divergent perspectives, to empathize with others, 

and to develop personal perspectives in a less personally confrontational way.  Class 

discussions also provide opportunities to meet diversity, but in a way that intersects in 

real time. While an article or performance might be quite confrontational, the student is 
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not typically in direct conversation with the author or performer. Conversely, in class 

discussions individuals must navigate dissent, and at times vie to be heard. 

 

Discussions 

Discussions are based primarily on course readings. In my classes they take place 

in what becomes a very familiar circle and provide opportunities for students to extend 

personal understanding of readings through dialogue. Students relate material to dance by 

considering previous movement experiences and their own perceptions of the lived body.  

It is an opportunity to hear and be heard by others. It is an opportunity to learn: 

“Participating in all the class readings and discussions, I can honestly admit to learning 

through confidence.” (18, freshman, white, female. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Discussions also provide opportunities for self-reflection through understanding 

and questioning others’ positions on issues of diversity, identifying and defending 

personal perspectives, and connecting curriculum content with personal experience.  

Students reevaluate and question their own perspectives as they clarify their values and 

beliefs, making eye-opening realizations through dialogue: 

Discussing issues of racism and prejudice was the best learning experience I had 

in this class. Hearing others’ experiences really opened my eyes and was really 

shocking. (20, 2nd year, white, male. End-of-semester reflection.)  
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Such realizations can incite constructive self-reflection, sometimes causing negative 

feelings. A student shares that she “felt bad about herself” after participating in the 

stereotype activity and discussion: 

We comprised long, hurtful lists of stereotypes. We came up with all these bad 

thoughts so easily and quickly. I felt bad about myself. (18, freshman, white, 

female, Business. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Another student makes a realization about inequality and it changes her thinking: 

I realized how race and gender issues are not a thing of the past. At this moment I 

stopped using terms such as before and back then and brought these issues into 

the present. (21, 3rd year, Caucasian, Communications, Russian and Arabic. End-

of-semester reflection.)  

Students describe being really interested in discussion topics. For example, “In 

most of my classes I do not have the opportunity to discuss topics that I want to talk 

about, but I do in this one.” (19, Jamaican, male, Pre-Pharmacy. End-of-semester 

reflection.)  Another young man describes being “energized” by a discussion topic: “I 

was exhausted. I didn’t feel like moving or talking, however, I got really energized about 

the topic being discussed in the class.” (22, 2nd year/sophomore, Arab-Italian, male. Mid-

semester reflection.) Students also describe being able to openly discuss topics and have 

their “voices heard” among a diverse group of peers: 
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When we have discussions in a circle, I can say whatever I am feeling about a 

topic. I don’t worry about what others think. Everyone in the class is very 

different from one another, but I can still talk and share my views without being 

judged. (18, freshman, female, white, Pre-pharmacy.  Reading response.) 

I didn’t try to appease others. The discussion was a frenzy of heated and 

passionate dialogue. I focused more on what I thought than on how I came across. 

I felt liberated that I had my own voice and chose to have it heard. (18, freshman, 

Caucasian/Ukrainian, female. Synthesis paper.) 

An international, English-second-language student mentions her appreciation of 

the teacher’s role in class discussions, “I really liked when the teacher unexpectedly 

questioned our views.” (19, freshman, Asian, female. End-of-semester reflection.)  The 

same young woman also describes the challenges of being an English-second-language 

speaker during discussions: “I was a little afraid of speaking in front of other people. I 

wanted to participate, but I didn’t.” She also describes the stress of feeling isolated: 

I was stressed out and upset.  Classmates I didn’t really know or really talk to 

were talking about me behind my back. I didn’t tell anyone how I felt. I was 

alone.  There was no one to share my problems. (19, freshman, Asian, female. 

End-of-semester reflection.)  

A young man also shares in the challenges of speaking English as a second language in 

class discussions: “I felt disconnected from the group when they said words that I didn’t 
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understand.” (22, 2nd year/sophomore, Arab-Italian, male. Mid-semester reflection.) 

Despite some communication challenges, this student does make connections with peers 

as described in the partner and small group movement compositions section of this 

chapter.   

Many class discussions are around socially and culturally sensitive topics. Such 

discussions can induce anxiety as one young woman explains, “I was anxious to share 

about myself and scared about what my peers might think. Why is she like that? What 

made her think about that issue?”  As conversation begins and students open up to share 

personal views, anxiety may lessen:  “I began to relax as each person shared. I am a 

unique person. I didn’t need to feel ashamed.” (18, freshman, white, female. Mid-

semester reflection.)  

Students test out their maturing empathy and communications skills through 

discussions. In a community established on acceptance and diversity students question 

one another, seeking to better understand different perspectives. Supported by one 

another, and with minimal teacher intervention students must navigate their own 

discussions. With practice students gain confidence in their abilities to face, question, and 

understand sensitive social issues, and apply these skills to small group and partner 

activities extending on ideas raised in performances, readings, and discussions. 
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Partner and Small Group Movement Compositions 

Collaborative work is a significant aspect of course methodology.  Working 

closely with others provides opportunities for students to get to know one another, learn 

about others’ points of view, and experience people who they may not connect with 

otherwise. Students work in partners and small groups creating dances and other 

movement based projects and presentations. As with discussions students have 

opportunities to talk openly to peers from diverse backgrounds about topics often 

considered taboo.   A freshman shares an example of being in sensitive discussion with a 

peer of a different cultural and racial background while participating in an activity around 

stereotypes: 

I worked with my friend from class. She is Asian and I am Hispanic. We wrote 

stereotypes on giant white poster papers labeled with: women, men, white, black, 

Asian, Jewish, conservative, and liberal. We wrote anything that came to mind 

about the certain category.  I was careful not to say anything that would offend 

my friend in the Asian category. I was surprised by how comfortable she felt 

adding stereotypes to this category.  She made me feel comfortable to say 

anything as well. In the end, I shared my views of Hispanic stereotypes. It felt 

good to be able to connect to my peer in such a way.  (18, freshman, Hispanic, 

female, Elementary Education and Psychology. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Partner and small group composition activities create a context in which students 

can communicate and get to know others without excessive social pressure:  “I was not 
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forced to interact with others, but I had the opportunity to get to know my classmates 

through creating group dances.” (22, junior, Virgin Islander, female. Synthesis paper.) A 

sophomore reflects on the collaborative atmosphere while creating a dance about 

community: “I laughed and joked, and worked with classmates learning and teaching 

each other the steps.” (19, sophomore, white, male. Synthesis paper.)  

Students navigate peer relationships in collaborative work, facing a spectrum of 

challenges. They describe working through interpersonal tensions, frustration and 

disappointment in not being able to unite with their partner or group, and struggles with 

group assignment content.  In a movement study reflection, a young woman expresses 

surprise at the challenge she faced when she and her partner had different approaches, but 

is ultimately “satisfied” with the final project:  

I thought the gesture dance was going to be fun and pretty easy. I was trying to 

create movements in different ways, whereas my partner was concerned about 

making the dance long and it was too boring. Our disagreements made this 

assignment a lot more of a challenge for me, however I was pretty satisfied with 

our dance. (18, freshman, white, female. Movement study reflection.) 

A student writes about small group work: “I felt uncomfortable when we were exploring 

space during our group project. A suggestion was made that we could be very close to 

one another, and I felt a desire to just step away from it all.” (22, 5th year/senior, Chinese-

American, female, Piano Performance and Music Education. Mid-semester course 
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reflection.) Another young woman experiences small group movement compositions as 

challenging at first, but then metamorphosing into a feeling of trust and connection: 

I struggled at first, but when we finally found that certain moment of connection, 

the feeling was unlike any other. It felt as if we had melded into one person, we 

were able to move so fluidly.  Dancing and moving with the group, I experienced 

trust and connection. (20, sophomore, Caucasian, female.  End-of-semester 

reflection.)  

Something extra-ordinary is being described here, a time when a student experiences 

herself differently, when she feels uniquely close to those she is working with, a feeling 

“unlike any other.”  

Negotiating roles, selecting leaders, and sharing power delineate the challenges of 

small group movement compositions. At least one student desired a leader to direct his 

group: 

I had a great idea, but after sharing it with my group I felt like I had to back up 

from my idea and give the others a chance to say their opinion. I wished there was 

a leader to tell us what to do. (22, 2nd year/sophomore, Arab-Italian, male. End-of-

semester reflection.)  

On the other end of the spectrum, a student describes too much authority from her 

group’s emergent leader: “The group was not very fun. I felt like I was under a 

dictatorship and all my ideas got shot down. I was very unhappy with our dance and 
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ashamed to perform. I was pissed off.” (18, freshman, white, female, undeclared major. 

End-of-semester reflection.)  

Having all voices included is important to negotiating successful peer 

collaboration.  The following anecdote describes an egalitarian approach that left one 

student feeling “heard” and “excited for future assignments:”  

I loved making up our dance. My group came together and I had fun while 

choreographing. We had the ‘all for one’ idea working perfectly, using every 

person's gestures, and taking and giving constructive criticism. I felt like I was 

heard. There was no one leader. I feel hopeful and excited for future assignments.  

(18, freshman, white, female. End-of-semester reflection.)  

As “part of the group,” students describe feeling “heard,” having “fun,” and as just 

mentioned, “appreciative.” The following describes a final dance class:  

I had fun choreographing and teaching each other different moves. We were all 

contributing to our last performance. (20, sophomore, Indian, female, Pre-

pharmacy. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Some students enroll in the course knowing that friends are also taking dance 

pluralism, perhaps even looking forward to the support of friends in class. For some, 

friendship dynamics contribute to feelings of reticence. One student describes feelings of 

self-consciousness among his friends, writing, “I took this class with my friends and I 
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didn't want to look like a fool in front of them. As the semester progressed it became 

easier.” (22, 2nd year/sophomore, Arab-Italian, male. Movement reflection.)  

Students are aware of what their classmates are doing and how they are doing it, 

including differing levels of effort: “We did not really practice or work on our formations 

as much as I saw the other groups doing.” (20, sophomore, Indian, female, Pre-pharmacy. 

Movement reflection.) Student perceptions of group members’ engagement can influence 

participation:  “I felt disengaged. No one else took the dancing seriously.” (21, junior, 

Caucasian, male. End-of-semester reflection.)    

Students also describe the positive influence of supportive peers, including equal 

division of labor and effort in group work:  

My teammates were trying as hard as I was. I felt engaged. (21, junior, Caucasian, 

male. Protocol writing.) 

We all worked together and I was motivated to finish our dance at the end of the 

semester. (18, freshman, white, female. End-of-semester reflection.)    

Supportive peers can ameliorate nervousness:   

I was excited to come to class to work on our group’s final dance. I was in a good 

mood. I usually get nervous when it comes to dancing in front of other people, but 

I was comfortable with all of my classmates. I did the final movement study 

without being nervous at all. I was confident with my group and our 
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choreography. (18, freshman, Caucasian, female, Medicine. End-of-semester 

reflection.)  

An international student writes that his experience working with others in this course is 

unique compared to previous experiences with American university peers: 

I have been a student here for a year and a half. The students here are not as nice 

as I had initially expected. At the beginning of the semester I assumed that it 

wouldn’t be any different in this class, but it turned out different. We worked 

together to accomplish something. (22, 2nd year, Japanese, male. End-of-semester 

reflection.)   

Comfort in group work may encourage creative discoveries and feelings of “freedom.” A 

freshman reflects on a movement study: 

I was very comfortable sharing my gestures with my group. My gesture was 

shaking my head while my arms were crossed to signify “no.” We brainstormed 

gesture variations. When we altered my gesture it took on a different meaning. 

We all crossed our arms and one-by-one we shook our arms faster and faster. By 

the end the last member of our group was shaking so fast her arms seemed almost 

like they would unhook. In this movement I perceived freedom and breaking from 

the norm. (19, freshman, female, white, Advertising. Movement study reflection.) 

The need to meet curricular content criteria can make movement compositions a 

challenge: 
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The gesture study is challenging and makes me feel uncomfortable.  A regular 

gesture is fine, but distorting it feels wrong.  I don’t like coming up with my own 

moves on the spot and I felt out of my element.  If it’s someone else’s move I’ll 

go along with it, but I prefer structure to free form. (21, Junior, white, female, 

Biology. Movement reflection.) 

On the other hand curricular challenges can be motivating:  

It was difficult to adhere to all of the rules and guidelines and still make it look 

like a choreographed dance with everyone working together.  I found it 

interesting. Everyone had an idea that we were able to incorporate. (20, 

sophomore, Caucasian, female. Movement reflection.)  

Collaborative work necessitates group effort. Students are asked to observe 

democratic practices, hearing others and sharing their own views. Through numerous 

activities and assignments students develop relationships with their peers and acquire a 

deeper understanding of one another. Creative aspects of dance impart additional 

opportunities for students to cooperate and come to know one another. Moving, dancing, 

and expressing—creating together can broaden understanding. 
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Improvisational Movement Explorations  

Among the myriad of collaborative activities, students often improvise with 

others as a way to explore movement and dance.  In such experiences students may be 

asked not to verbally communicate with one another in order to focus on their non-verbal 

communication. As instructor, I typically ask students to move within a specified 

structure. For example, in an activity related to dance and disability, students move from 

one side of the studio to the other with various limitations such as keeping one shoulder 

on the floor, not moving a leg, or not using feet to support weight. Outside of the set 

limitation(s), students are encouraged to move in as many ways as possible:  

Improvisational movement explorations can be emotionally affecting experiences: 

I felt things and expressed them in ways I never have. (18, freshman, white, 

female. Movement reflection.)  

Suddenly, I felt my imagination come alive and my movements were entirely 

reflective of the imaginary situation. It was an adventure through which I had to 

maneuver my way through with a series of obstacles. I moved from one situation 

to another so quickly that I had no time to consider the strangeness of my actions. 

It was just all very real and I felt suspense as to what would come next. (18, 

freshman, Caucasian, female, International Studies. End-of-semester reflection.)  

One student describes connecting with elements of the improvisation as a spiritual 

experience: 
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This improvisation entailed feeling and responding to the music, as well as 

responding to others through wordless communication; only communication 

through body language was allowed. It was a spiritual experience; I connected 

strongly with myself, my partner, and the music. (18, freshman, white, female. 

Movement reflection.) 

The experience of moving in new ways can also be uncomfortable and 

challenging:  

At first I was very nervous and hesitant to participate. I was afraid of looking like 

an idiot. I realized there was nothing to be afraid of. We were all in the same 

situation. I did not feel judged; in fact, I felt I was being supported. (18, freshman, 

female, white, communications, dance, art. End-of-semester reflection.) 

I dreaded coming to class. I was so uncomfortable doing ridiculous moves even 

though everyone else was doing the same thing. (19, freshman, white. Female. 

End-of-semester reflection.)   

It was a struggle to fall and get up. I felt really silly and couldn’t stop laughing. 

(19, sophomore, white, Serbian-Romany, female, Spanish, Cultural-Linguistic 

Anthropology and French. Movement reflection.)  

Continuously finding new ways to explore movement is challenging for some students: 
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I wasn’t sure what to do next. I felt really awkward dancing. There was no flow. I 

wasn’t very creative. (21, 3rd year, Caucasian, female. Movement reflection.) 

 I had to create movements to go with words such as ‘melting.’ I couldn’t come 

up with a single movement. I felt left out, disconnected, and embarrassed. (18, 2nd 

year, white, male. End-of-semester reflection.)   

Some dislike the lack of structure and find it challenging to explore movement:  

I was having trouble making shapes with my body. Even though I might not have 

been the only person having trouble I felt awkward and withdrew. (21, junior, 

white, female, Biology. End-of-semester reflection.)  

There were too many thoughts to harness, too many bodies moving. I shut down 

and didn’t try. There were just too many people.” (19, freshman, white, female. 

End-of-semester reflection.) 

Even when moving and creating “freely” the challenge of continuous invention may be 

present:  

In the improvisation I moved freely and individually. I was creative and not on 

display. It was difficult to continually invent new moves. (18, freshman, 

Caucasian, female, Psychology. Mid-semester reflection.)  

I had trouble thinking of creative things to do.  I just kept moving. (19, freshman, 

white, female, Psychology. Movement reflection.) 
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Movement invention in pair work may also be difficult: “It was hard to come up 

with new ways to share our weight with one another; we kept doing the same thing.” (19, 

freshman, white, female, undecided major. Movement reflection.) Alternating leadership 

is one way students successfully deal with the charge of innovation in improvisational 

dance. A student writes, “We took turns leading when it became uncomfortable or 

boring.” (19, freshman, white, female, Psychology. Movement reflection.)  

Heightened awareness of self and others may be encouraged by such movement 

exploration: 

I felt very self-aware and free during the improvisation. (22, 5th year/senior, 

Chinese-American, female, Piano Performance and Music Education. Movement 

reflection.) 

Although the music was a steady beat each person managed to find a different 

beat to follow. Some dancers were moving quickly across the floor; others were 

moving very slow, paying close attention to each movement. (18, freshman, 

white, female. Movement reflection.) 

As in other kinds of collaborative work, awareness of others’ involvement may 

influence participation:  “I looked around and noticed everyone in the class was 

attempting to do the moves. I was excited to move my body in new ways.” (19, freshman, 

white, female, Psychology. Mid-semester reflection.)  
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Contact Improvisation 

In dance pluralism classes students are introduced to the “democratic form” of 

contact improvisation (Novak, 1988). Contact improvisation as it was developed and 

explored in the early 1970s purported values of egalitarianism, freedom, and centering, 

reflecting values of a young American society (Novak, 1988).  Dancers move together in 

contact improvisation exploring dance elements such as weight, momentum, and energy. 

When introducing contact improvisation I usually start with hands and then move to 

connections with other body parts. Students experiment with lifting one another and 

moving through space while sharing and transferring weight.  

Contact improvisation activities also encourage students to experience their 

partners’ energy and to develop awareness of their partners through gentle touching. The 

experience of touching others in dance is quite different from occasions when individuals 

physically connect in ordinary life. The act of “touching” contributes to some students’ 

discomfort in contact improvisation:  “I did not really know my partner and I felt weird 

being so close to and touching him. (18, freshman, Caucasian, female. End-of-semester 

reflection.)  

Students describe overcoming initial fears and building trust:   

I was scared when I heard the word contact improv. I was intimidated, but it 

wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. I was with a partner and moving the entire 

time. (19, freshman, white, female, Advertising. Movement reflection.)   
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Some of the exercises involved eye contact or physical touch. I was apprehensive. 

I did not know the people in my class and I was used to avoiding eye contact with 

people I didn’t know. Through the exercises we became closer physically. I began 

to feel connected to the rest of the class. By the end I felt comfortable and enjoyed 

myself. (18, freshman, white, female. End-of-semester reflection.)  

At first I was scared to lean all of my weight onto my partner, but I trusted her. 

(19, freshman, white, female, Psychology. Movement reflection.) 

This student perseveres through “shaking feet” to find comfort and trust: 

I was very nervous in the beginning. It felt nice to be up in the air, even though 

my feet were shaking. I trusted and relied on my partner. This is not something 

I’d ever do in my life. It got more comfortable towards the end. (20, sophomore, 

Indian, female, Pre-pharmacy. Movement response.) 

The following student describes finding solace in not having to move alone and 

learning new things about her partner through movement:  

I was uncomfortable at first, but I didn’t have to undertake it alone. He took on 

my weight and I took on his.  My partner was funny and outgoing––I hadn’t 

realized this. (17, freshman, black, female. End-of-semester reflection.)   

For another it was not the physical contact, but a stylistic difference between her female 

partner and her male partner that affected her comfort: 
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I felt very comfortable with my female partner, but not with my male partner in 

the contact improvisation. My male partner spun me all over the room, making 

me a little sick. My female partner was much more controlled. (19, freshman, 

white, female. End-of-semester reflection.) 

For some, allowing a partner to support one’s weight may be particularly challenging:  

I was nervous about leaning too hard or pushing my partner too hard. At first I 

was self conscious and unsure about being lifted, but it was surprisingly easy. (20, 

3rd year/junior, Caucasian, male. Movement reflection.) 

When it was her turn to lift me I felt really nervous. I felt self-conscious about my 

weight. She just laughed and said, “C’mon, it’ll be fine!” It was. She lifted me 

easily. I trusted her physically and emotionally. We became friends. (18, 

freshman, Caucasian/Ukrainian, Female. End-of-semester reflection.)   

Students learn about the physics of weight sharing through movement and are 

sometimes surprised: 

I have always thought that I am a heavy person. I was surprised that someone did 

carry me. (22, 2nd year/sophomore, Arab-Italian, male. Movement reflection.) 

I didn’t know how much weight my partner could support, but it didn’t really 

matter. Putting pressure on her back was like holding myself up. (19, freshman, 

white, female, Advertising. Movement reflection.) 
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Communication and negotiation  

Improvisational work initiates opportunities to communicate and negotiate 

without language, different from such opportunities in collaborations where students rely 

on verbal discussion.  

Students are aware in improvisational dance of connecting and communicating 

with others without speaking: 

I didn’t know my partner and we were not allowed to talk. I connected with her 

through movement. I have never had such a close experience with a stranger, but I 

didn’t feel uncomfortable. (19, freshman, white, female, Advertising. End-of-

semester reflection.)  

I was not allowed to speak. I could follow another student or break off on my 

own. I felt both connected and disconnected as I joined and broke away from the 

group. (18, freshman, white, female. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Some may find connecting with a partner without speaking uncomfortable:  

At the beginning of semester we were asked to talk to a partner with our hands 

only. I felt very awkward and uncomfortable. We did not understand each other; 

we were simply making hand gestures. (18, freshman, female, white, Business. 

End-of-semester reflection.)   
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As in other collaborative work, students may sometimes be challenged by their 

peers’ responses in movement improvisation, some blaming others for their “lack of 

effort:” 

I knew my partners from a previous assignment, but it was difficult to move with 

them. I initiated a move and they did not pick up on it. I wish they had given more 

effort. (21, junior, male, Caucasian. End-of-semester reflection.)    

Others gain empathy in partner work through opportunities to follow:  

My partner closed her eyes and I began to lead her around the room. She was very 

hesitant to walk. I didn’t understand why she was so nervous. I was completely in 

control. When it was her turn to lead, I felt like my feet were glued to the floor. I 

was so scared I couldn’t move. I took a breath and walked very slowly. I could 

hear the sounds of everyone else’s footsteps moving at varying speeds. I was 

afraid I would run into something or someone. Afterward, I thought about how 

trusting my partner was to let me do the things I did when I was leading her 

around. (21, transfer student, Caucasian, female. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Some students quickly develop a sense of closeness with the people they dance with, 

describing feelings of connection, dependence, and comfort.  

I easily built a relationship with my partner. I talked about stuff I would never 

normally tell a classmate. I bonded with her. (19, freshman, white, female, 

Advertising. Movement reflection.) 
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We were physically connected. I needed her; I relied on her. We moved as one 

and supported each other’s weight, movements, and energy. (18, freshman, 

female, white. End-of-semester reflection.)  

I trusted my partner and we really flowed as we moved around the floor. (18, 

freshman, white, female, Caucasian, International Business. Movement 

reflection.) 

A student describes feeling “free to express” herself working with a partner with whom 

she “meshed.” 

This was one of my favorite movement days. My partner and I meshed really well 

together. I was about having fun and I didn’t care what people thought. I felt free 

to express myself. (18, freshman, white, female.  End-of-semester reflection.) 

Another writes that while improvising she felt as if she had “escaped reality” connecting 

with and feeling open with others: 

I completely forgot about the steps. I experienced others by noticing the 

movements they performed. I became comfortable and open with others freely 

dedicating myself to them as they were to me.  I felt like I had escaped the 

realities of work, school, family, stress, and issues that bog my life down. (21, 

transfer student, Caucasian, female. Performance paper.)  
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Improvisational structures such as talking with hands or mirroring activities that 

require students to follow, lead, and/or respond to one another promote turn taking or 

power sharing: 

Outside we improvised movement, taking turns leading and following. I had an 

immense amount of power for a short amount of time when it was my turn to 

lead, and then I passed it on. (20, sophomore, white, female. End-of-semester 

reflection.)  

Students experience moments that stand out, describing these with words like 

“continuous flow,” “effortless,” and “powerful.” 

The dance changed from a series of movements to a continuous flow. (22, 2nd 

year/sophomore, Arab-Italian, male. Movement reflection.) 

I worked with my partner, keeping our hands, hips, or heads in contact the entire 

time.  We got to the point where the movement felt effortless. I could anticipate 

her movement, and she could anticipate mine. I felt powerful. (20, junior, 

Hispanic/Mexican-Venezuelan, female, Art Education. Protocol writing) 

Improvisation has potential also to equalize students with differing movement 

backgrounds, allowing even those without dance training, to shine.  A student writes 

about displaying his strengths in a class where he felt disadvantaged by his lack of dance 

experience: “I was able to do flips and show off.  Through the improvisations I found my 
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own strengths in a class where everyone had more dance experience than me.” (19, 

sophomore, white, male. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Improvisational dance tends to encourage an inward focus on self or the 

collaborative body of dancers. In the previous example, however, a student embraces a 

quality of showmanship, “performing” for his peers. Dance workshops also create a 

context in which students develop and perform movement, sometimes with great anxiety, 

sometimes with excitement and confidence.  

 

Dance Workshops 

Throughout the semester students participate in workshops doing dances they 

know from childhood such as the Hokey-pokey and Electric Slide, partaking in dances 

from other cultures, and learning short sequences of different dance genres from guest 

teachers. Students describe facing challenges, having fun, overcoming feelings of 

awkwardness, and being acknowledged. For most students, dance workshops introduce 

new forms or styles of movement. For some the experiences can be poignant: 

I pretend to carry heavy objects in chains or trudge through imaginary mud. 

Inspired and provoked, I came out of my comfort zone and entered a different 

reality. (18, freshman, white, female. Movement reflection.)    
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Students find the workshops challenging. This causes some students anxiety, while others 

seem to embrace the unfamiliar dances and find comfort in the learning process.  

The hip hop workshop is challenging for some students. A senior describes her 

concern about “looking stupid” until she experiences a “click” and becomes “less self 

conscious.” 

I felt I would be terrible at hip hop. I was fearful of looking stupid. When our 

guest instructor turned on the music I groaned. However, with the music on, the 

‘mood’ of hip hop that our instructor had been alluding to clicked. I could feel the 

individuality of everyone’s own dance, especially my own. I felt less self 

conscious for the remainder of class. (22, 5th year/senior, Chinese-American, 

female, Piano Performance and Music Education. End-of-semester reflection.)  

The “mood” allowed this student to feel her own and her classmates’ “individuality.” 

Another young man felt uneasy at the hip hop workshop, as described in his synthesis 

paper: 

I stood in line with the rest of the class looking into a mirror. I was happy to stay 

in the back and hoped that no one could see me. I internalized the idea of an 

audience even though no one in class was watching me dance. The invisible 

audience that I imagined was judging me and I wasn’t fully present. I even 

laughed sometimes and pretended that I did not care that I was so horrendous at 

dancing. (19, sophomore, white, male. Synthesis paper.)  



 
136 

 

The mere presence of peers intensified discomfort, as did the studio mirrors. In another 

excerpt the student tells about his concentration in a ballet workshop, again avoiding 

much communication with his peers: “I was quiet and full of concentration. Eye-contact 

with classmates was brief and I kept on stretching and trying to figure out what I was 

supposed to do.” (19, sophomore, white, male. Synthesis paper.)  

As illustrated previously, feelings of self doubt and embarrassment can be 

amplified when feeling insecure about one’s dance abilities among peers. However, 

students may also feel empowered learning movement among their classmates. The same 

young man describes a very different experience in an Aztec dance workshop where 

movements were learned in a circle, with much less awareness of the mirrors in the 

classroom: 

Doing the dance I felt powerful and natural, although I wasn’t that good at it. The 

dance was foreign and fun. With no male or female moves, we all moved 

together. There was no audience to please. My internal audience was gone. It was 

just the class and the dance. I was not worried about appearance or messing up 

like I usually am. I felt more alone dancing than I ever had before despite many 

other people dancing with me. (19, sophomore, white, male. Synthesis paper.)   

The workshops, many taught by guest teachers, provide students with a variety of 

dance experiences. A young woman shares:  
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I got to have fun with it. That was probably one of my first experiences where I 

just had fun with the class. I felt comfortable. I didn’t feel pressure to be some 

dancer I wasn’t. I could just try. It was a lot of fun.  (21, junior, white, female, 

Biology. End-of-semester reflection.)   

Students learn dances facing mirrors and in circles, and engage in partner dance forms.  A 

young woman describes learning Tango, noting differences between her two partners, 

one female and one male: 

The first time I danced the Tango I danced with a female. It was fun but hard. 

Neither of us knew how to lead. My second partner was a male and the experience 

was quite different. I felt more guided by him. (19, freshman, white, female. 

Movement reflection.) 

Acknowledged by the teacher in front of her peers, a young woman is surprised by her 

ability to do the movements:   

The guest instructor chose me to help her demonstrate some steps of the Tango. 

The whole class watched as I glided across the dance floor. I couldn’t believe I 

was picking it up so quickly. (19, sophomore, Serbian-Romany, female, Spanish, 

Cultural-Linguistic Anthropology, and French. Synthesis paper.)  

 In addition to feeling “powerful,” “not worried,” and “kind of cocky,” students 

describe feeling “free” and “relaxed” in movement workshops. A student writes in a 

workshop reflection, “I relaxed and got lost in the Haitian style. I was free and not 
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stressed or worried. I just danced.” (21, 3rd year/sophomore, Caucasian, female, 

Broadcast Journalism. Movement reflection.) Another writes the she “felt sexual” 

dancing in the Haitian movement workshop. (19, freshman, white, female, Psychology. 

Synthesis paper.)  One student described how the freedom she experienced in Haitian 

dance enabled her to connect with her own ethnic identity:  

There were similarities to the belly dancing of the Rroma people. I felt free 

dancing to rhythmic beats of the drums and brought out my Romany side. I 

explored the sounds of the music and applied various movements of my choice. 

(19, sophomore, Serbian-Romany, female, Spanish, Cultural-Linguistic 

Anthropology, and French. Synthesis paper.)  

Guest instructors add another dimension to dance class experiences. Teaching 

dance pluralism I recall a tangible excitement on days when guest teachers were present. 

The novelty of guest teaching artists may heighten participant engagement, but students 

may also experience disappointment when expectations are not met or may be distracted 

from the workshop by outside factors. A freshman expresses her disappointment with a 

Tango workshop, writing, “It wasn’t as fun as I thought it would be. I wanted it to be 

more intense and hard.” (19, freshman, white, female, undecided major. End-of-semester 

reflection.)  Another young woman who had previously studied Haitian dance was 

initially distracted by her prior experiences, as well as the clothes she was wearing, but 

then became “content” and “had fun:” 
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I was standing in front of the class, close to the guest teacher teaching Haitian 

dance. I recognized some of the movements. I worried about sweating in the outfit 

I was wearing, but then lost sight of everything else and flashed back to my dance 

studio with my modern teacher. I wished she was teaching. I wanted to take her 

class again.  I became content with what I was doing and had fun. (18, freshman, 

Caucasian, female, International Business. Mid-semester reflection.) 

Another student describes lack of motivation during the same workshop: 

We had a visitor talk to and dance with the class. She led an activity about regrets. 

I did not understand what this activity had to do with the racism course. I did not 

feel comfortable at all with this activity. I had no motivation to do it. (18, 

freshman, Hispanic, female, Elementary Education and Psychology. End-of-

semester reflection.)  

Experiencing excitement and enjoyment of dance workshops, students describe 

multiple forms of connection when learning movement:  to peers, to ideas, and to people 

beyond the scope of the classroom (e.g. cultures and particular groups of people). A 

student describes feeling “connected” and “excited” performing Haitian dance: “It was 

challenging for me to accurately perform the moves, but I felt connected to a community 

and I was excited to move in a way completely different than my jazz and ballet roots.” 

(18, freshman, Caucasian, female, Psychology. Mid-semester reflection.) 
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Students experience empathy with others through embodied learning.  After 

viewing Donald McKayle’s (1959) Rainbow ‘round my Shoulder, a dance that abstracts 

the physical labor done by African American chain gangs in the South, and learning 

movements of the dance, a student writes in a class reflection: 

I was encouraged to suspend my disbelief and feel weight, oppression, and 

resistance.  In the beginning I took it as a silly activity, a joke.  However, as time 

progressed, I actually felt the weight of the hammer as I swung it to the ground and 

was forced to keep picking it back up in fear of a whipping. I was able to feel this 

burden.  (18, Freshman, white, female. End-of-semester reflection.)    

Another student reflects: 

I danced part of Rainbow ‘round my Shoulder. I focused on the idea of weight, 

trying to feel the physical, mental, and emotional weight the slaves felt, and it was 

very painful to think of what they went through.  I took a moment to try and walk in 

someone else’s shoes. I tried to understand and I felt connected. (18, freshman, 

white, female. End-of-semester reflection.)   

Playful and familiar dances also promote feelings of connection. A freshman 

writes, “I felt a strong connection with the class when we were dancing to the Twist. It 

was not so serious. I had fun with everyone. It brought us together.” (18, white, female, 

communications, dance, and art. End-of-semester reflection.)   A young man describes 
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enjoyment and social connection while doing the Hokey-pokey: “I had fun doing the 

dance. I was part of the group.” (19, sophomore, white, male. Synthesis paper.) 

Dance workshops introduce students to an array of styles and dances. Excitement, 

nervousness, and feelings of connection characterize student experiences. Although 

workshops are typically just one class period, students often have the opportunity to learn 

and perform choreography or cultural dances as a class. Performing in small groups or as 

an individual, with an audience sitting and watching adds new layers of experience to 

performing.  

 

Performances 

 Students perform formal and graded movement studies, as well informal studies 

as part of class participation. Students work primarily in small groups, but also 

individually, and in one class, work together to create a presentation that includes the 

entire class of twenty-five students. Performing brings a mixed, often simultaneous, array 

of feelings such as nervousness, fear, excitement, pride, and showmanship. Anxiety often 

accompanies formal presentations of dance, as depicted in the following reflections:   

I was nervous and excited. It was my first performance in front of the class. I was 

really worried I was going to mess up and forget everything. (19, freshman, white, 

female, undecided major. Movement reflection.)  
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I was not comfortable enough with myself to perform full out in front of the class. 

(18, Caucasian, female. End-of-semester reflection.) 

Communicating through performance is a new and often meaningful experience for many 

students in dance pluralism. A freshman describes expressing her feelings through 

performance:  

Our group created a dance that enacted how we felt towards racial profiling. I felt 

so powerful and present expressing this statement through dance. It was a feeling 

that I had never experienced before. (18, freshman, white, female, undeclared 

major. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Student engagement in performance is well documented in data pertaining to solo 

performances in the present research. Data from interviews further develop meanings of 

group performance in Chapter 5. 

Students in dance pluralism classes do most of their performing in class 

collaboratively. The only significant individual movement assignment is the ‘Who am I?’ 

solo.  Through a series of workshops students create a movement study about themselves 

or some aspect of themselves.  Lived experience descriptions of solo making and 

performing are vivid and abundant in protocol writing, as well as in post-course 

interviews discussed in Chapter 5: 

One of the happiest movements in my life was when I did my solo piece. At the 

beginning of class I was very nervous. My blood was rushing and I felt odd 
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dancing alone, but then something came over me and I felt a rush of freedom. I 

connected with the music and let loose. (19, sophomore, Serbian-Romany, 

female, Spanish, Cultural-Linguistic Anthropology, and French. Movement 

reflection.)  

I had to reflect a part of myself in the ‘Who am I?’ dance. It was challenging even 

though I have extensive dance training. I articulated my emotions and past 

experiences through my movement and came up with original and moving 

phrases. I learned about myself. Creating my dance I was reflective, like a 

meditation on my own life. (18, freshman, Hispanic, Female. Movement 

reflection.) 

This assignment elicits more expressed anxiety from students than any other. 

Knowing that they will perform the dance may shape the entire process of creation: 

I felt low motivation preparing for the solo. I don’t like audiences with the 

entirety of their attention pinned on me.  I felt too much anxiety.  (22, 4th 

year/junior, Caucasian, male, Mechanical Engineering. End-of-semester 

reflection.)  

Working alone in the classroom and receiving suggestions from the teacher added to this 

student’s discomfort: 

I worked on the dance mostly in my head, and a little bit at home, where there 

was no audience. I felt uncomfortable working on it in the studio. There were 
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people around and I still wasn’t exactly sure what I wanted to do. I remember 

being watched by the instructor. She didn’t like my idea of drawing the dance on 

paper. The teacher would give me encouragement to get up and move about, but 

I’m so awkward. (22, 4th year/junior, Caucasian, male, Mechanical Engineering. 

End-of-semester reflection.)  

As depicted for other course activities, peer attitudes influence individual 

engagement and work processes. A young man describes how his mood was brought 

down by peers on a day dedicated to working on solo dances: 

I came into class with a lot of energy, but I was one of the few. I didn’t really do 

much. No one else was doing anything.  (23, 5th year/senior, white, male, 

Accounting. End-of-semester reflection.)   

For some, peers provide encouragement and alleviate discomfort, also described in 

relation to other curricular activities. A student describes support from a peer: 

I was so nervous about performing my solo dance. After talking to a classmate, I 

realized that my classmates were accepting and I decided to just have fun with the 

dance. When I got up in front of everyone to perform I was energetic, 

comfortable, and confident. (19, 2nd year, white, female. End-of-semester 

reflection.)   

For some students nervousness and enthusiasm go hand in hand in the creative stages of 

solo development.  In this description a student acknowledges that her peers will be 
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viewing her dance, but this does not create anxiety:  “Making up my solo, I felt focused 

and excited…I didn’t feel I would be judged by my classmates.” (18, freshman, white, 

female, undecided major. End-of-semester reflection.)  

A number of descriptions illuminate students’ desires to express themselves and 

share with others. There is a sense that students care about the solo assignment. They are 

given an opportunity and space to communicate something personal that is just about 

them, and they seem to value the opportunity: 

I looked at the ‘Who am I?’ dance as a way to express myself to others and help 

them to understand me more. I wanted to make the dance a perfect representation 

of my life.  (19, freshman, white, male. Movement reflection.) 

My solo dance about my grandmother’s necklace was emotional. I really cared 

about this solo. (21, 3rd year, Caucasian, female, Broadcast Journalism. End-of-

semester reflection.)  

I used movements I learned in class and personal movement I use every time I 

dance. I created a rhythmic belly-dance piece dedicated to the Amala Romany-

Gyspy School I will be attending this summer. I expressed my individuality and it 

was unforgettable. (19, sophomore, Serbian-Romany, female, Spanish, Cultural-

Linguistic Anthropology, and French. Synthesis paper.) 

Performing the ‘Who am I?’  solo dances can be an emotional experience for both 

observers and performers. Students embrace their unique qualities and experiences, and 
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create expressive movement studies to share with the class. In the courses included in this 

study, solo dances were performed towards the end of the semester as the course was 

coming to an end. Dance pluralism requires a constant negotiation of individuality and 

community, diversity and unity. In a final celebration, the course concludes with all 

joining in a dance that begins by highlighting individuals and ends in a community 

improvisation. 

 

Planetary Dance 

The Planetary Dance, a final event in three of the five dance pluralism sections 

researched for this dissertation, was invented by Anna Halprin, west coast artist and post-

modern dance pioneer.  In 1987 Halprin established what became an annual happening on 

Mt. Tamalpais in northern California. Originally part of a several day event intended to 

reclaim the land after the murders of six women, the dance is now about peace and health 

for the world (Planetary Dance, www.planetarydance.org). The dance starts with 

pedestrian movement (running, jogging, and walking) and ends with improvisational 

dancing, typically around a cluster of drummers (recorded music may also be used for 

accompaniment).  

Students begin by standing or sitting against the walls of the dance studio, 

creating a square that represents the four cardinal directions. Before joining in the 

movement portion of the dance by entering the movement space within the square, a 
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participant completes two statements: I am dancing for (a person) and I am dancing for (a 

cause.) Once these affirmations are made, dedicating the dance to a person and a cause, 

the participant joins by running, jogging, or walking in concentric circles, as shown in 

Figure 1.  The dance ends with all participants improvising in the center of the defined 

circular pathways.  

 

 

Figure 1. Planetary Dance 

 

Some participants describe a powerful felt engagement in this dance:  

I felt amazing. (18, freshman, white, female, Pre-pharmacy. Movement 

reflection.) 
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I felt very emotional—like I was going to cry. (18, freshman, white, female, 

Business. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Students reflect on the seriousness of subject matter: “Unlike most dancing I did 

in this class, this one was very serious.” (23, 5th year/senior, white, male, Accounting. 

End-of-semester reflection.)  A student describes leaving class “a bit depressed,” and 

“surprised” by this feeling: “I left class that day a bit depressed thinking so much about 

the issues everyone had danced for, but it wasn’t a bad thing. I was surprised that it had 

evoked such emotion in me.” (18, freshman, white, female, Public Relations and 

Advertising. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Participants in the Planetary Dance have the space to express their dedications and 

are encouraged to speak up so others will hear. Students describe qualities of “freedom” 

and “obligation:”  “I was free to dance for whatever cause I chose and not be judged. I 

felt an obligation to dance for my people and have their name be heard. It was freeing just 

to say the word...” (19, sophomore, white, Serbian-Romany, female, Spanish, Cultural-

Linguistic Anthropology and French. Movement reflection.) Students feel “good” and 

“accomplished” sharing their dedications and dancing for a purpose. A freshman writes, 

“I opened up about my passion pertaining to the issue of teen pregnancy. The movements 

were very simple, but I felt accomplishment dancing with a strong purpose.” (18, 

freshman, white, female, Public Relations and Advertising. End-of-semester reflection.)  

Students also experience closeness to peers, describing feelings of “openness,” 

and “connection:”  
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I felt so close with the class. I didn’t feel like I had anything to hide. It was a very 

emotional and intense experience. (21, junior, white, female, Biology. End-of-

semester reflection.)  

I felt connected with everyone during the Planetary Dance. (23, 5th year/senior, 

male, white, Accounting. End-of-semester reflection.)  

I was relaxed.  After sharing that women’s rights is a cause I feel strongly about 

and joining the class in running, we all came together. (18, freshman, female, 

white, Pharmacy. Movement reflection.) 

In this closing movement experience, done on the last day of class, students embrace 

fully their dance pluralism community: 

I related to so many more people than I had thought possible. I felt more 

connected to the class. (18, freshman, white, female, Public Relations and 

Advertising. End-of-semester reflection.)  

We worked together. In the end we made a community based on our different 

values. (18, freshman, female, white, Pre-pharmacy.  Movement reflection.) 

Through the Planetary Dance students come together and create a community that 

values diversity by honoring and respecting individuals. Student accounts in this chapter 

share struggles and triumphs, moments of aloneness and camaraderie, questions and 

answers, and together create an impression of what it means to engage in dance 
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pluralism. The next chapter, Chapter 4, elaborates meanings of engagement through four 

discrete student composites created from interview data, thus capturing a broader range 

of individual experiences of engagement in the course. Analysis of data from the current 

chapter and interview profiles leads to the overarching themes of this study, also 

introduced in Chapter 4.  
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CHAPTER 5 

EXTENDING MEANINGS: FOUR PROFILES OF ENGAGEMENT AND 

INTRODUCTION OF OVERARCHING THEMES 

 

For this study, 4 individuals – 2 males and 2 females, who completed dance 

pluralism were interviewed. I selected and invited these students to participate in 

interviews based on what I perceived as low or inconsistent engagement in the course, to 

be described later.  Within the sample of 4, students represent multiple experiences of 

engagement, each providing insight into a single individual’s breadth of experiences 

within a single dance course.  Interviews took place 12 to 18 months after completion of 

the course, thus providing a long-term memory perspective and contributing to overall 

quality of data by including diverse standpoints of recollection—during, at the end of, 

and up to 18 months after the completion of dance pluralism. The intention was also to, 

perhaps, make it more comfortable for selected individuals to discuss and reflect on their 

experiences by lessening the power dynamic of a former teacher-student relationship.  

Interview data, along with material derived from interviewees’ course reflections 

and coursework, provide an opportunity to consider a more comprehensive experience of 

course engagement for 4 individual students. Interviewees’ course reflections and 

coursework data were included (without pseudonyms) in Chapter 4 as part of the total 
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collection of written data. Here, to protect student identity and for overall readability, 

they are incorporated with pseudonyms. The 4 interviewees are identified as Laurie, 

Brandon, Daniel, and Margot.  What follows are four experiential profiles, each capturing 

a perspective of student engagement from the dance pluralism class.  

In terms of variability of engagement, all of these students received incompletes 

for numerous homework assignments, yet they all participated to varying degrees in class 

discussions and collaborative group projects. In the first half of the semester Margot 

demonstrated poor completion of reading responses; however, her completion rate went 

up as the semester progressed. Class records show that I was often encouraging Brandon 

to participate in class activities and that he tended to rely on others to carry him in group 

projects.  In class Laurie sometimes seemed aloof, although she would occasionally make 

notably thoughtful contributions to discussions. Daniel, on the other hand, was 

remarkably energetic and involved in class, always contributing to discussions and group 

work. His lack of preparation (e.g. performance attendance, reading assignments) did not 

divert him from active involvement in class. 

Interviews provide a broad scope of 4 unique individuals, each depicting 

variations of engagement experiences. As introduced in Chapter 3, interview prompts 

sought to elicit descriptive accounts of students’ lived experience in dance pluralism and 

to encourage descriptions of diverse experiences pertaining to and aligning along a 

spectrum of engagement in the course. Unlike course reflections and course work data 

that may provide one or two descriptions of lived experience, each interview included an 
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array of descriptive accounts. Also, I was able to seek additional understanding probing 

for clearer meaning and elaborations by asking interviewees for clarification and 

additional details about their experiences. I endeavored to adhere to a 

phenomenologically oriented interview approach, allowing for flexibility in questioning 

and discussing experiences of the interviewees (van Manen, 1990). With limited previous 

experience, it was challenging to form phenomenologically oriented interview questions 

and prompts. My advisor supported my endeavor by reviewing and assisting in revisions 

of prepared questions. Even with this assistance, I acknowledge my shortcomings in 

questioning and bracketing throughout the real time experience of interviewing.  

Through interviews I gained perspective on various factors that influence 

engagement. For example, Margot describes challenges she faced during her first 

semester as a freshman, adapting to university expectations and procedures. Data 

collected from interviews remind me that student engagement is more complicated than 

my initial and not so initial perceptions of students. Having the opportunity to discuss and 

recall course experiences with students allowed me, as their former instructor, to further 

reflect on my teaching. For example, Brandon recalled a time when I encouraged him to 

meet my expectations of engagement in a movement study. In discussing the experience, 

I realized that my expectations were not compatible with Brandon’s individual approach 

to the assignment. This prompted me to think about my expectations, how I might have 

been able to encourage him on his own terms, or even if he needed such encouragement.   
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Data from interviews extend understanding through numerous descriptions about 

the semester long course, providing a larger picture of engagement for each interviewee. 

The following four profiles are drawn from student course reflections and coursework, 

and interview transcriptions. Data from course reflections and coursework, presented in 

Chapter 4, are referenced with page numbers. These profiles reflect my understanding of 

each of the interviewees and their engagement in dance pluralism.   

 

Interviewee Profiles 

Laurie: “I want my own way of self-discovery, not anyone else's.” 

Laurie was a 20-year-old, Caucasian sophomore interested in biology at the time 

of her enrollment in dance pluralism. By the time of the interview she was a junior 

majoring in Biology and planning to attend graduate school. In a student background 

questionnaire, completed during the first week of dance pluralism as a way for students 

and teacher to begin to get to know one another and become aware of the diversity of 

class participants, Laurie wrote that it is important for others to know that:  

I am not always as indifferent as I appear.  I just prefer to keep to myself. I like to 

do as much as I can on my own, without bothering anyone else.  I absolutely hate 

admitting I need help. (Interview.)  
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This self-revelation provides perspective on Laurie’s engagement throughout the 

semester. 

Laurie was in a dance pluralism class with only 10 enrolled students. Most classes 

have about 25 students.  Over the course of the semester several students in this class 

section formed an observably close bond that seemed to be cemented through the final 

group dance. Brandon, another interviewee, was a member of this friendship circle and 

without prompting also alludes to this relationship in his interview.  

The Identity Circle, an early community building activity, took place prior to the 

formation of this friendship circle. Laurie describes how the Identity Circle draws 

attention to the individual and invites risk taking. She shares her initial discomfort with 

public disclosure and singling herself out: “...it’s hard to say I’m an atheist and then step 

out in the middle of the floor with one other person. The rest of the people are looking at 

me. At the same time, the whole class was accepting and tolerant of each others’ 

differences.” (Interview.) As demonstrated in Chapter 4, others also articulate initial 

discomfort and worry about being judged, yet are encouraged by a supportive community 

of peers.  

While Laurie actively participated and did well in her in-class movement studies, 

her work outside of class was marginal, including incomplete and late assignments.  

Laurie recalls assignments she did complete:  
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I remember writing about some of the articles where I did have a strong reaction 

and it was easy to write the full page. And I remember reading something and not 

quite being interested. My reaction only ended up being a paragraph. (Interview.)   

Despite demonstrated ability to write well and a described enjoyment of fiction writing, 

Laurie completed fewer and fewer of the reading response assignments as the semester 

progressed, and did not complete either of the performance papers, although she did 

attend a performance. 

In class Laurie occasionally shared about her difficult family life, describing 

herself as a survivor of “abuse, neglect, self-injury, and debilitating depression.” (End-of-

semester reflection.) She moved out of her home “before graduating from school” and 

was putting herself through college. (Mid-semester course reflection.) Early in the 

semester, in a reading response, Laurie writes about her feelings of resistance in class, 

reflecting sentiments expressed in her background questionnaire: 

I have been feeling dubious about any progress at all.  Part of me wants to remain 

extremely uncomfortable when people get too close.  I want my own way of self-

discovery, not anyone else's.  Last class, all I wanted to do was resist.  

(Interview.) 

Despite Laurie’s poor record on homework assignments, she grasped significant 

concepts of dance pluralism early on.  Referring to an assignment during the first half of 

the semester, Laurie highlights a transformative moment, “I realized how race and gender 
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issues are not a thing of the past. At this moment I stopped using terms such as before 

and back then and brought these issues into the present.” (End-of-semester reflection; p. 

113). This is a significant course concept that Laurie articulates. 

I have a vivid memory of Laurie teaching the class her family dance during a 

workshop led by students that invites sharing of personal, cultural, or heritage dance 

knowledge. Students generally share dances that correspond to particular songs (e.g. 

Hokey-Pokey, Chicken Dance) or cultural dances (e.g. Salsa, Jewish circle dances). 

Laurie, however, taught a made-up childhood dance that improvised on various themes 

relating to autumn leaves: catching, kicking, and stomping on fallen leaves.  Laurie’s 

dance included skipping and prancing with knees high in a circular formation. She called 

it the “Leaf Dance.” With her cousin, Laurie participated in this dance every autumn 

when the leaves were falling. Laurie’s peers learned and practiced the Leaf Dance as they 

did with other dances taught by students. I recall the entire class joyously hopping and 

skipping and kicking up imaginary leaves throughout the small dance studio where we 

met two evenings a week. 

Laurie sometimes faced challenges in class, and found the hip hop dance 

workshop particularly difficult: “I was having a hard time with hip hop and crumping. I 

had no experience with hip hop. It was a pretty basic routine, not too complicated, but it 

seemed so challenging.” (Interview.)  Feeling “shy” and “stiff,” she describes the time 

passing slowly. She was “embarrassed” and remembers seeing her embarrassment 
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reflected back to her through the mirrors she faced while learning the hip hop 

choreography:  

I kept catching glimpses of myself in the mirror and saw myself being 

embarrassed. I was facing the mirror, I was mostly watching myself, or trying not 

to watch myself, but I wasn’t trying to watch other people either—I remember 

focusing really intently on my feet in the mirror, and not trying to look at my face. 

(Interview.) 

Laurie consciously tried to overcome her challenges in hip hop and enjoy the dance:  “I 

just had to do it and have fun with it.” (Interview.) 

Laurie had a significantly different experience in a Tango workshop. She 

describes feeling “cocky” doing Tango, while also acknowledging the challenge of the 

movement. She remarks that one of the two teachers, the “male teacher,” provided 

positive feedback contributing to her feeling confident about her abilities: 

During the Tango workshop the male teacher kept complimenting me on how 

smooth my steps were. I felt I could really do it. It was very challenging to get the 

right gait and the right steps. I felt kind of cocky about it—ooh, I can glide. It was 

fun. (Interview.) 

Laurie relates confidence and meeting challenge to having “fun.” 
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Laurie also experienced some anxiety in performance. She compares her 

discomfort of expression through dance to expression through writing: 

I’m much more comfortable writing a paper somebody doesn’t like than doing a 

dance that somebody doesn’t like. If I write a fiction piece and somebody doesn’t 

like it, we have artistic differences. It’s different in dance…I don’t know how to 

explain it. (Interview.) 

Preparing for her ‘Who am I?’’ solo Laurie selected a song in which she felt “emotionally 

connected:” “It was a dark song; my dance was kind of visceral. I put myself in a corner 

of the studio so that it was okay to be a little bit sad, a little bit angry, so I could work 

through it. While I worked on it I felt like I had to be serious.” (Interview.)  Laurie also 

recalls her awareness of peers while working on her choreography: 

What if somebody is watching me? What if I get too into it or show too much? I 

was very worried about too much emotion coming across.  This wasn’t a lasting 

feeling, but I isolated myself during that time. (Interview.) 

Seeing Brandon perform lessened Laurie’s anxiety: “I knew that he was not excited to be 

performing by himself. I remember his dance. I remember feeling, ‘If he can do it I can 

do it.’” (Interview.)  

Laurie was able to calm her nerves through a practice run in front of her peers. 

She explains, “We performed our solos two times on the same day. The first time I was 

terrified.” Insecurities mounted as she thought, “Oh, God. I can’t do this. Why did I pick 
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this song? Why did I do these movements?” (Interview.) Remembering the first 

performance she recalls, “I pushed too hard and it made me uncomfortable. I was 

concerned about getting cues. I was still kind of shaky and I felt weird about it.” 

(Interview.) Laurie was able to relax a bit for the second run and was much more satisfied 

with the results: “I relaxed. It felt good. I remember feeling like I got my point across. I 

did everything the way I wanted to do it.” (Interview.) 

 Laurie again let go of inhibitions of expression to embrace public self disclosure 

and personal focus in the Planetary Dance. Despite the communal nature of the Planetary 

Dance, for Laurie it became much more about self: “In the Planetary Dance everything 

came naturally. My breathing and form fell into place. I was running for abused kids, for 

myself.” (Interview.) 

In seeming contrast to Laurie’s self-described preference for independence, She 

enjoyed working with a student who comfortably took the lead in improvisational dance: 

“To improvise with somebody who is so comfortable dancing in a lot of different ways is 

relaxing. It’s comforting. You can go with it. That was a good experience.” (Interview.)  

Laurie depicts the final group dance in no uncertain terms as a positive experience 

collaborating with others. Perhaps demonstrating personal growth, in the end-of-semester 

reflection Laurie suggests she was able to move beyond her previous feelings of 

resistance writing, “I felt so close with the class. I didn’t feel like I had anything to hide.” 

(End-of-semester reflection; p. 149.)  Laurie describes the project as her “favorite part of 

the class” and “the best group activity in her whole college experience.” (Interview.) 
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Having begun to develop closeness to a group of other students by “attending a 

performance” and then afterward “playing on the playground” and “drinking wine,” 

Laurie was excited to work with her new friends in a class project: 

When it came time to pick groups we all wanted to work together. As a group we 

encouraged each other and pulled together. I felt we worked well together, and it 

was like kinship, almost. We spent a night being like silly little kids on the 

playground, but then we all grew very close and comfortable with each other. 

(Interview.) 

Subtle contrasts of engagement run throughout Laurie’s descriptions of work in 

the social class environment. In a movement reflection presented in Chapter 4, Laurie 

describes being overwhelmed by others working simultaneously in the classroom, “There 

were too many thoughts to harness, too many bodies moving. I shut down and didn’t try. 

There were just too many people.” (19, freshman, white, female. End-of-semester 

reflection; p. 125.) On another occasion, while working in a small group, she shares, “...I 

felt out of my element.  I don’t like coming up with my own moves on the spot.  If it’s 

someone else’s move I’ll go along with it, but I prefer structure to free form.” (Movement 

reflection; p. 122.)  

Yet reflecting on the course as a whole from a distance, Laurie excitedly recalls 

significant personal development: 
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I tried a bunch of new styles that I had never tried before. It broke me out of my 

shell.  I could have fun with the people I was dancing with, and connect with 

them, not just at dance class but outside of it—having fun, going out, and meeting 

people. (Interview.)  

Laurie’s descriptions suggest multiple ways in which she experiences self and 

engagement in dance, and suggest a sense of newfound freedom. 

 

Brandon: “There wasn’t anything that really caught my eye, nothing that I was super 

excited about doing.” 

 Brandon is a bright young man who exudes indifference and coolness. As a 22-

year-old Caucasian in the dance pluralism class, he was a junior majoring in Mechanical 

Engineering. At the time of the interview he was just weeks away from graduating and 

had already landed a paid internship at a top engineering firm. Of the 4 interviewees, 

Brandon is the only one who indicated a marked indifference towards the class.  The 

other three all described the class as one of their favorites. Brandon seemed to protect 

himself making excuses for his lack of engagement: “I have a little more of an analytical 

mind so I’m not necessarily as creative as some of the others” and for his clumsiness: “I 

was not coordinated enough to be able to participate to the full extent.” (Interview.) 

On the background course questionnaire Brandon wrote that an interesting place 

was “his mind” and a career goal is “retirement.” Responding to a question about future 
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plans Brandon wrote, “Plans change too often to bother wasting time scheduling things.” 

On perhaps a more serious note, Brandon wrote about his concern for “hatred based upon 

stereotyping.” Laurie described Brandon as “a boy who was very masculine and not into 

dancing at all.” (Interview.) Brandon describes himself as not being particularly engaged, 

yet he agreed to being interviewed: 

I cannot especially think of a time that I felt really engaged or immersed in what 

we were doing. There wasn’t anything that really caught my eye, nothing that I 

was super excited about doing. It’s not my thing. (Interview.) 

He goes on to compare his engagement to others, describing himself as, “right in the 

middle, probably about average.” (Interview.) 

Brandon is an excellent writer and a very capable student who earned high marks 

on the two performance papers and final synthesis paper. He did very well on the first 

half of the reading responses. He describes his early thoughts on the writing assignments: 

“The summaries we were required to do actually made me think about what was going on 

in the articles. It wasn’t terribly strenuous, and it was a lot of personal reflection.” 

(Interview.) One article challenged Brandon’s perspective, and unlike others who sought 

out additional information or expressed interest in divergent views, he avoided the issue:  

“There was one article I absolutely didn’t agree with. It made me rather angry. I don’t 

remember what the topic was. I tried to put that in the back of my mind as soon as 

possible.” (Interview.) 
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For the first half of the semester Brandon thought the length requirement of the 

reading response assignments was greater than it actually was. After discovering that he 

was doing more than the minimum requirement Brandon lost motivation and more or less 

stopped doing the reading response assignments for the second half of the semester: 

I didn’t realize that the reading responses were supposed to be double spaced. I 

was technically doing twice as much work, but that seemed appropriate. Once I 

realized that it was supposed to be double-spaced I felt like I was wasting so 

much energy getting it done. This realization didn’t really entice me to continue to 

put that much energy into the reading and writing assignments. (Interview.) 

Brandon is more critical about his experiences in dance pluralism than most participants, 

as evidenced in his critique of reading responses.  In addition, having his voice heard by 

others was important to Brandon, and he did not feel the course satisfied this value: “I 

had much more to say with no one to really listen for any actual purpose.” (Reading 

response.) At the same time he shows a sense of empathy with other students as they 

collectively seek to make sense of the performance they saw together. He recalls the post-

performance discussion at the playground he had with Laurie and several other students 

the night they all went out together: 

Nobody really understood completely.  We discussed the performance just 

afterwards, before we got ready to write our papers. Everyone shared their own 

ideas and was respectful about different opinions. It was like, ‘Oh, okay, I can 

understand that, even if it’s not my first impression.’ (Interview.) 
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In class Brandon seemed to be less engaged with his work, never particularly 

excited or involved in what the class was doing. He sums up his experiences doing 

workshops in an ambivalent manner: 

We did the tango one day, we did ballet, we did hip hop, some form of jazz, and 

interpretive dance. Every time it was a new experience, something I had never 

done before and it was interesting to give it a shot. Would I do it again?  Maybe, 

maybe not. (Interview.) 

Brandon also describes his experience in the hip hop workshop telling about his 

perseverance but not really overcoming the challenges: 

In the hip hop workshop I felt awkward, unbalanced, like I was going to fall over. 

I think I fell over once or twice. I kept going. I try to give everything my all, but I 

am just not that coordinated. It didn’t work out too well. (Interview.) 

Recalling ambivalence about the tango workshop, Brandon describes: 

Everything was really stiff and almost an invasion of privacy. There wasn’t a lot 

of room for personal expression. It didn’t bother me that we were dancing so 

close to our partners, that we were touching, but I know that it bothered others. 

The person I was dancing with told me she didn’t really care for it. I kept as far 

apart as the dance would allow, and she dealt with it. (Interview.) 
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Perhaps, Brandon’s social consciousness provided him with his greatest point of entry 

into engaging in course curriculum. On another occasion attending to his peers allowed 

Brandon to maintain an engaged presence. He recalls a particular class improvisational 

movement explorations with a greater sense of engagement and enjoyment than any other 

experience: 

It was interesting to follow and see what people were doing. I was doing my own 

little perching movement off to the side. A couple of companions came and went. 

I was actually relatively happy. I was enjoying sitting there, taking in other 

people’s versions of creativity. Everybody would take one movement and throw 

on their little twist. It’s interesting trying to figure out what everybody’s thinking. 

(Interview.) 

I remember constantly encouraging Brandon to get moving. He had his own 

processes, like Laurie, sometimes different from what I expected or desired. He reflects 

on one of these times when he was working on his solo, also illustrated in Chapter 4: 

I worked on the dance mostly in my head, and a little bit at home, where there 

was no audience. I felt uncomfortable working on it in the studio. There were 

people around and I still wasn’t exactly sure what I wanted to do. I remember 

being watched by the instructor. She didn’t like my idea of drawing the dance on 

paper. The teacher would give me encouragement to get up and move about, but 

I’m so awkward. (End-of-semester reflection; p. 143-144.) 



 
167 

 

He committed to a process of writing his dance, even though he recognized my 

expectations of him moving:  

You wanted to see me moving around a lot but with everybody working on their 

dances in the same space at the same time there would have been collisions. So I 

tried to stay out of the way. I sketched out the studio and my lines and numbered 

it for each section of the music. I guess, you didn’t understand at the time. 

(Interview.) 

At the time, I interpreted Brandon’s behavior as defiant; however, I came to learn that he 

experienced significant anxiety surrounding performance:  

I felt low motivation preparing for the solo. I don’t like audiences with the 

entirety of their attention pinned on me.  I felt too much anxiety.  (End-of-

semester reflection; p. 143.) 

He elaborates in our interview: “I was absolutely nervous. It’s the feeling of absolute 

embarrassment—a hot, almost tingling feeling. People watching me and being videotaped 

made it worse.” (Interview.) Similarly, Brandon’s anxiety is reflected in his description 

of the final performance performed in a small public park in the middle of the city: 

There were strangers all over looking at us. Again, the embarrassing feeling came 

about. I don’t particularly like audiences. It doesn’t matter if they are strangers or 

familiar faces. (Interview.) 
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Daniel: “I really loved that class...I would call it Life 101.” 

Daniel was a 2nd year student when he enrolled in dance pluralism. Talkative and 

active in class, from the beginning of semester, he was open with his peers, sharing 

thoughts, ideas, and personal history. Daniel shared with the class that he was a transplant 

recipient and throughout the semester shared ways in which his experiences living with a 

donor organ shaped his life. In the interview Daniel reflects on his life views and his 

peers’ responses to him: 

When I told about my transplant people noticed and they wanted to learn about it 

and talk about it. I was talking about how everyone should live their life to the 

fullest, to live responsibly. I think I do that the best out of anyone that I know. I 

know how quickly it can be taken away. And people were really opening up to 

that idea and how important and sacred life is. (Interview.) 

 Confronted with others’ lives through the Identity Circle, Daniel responded with 

a similar intensity to sharing his own history: “It was like wow! I don’t want to sound 

surprised, but more impressed, like oh, wow, she is a mother...” (Interview.) For Daniel, 

this activity and other class activities throughout the semester seemed intensely engaging. 

Daniel continues to describe his experience in the Identity Circle: 

Not many of the statements applied to me, but when they did I stepped into the 

circle immediately because I felt obligated, not obligated to the teacher, but to 

myself. If I can’t be honest to other people I can’t be honest to me. (Interview.)  



 
169 

 

Extending other students’ descriptions of being moved to participate, slowly becoming 

comfortable as others participate in the self-revelatory activity, Daniel names his 

motivation as self obligation, to be honest with others is being honest with self.  Like 

others, Daniel related to his peers realizing that some shared in similarly difficult 

situations: 

I have a close friend with drug problems.  When I saw people join me in the 

circle, relating to this experience, I knew I could relate to them. They understood 

what I went through with my friend. They had been through it, too. We gained a 

mutual respect for each other. (Interview.) 

From the beginning of the semester, Daniel’s high energy and engagement in 

class work was not matched in his reading and reading response assignments. As the 

semester progressed he completed fewer and fewer reading responses. His grade dropped 

from an average of about 90% on the first half of the reading responses to less than 50% 

on the second half, primarily because he did not complete or submit the work.  He did not 

complete either of the performance papers. Despite a plethora of opportunities to see 

performances throughout the semester, either on or near campus, Daniel blamed his work 

schedule on not being able to attend even one performance:  “I was the only one that 

didn’t actually get to go to a performance because my work is horrible—they would not 

let me call out.” (Interview.) 
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The synthesis paper was the one major writing assignment that Daniel completed 

successfully. Challenged by the paper, he found inspiration in music and from his 

classmates, writing:    

I had no idea what to write about. I started listening to a song and was inspired to 

write the paper in relation to the song.  I was going to see what would happen. 

Writing the paper, I felt like I was sitting in the classroom, considering other 

student perspectives. It felt good. I was confident I could write this paper. I was 

trying to incorporate multiple voices, making it a multicolored discussion to read. 

I wanted the reader to be engaged in what I wrote.  Once I got that idea, it sparked 

me, and I just didn’t stop writing. I felt like I was really honest in writing it with 

myself and with everyone in the class. (Interview.) 

Self-honesty reappears as an important theme for Daniel in this description. 

Like Laurie, Daniel seemed quite engaged during class activities.  He was 

generally interested and involved in class discussions in which he tended to voice his 

views. Recalling a class discussion about what it means to be American, Daniel shares an 

eye-opening experience. The following was prompted by his reaction to an international 

student who spoke up in class about his appreciation for America: 

I realized I’m not wrong, but my viewpoint on this is nothing compared to his 

because he comes from a place that, like he said, has nothing. He came here with 

a little bit of money in his pocket and now he is at the university.  From his point 



 
171 

 

of view this is a great country. I guess that is the most challenging thing to 

realize—I really need to try to see things from every point of view to try to get a 

holistic understanding. (Interview.) 

Daniel illustrates how discussions that incite personal reflection can engage 

students to connect with the curriculum in direct ways, questioning assumptions and 

beliefs. He describes discussions as a place where he could engage openly: 

I felt totally comfortable and I was free to say whatever I felt and not be judged or 

criticized. I could actually talk, have a conversation and learn from it. It was a 

very comfortable situation.  (Interview.)  

In the following anecdote, Daniel contributes to a discussion on racism. He recalls feeling 

nervous about the risk of offending his African American peer.  

We were talking about racism and another student spoke about racism that exists 

within black communities. I asked him why. He tried to explain, giving an 

example of his neighbor saying that he talked like a white man now. I was trying 

to understand, but I didn’t. I felt nervous discussing the subject. I didn’t want to 

touch a personal chord, to make him upset. I felt relieved that he didn’t get angry. 

(Interview.) 

Despite nervousness he persevered and asked questions to gain a better understanding of 

racism today. In his end-of-semester reflection Daniel describes this discussion as one of 

his most engaging experiences in the course. He reflects:  
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As a white kid, raised in the suburbs, I wasn’t really aware of racism and didn’t 

realize how present it is in society. I was shocked to hear the experiences of my 

peers, particularly about prejudices that exist among black communities. 

(Interview.) 

Daniel also recalls a time when he participated in discussion by listening: “There 

was a conversation on gay rights. I didn’t say much. I really had no personal say so I 

didn’t want to jump in. I listened actively.” (Interview.) In “listening actively” Daniel is 

fulfilling a participation objective of the course. For students who do not feel that they 

have a viewpoint on a topic, listening to conversation provides space to consider various 

perspectives and questions, in this case, on gay rights. Daniel credits the teacher for 

structuring the discussion and creating a space for everyone to speak and be heard. 

Despite speaking directly to me in the interview, he referred to me in the third person: 

The instructor sparked the conversation. She made us look at stuff from different 

angles. She was a mediator and made sure that we didn’t have a one-sided 

discussion, making suggestions such as, ‘Let’s look at it from this angle,’ or 

‘Let’s hear this person’s opinion.’ She always let everyone be heard. (Interview.) 

 Class discussions and movement experiences were the primary ways in which 

Daniel connected to course content. He rarely missed class and recounts how 

disappointed he was when he did have to miss a class: “I’m still upset I missed the hip 

hop class. I was feeling sick that day. It was not a good idea for me to be moving around 

feeling that way.” (Interview). Daniel also describes hurdles in movement exploration. 



 
173 

 

Extending on student experiences of physical contact in dance depicted in Chapter 4, 

Daniel finds that contact improvisation stretches boundaries of physical touch: 

I remember the first time we had to get hands on with each other. One person had 

to lead another person using their hands. And it was a little weird to have a girl 

partner. I didn’t know how I should be moving her or touching her. ‘I have to 

touch her hip?’ And I realized that I just had to erase the lines and do what I 

needed to do. That’s just part of dance. There was nothing sexual about it. 

(Interview.) 

 By the end of the semester Daniel found immense ease among his peers. 

Performing his solo he was confident and enjoyed the communal sharing of dances: 

I definitely remember everyone’s final solo dance. It was so much fun. At that 

point I felt totally comfortable in that environment. I wasn’t embarrassed at all. 

Everyone would cheer me on no matter what. It was just a really good time to see 

everyone do their dance and they were so unique. (Interview.) 

Daniel also embraced the communal practice of sharing dances, really seeing others 

perform their solos, similar to Brandon’s experience of seeing others explore movement 

during a class improvisation activity. 

Daniel thoroughly enjoyed the dance pluralism class: “I really loved that class. If I 

could take it again I probably would, just to get more credits, as electives.” (Interview.) 

Daniel’s excitement about the class was still overflowing a year after the course ended. 
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He was visibly excited just to be talking about his experiences. Daniel describes the 

course as being about life:  

It is an experience. I would tell people to experience it for themselves. I would tell 

them it is an experience of learning. I would call this class Life 101, Life 101 with 

Movement. That is what it was for me. It was learning about life and everyday 

stuff and being able to express yourself through movement—Life 101. 

(Interview.) 

 

Margot: “The freshman as leader? ...I didn’t understand this college thing.” 

Margot enrolled in dance pluralism in the fall of her freshman year.  She was 18 

years old, Caribbean/African American, and just out of high school. She struggled with 

some of the concepts of the class, never demonstrating a strong grasp of some topics. She 

seems to describe the class as a level playing ground:  

A lot of people didn’t have dance experience. I did.  Although we’re not all dance 

majors, we were still taking a dance class.  We had to dance. We were all kind of 

in the same position. (Interview.) 

Margot missed many homework assignments and seemed to always be behind, 

although in class she always actively participated. She completed only three of the first 

eight reading responses, and all three were late.  As the semester progressed and after 
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several conversations about the importance of looking at the syllabus on a daily basis 

Margot got better at keeping up with assignments, although the quality of her written 

work remained below average. Despite her challenges, Margot values her experience in 

dance pluralism: 

I got something out of what I was learning and I had fun doing it, understanding 

people and getting to know people.  (Interview.) 

In the interview Margot spoke a lot about being a freshman when she took the 

class. She had been overwhelmed by the whole college experience and it took her a while 

to figure things out. In the interview she explains: 

I didn’t understand this college thing. We didn’t have a syllabus in high school 

and in college the teacher gives everything ahead of time. Sometimes I just put 

the syllabus aside, but after some time I learned I have to check it every single 

day. I didn’t really understand the technology my first year. I didn’t know that I 

could e-mail the class when I was absent to find out what they did; instead I was 

just totally confused.  I realized I had to check e-mail every day. (Interview.) 

 Margot liked dance and went on to fulfill at least one more of her undergraduate 

requirements through the dance department.  

In the interview she stated that she prefers math courses over English courses, she 

does not like to write, and while she enjoys reading for pleasure, she is not always 

motivated to read for school. In the interview I had a difficult time following her 
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responses. Descriptions were often fractured and incoherent. For example, she might 

begin her response with a single word, then begin a sentence, and then move on to 

another idea. Her descriptions have required more restructuring than anyone else’s, to 

make them more comprehensible.  

Margot took the class knowing that it fulfilled a core requirement but did not 

realize what the class was about. Reading and discussing the Bond and Etwaroo (2005) 

article about dance pluralism she developed a new perception of the course: “I found out 

in class how dance was connected to race studies and I understood why it was important 

to study. I gained a better understanding of the class.” (Interview.) Reading about the 

course enabled Margot to better situate it within race studies curricula. 

Margot was a self-described “shy” student. In a class exercise where students rank 

themselves in a line from most shy to most outgoing, Margot classified herself as one of 

the most shy, non-talkative students. Despite shyness, Margot experienced moments of 

high engagement in discussions, openly sharing her perspectives. On one occasion she 

sought to describe her discomfort with how others often perceive her race: 

I was asked a question about why I am uncomfortable classifying myself by race. 

Another student didn’t really understand my response. I had to keep explaining 

myself. I started getting mad! The conversation moved quickly back and forth. He 

did not seem to get what I was saying. By the end of the conversation I still felt he 

didn’t understand me, but others understood what I was saying. (Interview.) 
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Discussions offered Margot an opportunity to learn about communicating: “I understood 

that everyone had their own opinions, but I had to learn how to share my opinions so that 

nobody would take them the wrong way.” (Interview.) 

While Margot appreciated her previous dance experience and felt that she and her 

peers were on par with one another in terms of dance ability, performance still caused her 

anxiety. Creating her solo dance Margot describes awareness of her peers and their 

creative processes: 

Working on my dance in class I felt nervous. Looking at other people’s dances 

made me think to myself, ‘Oh, my God. My dance isn’t as good as their dances. I 

don’t want mine to be boring.’  It looked like some people were putting a lot of 

work into their dance. I thought to myself, ‘Am I putting in as much work as they 

are?’ I didn’t want to rehearse the dance full out because I was nervous. I didn’t 

want everybody looking at me. (Interview.) 

Margot’s nervousness is accentuated by her awareness of others seeing the performance: 

I was hot. I was really hot. Every time I get nervous I get really hot. While I was 

dancing I was thinking, ‘You did this in your room, you’re okay, you have it, 

don’t be nervous.’ I felt like I was holding something back. I wasn’t performing 

as if I were on stage. It was nerve racking with all eyes looking at me. (Interview.) 

Margot was also nervous performing the final dance created and presented by the entire 

class: 
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Performing it I was nervous. There was a camera and just the class, but I felt I had 

to look good. We were all performing together. Everyone was anxious, saying 

things like, ‘Oh, my gosh, oh my gosh, how many times, how many times? You 

have it! No, I don’t.’ Afterwards I felt relieved and disappointed it was over. I 

could have kept going. (Interview.) 

Being graded creates pressure to perform well. Margot recalls thinking about her grade, 

but also being aware of her peers’ evaluation: “I messed up and I was mad! I was 

thinking about my grade. Yeah, that’s what I was thinking about—my grade.” 

(Interview.) However, being seen and acknowledged by peers gave her an alternative 

perspective.  She continues, “I did it. I got claps. Nobody seemed to notice that I messed 

up. The other students were like, ‘you did good.’” (Interview.) 

Margot remembered a number of movement and creative activities and spoke 

about them with a general sense of confidence, recognizing times when she took on 

leadership roles. In one example, leadership seemed to occur by default: 

We were just sitting there and our paper was blank. Nobody wanted to do 

anything. Nobody had any ideas, and I was just like, come on guys. I took the 

paper and we all started talking. Another girl and I started out doing most of the 

drawing, and eventually everyone joined in. (Interview.)  

On another occasion, students were about to begin working on a choreographic project 

and I, as the instructor, had asked for volunteers to be leaders of the small groups, to be 
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the lead choreographer to help students create group dances using material from their 

solo ‘Who am I?’ studies. Margot volunteered to be the leader of a group: 

At first nobody volunteered. Then I along with two other people volunteered and 

we were each the leaders of a small group. I was nervous at first because I was the 

freshman and there were seniors, juniors, and sophomores in our class who I 

could be leading. (Interview.) 

Margot describes being nervous leading students that were academically ahead of her and 

probably a bit older: “The freshman as leader?” (Interview.) A continuation of the small 

group choreography project required students to create a full class performance out of the 

small group dances. Margot was empowered by her leadership roles and respect from her 

peers: 

We put the whole dance together out of the highlights of the small group and solo 

dances. A lot of people wanted to learn my part. I felt really cool. That was really 

fun. (Interview.) 

Throughout the semester Margot experienced being a leader in various capacities 

and seemed to enjoy such opportunities. In an improvisational movement exploration that 

was done outside on a lovely spring day, Margot freed herself of everyday restraints and 

did things outside of her comfort zone:  
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At first it was kind of awkward, but then I thought, ‘I’m in a class, why not?’ 

Normally I wouldn’t roll on the grass, but I did that day because it was something 

fun to do. Time went by really fast that day. (Interview.)  

On the same day Margot was surprised to find herself leading a large group of peers:  

No one really knew what to do; everyone was walking around looking shy. After I 

started moving, I looked back, and I was surprised to see all these people 

following me. I could stop and start something else and other people would 

follow. And then I could follow someone else.  I felt cool! (Interview.) 

She also realized she could pass on her leadership role in a sort of fluid exchange that can 

occur in improvisational dance. 

With the exception of having to read, Margot enjoyed dance pluralism, 

specifically the freedom of movement. She responds to an interview question about how 

she would describe the class by saying, “It was great! I liked it. That was my one class 

that I could move and stretch. When you sit in a chair all day it feels good to move.” 

(Interview.) 

 

Reflection on Interviewee Profiles and Synthesis of Data 

By interviewing several students I sought to gain deeper insight into phenomena 

of student engagement and to triangulate data collected during the course with material 
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collected from interviewees. Indeed multiple sources of data, including interviews based 

on long-term memory, align to describe a spectrum of student experiences of engagement 

in a humanities-based dance course exploring issues of race and diversity.  

Within this study, interview data extend general education dance students’ 

descriptions and meanings of performance, elaborating on feelings of anxiety and 

excitement, and presenting concerns about being evaluated by their peers and teacher 

during their creative process and performance of movement studies. For Daniel and 

others, feeling comfortable among peers made performing the ‘Who am I?’ solo an 

enjoyable experience. Other students describe the solo performances as empowering, 

experiencing freedom and joy. For some, such as Brandon, however, anxiety made the 

creative dance making process and performance experience particularly challenging. 

Brandon experienced unease performing in front of his peer-friends and strangers who 

observed him perform in the park. Knowing that performance would be the end product 

shaped Brandon’s approach to choreographing his dance, limiting his ability to physically 

engage in movement creation in the public classroom environment. Margot also shares 

how she experienced anxiety preparing for her solo. Awareness of her peers’ work and 

comparing her dance to others intensified feelings of uncertainty and self-doubt.  

Brandon, Margot, and Laurie all found the solo rehearsal process uncomfortable, 

aware of others watching them create dances. This unease is more evident in, although 

not exclusive to, the solo-making process. Data indicate that students are aware of their 

watchful peers, contributing to a sense of anxiety, even while participating in group 
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choreographic projects. In one example a young woman notices that others are practicing 

their dances more compared to her group—raising concerns about her own dance (p. 

120). For both Margot and Laurie, comparing their own solo choreographic processes to 

others contributed to discomfort during rehearsal. Margot and Brandon both recall the 

presence of a video camera, a sort of technological watching, compounding their 

performance anxiety.   

Aside from performance, interviewees elaborated meanings of engagement in 

relation to course activities to various degrees. None of the interviewees were consistent 

in their completion of reading responses, and neither Laurie nor Daniel completed either 

of the two performance papers. Laurie described her ability to engage with writing about 

the readings as connected to a strong emotional response to the readings. Brandon found 

the reading response project stimulating, yet became completely unmotivated when he 

discovered that he was doing more than the minimum requirement of work. Additionally, 

he felt that expressing his views on the readings without anyone “to really listen for any 

actual purpose” lessened the value of the assignment.   

Chapter 4 illustrated how students experience class discussions relating to reading 

assignments. For some, discussions transform understanding. Daniel’s interview 

descriptions of specific discussions develop perspective of how students find meaning in 

and learn from class discussions. Daniel’s discussion on racism with a student of a 

different race deepened his understanding of contemporary race issues, an experience that 

Daniel found quite profound. On another occasion Daniel was able to empathize with an 
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international student and see America through a different lens, finding greater 

appreciation for opportunities he had previously taken for granted. 

Students in dance pluralism describe how opportunities to work with others 

develop understanding, respect, and empathy for peers. They come to know one another 

in meaningful ways. Laurie and Brandon share how a small group of students extended 

their relationships beyond the classroom, by attending a performance and eventually 

joining in extracurricular events, “having dinner and going to parties together,” as Laurie 

describes in her interview. The closeness this group of students developed, in part, 

outside of class shaped their group experience in class. A felt closeness among the group 

encouraged openness in working on and performing their final movement project in class, 

at least for Laurie and Brandon. 

Close examination of 4 individual interviewees’ experiences in dance pluralism 

lends insight into what it means, in a course dedicated to the acceptance and illumination 

of diversity, to reach different learners. Each individual brings their experiences to the 

course, and each individual approaches course content with unique prior knowledge and 

individual readiness.  

Change is also evident in each narrative. Laurie, Daniel, and Margot all 

acknowledge personal transformations. Examples include Laurie letting go of constraints 

in order to dance freely and “just have fun” (p. 145); Daniel conceiving of racism and 

America from new perspectives; and Margot making significant realizations about being 

a college student and leader. I also see evidence of subtle changes among all of the 
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interviewees. Laurie seems to find new value in collaborative creative process; Daniel 

embraces multiple-perspectives in his thinking and writing; Margot develops as a leader; 

and Brandon finds ways to embrace his analytic mind in a creative environment, 

especially in the role of witness.   Consideration of individual students, as done in this 

chapter, alludes to the complexity of working with individuals and understanding student 

experience. I Consideration of interview data along with written data presented in 

Chapter 4 led to conceptualization of emerging themes in this study.  

 

Student Engagement in Dance Pluralism: Emerging Themes 

As detailed in Chapter 3, considering data from multiple sources, I sought 

overarching themes illustrating student experiences of engagement in dance pluralism. I 

sifted through lived experience descriptions from student course work, course reflections, 

and interview transcriptions, coding them into groups of similar ideas. This section 

briefly reviews the analysis process, now elaborated to illuminate the conceptual pathway 

to major themes of this study. 

As discussed in Chapter 3, I began this process with 196 individual descriptions 

found in students’ written course reflections and coursework. Initially, 13 categories 

included: reflections on course, comfort/discomfort, freedom, self reflection/realization, 

lead/follow, emotions, expectations, kinesthetic response, motivation, memory, power, 

transformation, and connection/disconnection. I repeated this process with data from 
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interviews and found an additional seven categories: new experience, creating, peer 

influence, self-expression, gender, relevance/awareness of learning, and feeling 

recognized/being heard. Returning to the written data with these additional categories in 

mind I identified descriptions representing most of the added interview categories.  

Categories found in both sets of data included: comfort/discomfort, freedom, self 

reflection/realization, lead/follow, kinesthetic response, motivation, and 

connection/disconnection, as well as the contextual/content categories of solo, partner, 

small group, full class, performing, viewing dance performances, and reading 

assignments. These categories eventually morphed into those presented in Chapter 4: 

Identity Circle, viewing dance performances and performance reflection papers, readings 

and written responses, discussions, partner and small group movement compositions, 

improvisational movement explorations, dance workshops, performances, and Planetary 

Dance. 

 I read through each category of data making notes and reflected on meanings of 

descriptions. In this manner I began to consolidate themes. My first attempt to 

thematically organize and make meaning of data through writing resulted in analysis of 

student engagement defined by social and personal experiences and extremes (highs and 

lows) of engagement. Finding that important ideas were disregarded in this structure, I 

returned to the presentation of data in an early draft of Chapters 4 and 5, and I conducted 

another round of analysis. This resulted in a clustering of data around student connections 

to curriculum content; experiences of equality, unity, and community; and perceptions of 
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authentic self-expression in a second major draft. I was getting closer to a structure that 

would deepen insight by elaborating the research findings, but still these themes did not 

seem to best represent meanings as described in the data.    

At the suggestion of my adviser I returned to early chapters of the dissertation to 

reconnect with my original intentions and questions, to revisit and strengthen my 

“orientation to the phenomenon” (van Manen, 1990a). I also reviewed literature on 

motivation and re-immersed myself in research addressing student engagement in dance 

education. Literature on motivation did not seem to move the analysis forward, at least in 

a way that engaged me, and I moved towards broad literature relating to radical 

pedagogical thinking, including critical, multicultural, and feminist pedagogies. Coming 

back to data presented in Chapters 4 and 5, I began to recognize reflections of many of 

the categories that I had bracketed from early rounds of analysis, as described in Chapter 

3, Analysis/Interpretation. Examples included: freedom, power, connection/ 

disconnection, self-expression, and transformation.  Finally, in a final round of analysis 

based on distilled descriptions from Chapters 4 and 5, I was able to step out of the 

hermeneutic circle to settle on three overarching themes of student engagement:  

freedom, transformation, and community.    
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Summary 

This chapter has begun to forge connections between interview and written data 

sets. Students’ written descriptions of experiences throughout and at the culmination of 

five, semester-long courses of dance pluralism, as well as in qualitative interviews 

reflecting on the course a year or more later, reveal meanings of student engagement that 

can be understood thematically in terms of freedom, transformation, and community.  

Interview data substantiate and elaborate contextual findings, particularly of 

performance, as well as meanings of peer relationships.  

Findings of this research corroborate existing literature on student meanings of 

dance presented in Chapter 2, highlighting lived experiences of freedom, creativity, 

empathy, tolerance, collaboration, and openness to challenge and change in the 

classroom. These phenomena articulated by students align with ideologies and purposes 

of phenomenological, critical, multicultural, feminist, and other radical pedagogical 

discourses.  

Recognizing an association between experiences of student engagement in dance 

pluralism, objectives of dance pluralism (Bond, 2006), and values/practices of critical 

pedagogy, I am called to theorize this relationship. At this point I break with 

phenomenological convention by dialoguing with the literature of critical pedagogy prior 

to presentation of final experiential themes (findings of the findings) of student 

engagement in dance pluralism: namely, freedom, transformation and community. 
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Chapter 6 presents this theoretical interlude. By following this path I allow students, in 

Chapter 7, to have the final say on meanings of this study.  
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CHAPTER 6 

TRANSFORMATIVE PEDAGOGIES AND INTERSECTIONS WITH DANCE  

 

Student descriptions of experiences in dance pluralism demonstrate how students 

engage with course content, suggesting that participants adopt course values and 

objectives that include: clarifying and critiquing personal perspectives relating to 

diversity; developing the ability to discuss sensitive social issues; and representing views 

pertaining to such issues through discussion, writing, and movement (Bond, 2006). The 

first part of this chapter explores the relationship between student meanings, course 

objectives, and critical (and what I conceive as transformative) pedagogical theory in 

relation to dance pluralism, and discusses the study’s emerging themes as they are 

addressed in this discourse. The second part of this chapter explores transformative 

discourse taking place in dance and considers some of the ways it is affecting 

pedagogical practice. 

 

Introduction to Critical and Transformative Pedagogies in Relation to Dance Pluralism 

Student engagement in dance pluralism demonstrated by data in Chapters 4 and 5 

and through the emerging themes of freedom, transformation and community; and 
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reflective of objectives set out in the course proposal (Bond, 2006) for Embodying 

Pluralism suggest a critical pedagogical perspective as made known by Paulo Freire 

(1970, 1984, 1994, 1998) and others participating in critical educational discourse.   

Freire pioneered theory of critical pedagogy and is known for his critique of what 

he calls the “banking system” of education (1970, 1984, 1998). A social theorist, Freire 

describes the banking system as an approach that views the student as an empty vessel 

and the teacher as responsible for filling the vessel with ‘important’ facts. The educator is 

responsible for students’ learning, thus empowering the teacher over the student. Freire 

(1970, 1998) argues that oppression occurs when certain ideas are privileged over others 

without critique. Through critique, questioning and challenging, Freire puts forth a 

critical pedagogy that aims to liberate. Aligning with these ideas, dance pluralism 

students are expected to develop their critical thinking ability through “ongoing analysis 

and reflection;” “address...issues related to social justice and power dynamics;” and learn 

to “identify and solve problems” associated with social inequality, (Bond, 2006, pp. 2, 4). 

All of these objectives are pertinent to critical pedagogical discourse, however the last 

objective which infers action specifically relates to Freire’s (1970) sense of praxis, 

defined as “reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it,” and it is 

fundamental to his conception of critical pedagogy (p. 52).  

Dance pluralism seeks to encourage practice of ethical pluralism, particularly in 

regards to race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, age, and ability (Bond, 2006, p. 4). 

Students participate in reflection and examination of lived experiences and important 
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social issues affecting American society. These descriptions indicate reflection, suggest 

critical analysis, and demonstrate ways in which students are realizing change: 

I have become more open to others’ opinions and I can understand people a little 

better. I am less judgmental now that I have taken this course. I can even 

understand myself more. I have a slightly new outtake on the world around me. 

(18, freshman, white/Caucasian, male. End-of-semester reflection; p. 90.) 

I realized how race and gender issues are not a thing of the past. At this moment I 

stopped using terms such as before and back then and brought these issues into 

the present.  (21, 3rd year, Caucasian, female, communications, Russian, and 

Arabic. End-of-semester reflection; p. 113.) 

Student descriptions of engagement align with course objectives and provide evidence of 

ways in which students experience course pedagogy (Bond, 2006). 

Aligning with constructivism, Freire (1970, 1983, 1994, 1998) understood 

knowledge to be socially constructed. He extended Foucault’s work in relation to 

power/knowledge constructs that act through training, disciplining, and “normalizing” 

through schooling (McLaren, 1989; Jardine, 2005). Like constructivist pedagogy, critical 

pedagogy requires teachers and students to work together to understand and create 

knowledge collectively, a belief that underscores the dance pluralism curriculum (Bond, 

2006). Critical pedagogy, however, orients towards critique of ideas in understanding and 

creating knowledge.  
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Freire’s notion of critical pedagogy relates to Dewey’s (1938, 1966) democratic 

views and sense of progressive education, conceiving of education as a means to promote 

equality. Findings of the present study demonstrate that equality is valued by students and 

is significant to their engagement in dance pluralism, corresponding to democrat views of 

educational theory. Dewey (1966) suggests that a curriculum co-developed by students 

lessens asymmetrical power dynamics between teacher and students, and promotes 

democratic education by embracing students as participants rather than bystanders, a 

central tenet of progressive education.  

Many scholars such as Henry Giroux (1988, 2007), Ira Shor (1992), Joe 

Kincheloe (2005 with McClaren, 2007, 2008), and Peter McLaren (2007, 2009 with 

Macrine & Hill), have expanded on Freire’s work.  Shor (1992) elaborates on democratic 

education and provides a definition of a democratic classroom that resonates with me and 

my teaching philosophy, particularly as it relates to dance pluralism: 

The teacher leads and directs this curriculum, but does so democratically with the 

participation of the students, balancing the need for structure with the need for 

openness. The teacher brings lesson plans, learning methods, personal experience, 

and academic knowledge to class but negotiates the curriculum with the students 

and begins with their languages, themes, and understanding. 

In other words, according to Shor, a democratic classroom begins with students and 

where they are, relating to phenomenology’s “natural attitude.”  
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According to McClaren (1989), critical educators value “self and social 

empowerment” above all else and believe, in contrast to neo-conservatives, that schools 

can and should be a place for “social transformation and emancipation...where students 

are educated to be critical thinkers” and believe that their “actions might make a 

difference” (p. 162). Discourses spanning feminist, post-structural, multi-cultural 

education, as well as critical race and postcolonial theories have critiqued and dialogued 

with critical pedagogical theory contributing to what is now a much more complex 

understanding of critical pedagogy by challenging its assumptions and claims (Weiner, 

2007). 

An inherent goal of these discourses has to do with affecting change or 

transformation (McClaren 1989; Shor, 1992; hooks, 1994, 2003; Banks, 1996; Freire, 

1998; Kincheloe, 2008). James A. Banks (1996, 2008, 2009), for example refers to 

knowledge that “challenges institutionalized, mainstream knowledge” and actively seeks 

to improve society, such as multicultural knowledge, as “transformative” (p. 1). I refer to 

this body of knowledge with vast influences that dialog with critical pedagogy as 

“transformative pedagogies.” Other terms such as multicultural pedagogy, radical 

pedagogy, and liberatory pedagogy would suggest similar meanings here, however I use 

the inclusive term transformative pedagogies to accommodate the diverse discourses that 

contribute to and shape critical pedagogy (Freire, 1970, 1983, 1994, 1998; McLaren, 

1989; hooks 1994, 2003; Kincheloe, 2007, 2008; Banks, 2008, 2009; Macrine, McLaren 

& Hill, 2009).  
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Transformative pedagogies seek to empower students to act in responsible and 

caring ways by creating practices in which all students  have “equal opportunity to learn” 

(Freire, 1970, 1994, 1998; Shrewsbury, 1987; Banks & Banks, 1993; Banks, 1993, p. 3; 

Kincheloe, 2007, 2008). Transformative pedagogical theory “provides historical, cultural, 

political, and ethical direction” for educators who seek equality in their teaching practices 

(McClaren, 1989, p. 160).   Transformative pedagogical discourse seeks personal and 

social transformation. This research provides evidence of student engagement in dance 

pluralism aligning with these values.  

 

Themes of Freedom, Transformation, and Community Addressed in Critical and 

Transformative Pedagogical Discourse 

Acknowledging a relationship between the emerging themes of this study 

(freedom, transformation, and community) and critical pedagogical theory, I seek a 

general understanding of these ideas as explored within the discourse.  In critical 

pedagogical theory transformation is associated with personally and socially constructed 

knowledge that results in liberatory practice (Freire 1970, 1998; Greene 1983; Shor, 

1992; Hooks, 1994, 2003; Banks, 1996, 2005, Kincheloe, 2007, 2008). The realization of 

liberation through praxis of reflection and action requires transformation for Freire and 

like-minded critical dance theorists (Green, 1983; Shapiro, 1998). Freire’s (1970) 

concern with transformation has to do with recognizing social power inequalities through 
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critical perspective and taking action to change social conditions, creating an ideology for 

transformative pedagogies.  

In contrast Shor (1992), Mezirow (2001, 2003), and others place emphasis on the 

individual’s critique of personal understanding in order to effect change.  Shor’s (1992) 

“empowering pedagogy” is about transforming self, education, and society. He conceives 

of a general, critical education that teaches students how to learn, question, research, 

work independently and collaboratively, and to act from reflective knowledge (Shor, 

1992, p. 142).  Through critical reflection, a process in which attention is focused towards 

personal experience, the learner may gain “an awareness of the process of knowing, of 

believing, of perceiving,” perhaps even question ideas that have become part of the 

person’s own consciousness (Greene, 1983, p. 182). Reflection on personal experience 

and rational discourse that is open to further critique and consideration within an 

intersubjective relationship has the potential to transform perceptions, enabling the 

individual to become an active social agent according to conscious choice (Taylor, 2005; 

Mezirow 2003). Data from students in this research substantiate these ideas. Students 

report growth in their awareness and personal understanding, and often relate these 

perceptions to a sense of personal transformation. 

Social and personal perspectives emphasize different facets of transformation. For 

Freire the emphasis is on social transformation of unequal power, highlighting 

transformation as an outcome of critical pedagogical practices.  For Mezirow the 

individual and the process are the focus of transformation theory. Dance pluralism 
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curriculum orients more towards the latter, encouraging self-critique and personal 

transformation; however, values of life-long learning and a multi-modal curriculum that 

enables students to practice skills of empathy and collaboration within a microcosm of 

our pluralistic society establishes a context for social transformation (Bond, 2006). From 

either viewpoint (social or personal), transformation is a possibility when seeking 

understanding and acting upon new knowledge (Freire, 1970; Shor, 1992; Mezirow 2001, 

2003).   

Liberation or freedom as a pursuit of critical pedagogy is dependent on the hope 

and action of transformation (Freire, 1970, 1998). Actions of analysis, reflection, 

understanding, and change characterize transformation. The power of potential 

possibilities enables us “to act upon our freedom, to move beyond, to transform our lives” 

(Greene, 1983, p. 399). Judith Butler (1992), from a feminist perspective, suggests why 

the notion of transformation is at the heart of progressive educators’ deliberations, 

writing that transformation –“which does away with the dominance of norms”—enables a 

more multi-dimensional, pluralistic understanding of others (p. 155).  Students’ 

descriptions of engagement understood thematically as freedom, transformation, and 

community relate to Butler’s sense of transformation, and this relationship alludes to the 

close connection between the themes of the present study. 

The interrelatedness of this study’s overarching themes is evident throughout data 

depicting engagement, as well as in transformative pedagogical discourse. Banks (1996, 

2008, 2009), for example, conceives of transformative knowledge that is integral to 
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freedom and democratic values of community. Through curriculum and pedagogy, Banks 

(2008, 2009) seeks a democratic education that embraces community by recognizing and 

validating students’ diverse cultural identities, seen as multiple, overlapping, and ever 

evolving. Students in this study describe participating and engaging in a community 

composed of diverse individuals in the dance pluralism classes, while also depicting lived 

experiences of freedom.  

Perhaps known best for her contributions to critical pedagogical discourse framed 

by her own feminist studies and Freire’s work, bell hooks (1994, 2003) connects 

transformative pedagogy to freedom and community building. Pedagogy that embraces 

feminist and critical theory, as described by hooks (1994), pushes against and through 

traditional boundaries and in this way is a “practice of freedom.” Striving to bring 

excitement into learning, hooks seeks ways to encourage students to create connections 

through pedagogical practices that clearly value each individual and their contributions:  

As a classroom community, our capacity to generate excitement is deeply affected 

by our interest in one another, in hearing one another’s voices, in recognizing one 

another’s presence (hooks, 1994, p. 8).  

Students’ descriptions in the present study suggest that connections are made in dance 

pluralism classes that link disparate communities and people. hooks (2003) views 

community as an interconnected web of sub-communities and individuals, and values 

community as a means to, as well as an outcome of critical education:  
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Progressive education, education as the practice of freedom, enables us to 

confront feelings of loss and restore our sense of connection. It teaches us how to 

create community (hooks, 2003, p. xv). 

Creating connections across and within communities is a democratic process promoted 

by a critical pedagogical perspective.  

 Findings of the current study suggest that teaching in a way that creates space for 

students to actively participate in and contribute to learning, from both pedagogical and 

content perspectives, can promote democracy and a sense of agency in students. 

According to Giroux (1984), “true literacy involves dialogue and social relationships free 

from top-to-bottom authoritarian structures” (p. 206). From a critical standpoint these are 

traits that education should strive to impart. By creating opportunities for students to 

negotiate and lead curriculum (i.e. student-led discussions, open-ended movement 

projects) and flexibility within the course design (Bond, 2006), dance pluralism 

establishes a context in which an egalitarian approach to education can be pursued. For 

critical pedagogues, agency is a prerequisite to learning, and only when the learner is 

“committed to act upon his world” will learning take place (Greene, 1983, p. 180).   

Giroux (1983) suggests ways to practice such transformative pedagogy that 

include nurturing social relationships; encouraging critical thinking and reasoning; 

educating students to clarify and understand the source of personal values and beliefs, as 

well as the “structural and ideological forces” that impose upon individuals and society 

(pp. 352-353). These concepts are all part of dance pluralism course pedagogy (Bond, 
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2006). By experiencing democracy in education students may be better able to realize the 

values and potential that democracy imparts (Banks 2008, 2009). Transformative 

pedagogies may provide students with lived experiences of democracy inclusive of social 

justice and equality.  

One of few scholars pursuing student meanings of engagement, David Zyngier 

(2007, 2008) conceives of a discourse around critical transformative engagement that 

corresponds to student empowerment and critical pedagogical theory. Critical 

transformative engagement arises through reflection on personal interests and 

experiences within a social context, and it is oriented towards seeking a more democratic 

community (Zyngier, 2007, 2008). Zyngier (2007) suggests that an engaging pedagogy 

connects to and engages with students’ cultural knowledge, enables students to perceive 

relevance to their own lives and to take ownership of their educational experiences, 

responds to students lived experiences in an intentional and critical way, and empowers 

students with a belief in their ability to be active and authentic agents in their own lives. 

Zyngier (2008) argues that a transformative pedagogical approach in which students and 

teachers learn together, is engaging and empowering in pursuit of educational goals of 

social justice and academic achievement.  Student experiences of engagement in dance 

pluralism directly link to Zyngier’s (2008) concepts of transformative pedagogical 

theory.   

Further, data from students in dance pluralism align with the idea that a 

curriculum for empowerment, action, and change is multicultural and democratic, both 
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“cognitive and affective” (Shor, 1992, p. 23; Banks, 2008, 2009). Situating learning 

within society, culture, and history; conceiving of education as a maker of society; and 

questioning the way society makes education; instead of merely reproducing the social-

values of the power elite transformative education acts as a site to re-envision and re-

create a democratic society (McLaren, 1998).  

Such progressive views value critical thinking, decision-making, and action, as 

well as tolerance, power sharing, and empowerment. As such, without even knowing it, 

students in dance pluralism validate tenets of transformative pedagogies through lived 

experiences of freedom, transformation, and community. Ideas relevant to these themes 

are conveyed through the language of transformative pedagogies, as outlined above. 

Dance scholars have drawn on this discourse to understand and expand pedagogical 

practice. The following section introduces such studies extending context of the present 

study. 

 

Dance and Transformative Discourse  

Scholars such as Jane Desmond (1994), Donald Blumenfeld-Jones (1995, 1998, 

2004), Sherilyn Ottey (1996), Sherry Shapiro (1998a, 1998b, 1999), Sue Stinson (1998a, 

1998b, 1999, 2005, with Risner 2010), Ann Cooper Albright (1999), Eeva Anttila (2004), 

Bond, Frichtel, and Park (2007), and others have examined dance education through 
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critical, feminist, and multicultural lenses. The dance pedagogy of this discourse is anti-

authoritarian in nature and embraces democracy. It looks towards transformation. 

A transformative dance pedagogy that serves students from diverse backgrounds, 

with different lived experiences, and with unique strengths and limitations, such as dance 

pluralism, engages educators in thinking about who, how, and what they are teaching. In 

other words, a progressive pedagogy that reflects critical, feminist, and multicultural 

discourse encourages dance educators to think critically about the choices they make 

pertaining to the classroom. The dance field as a whole has been slow to embrace 

progressive and democratic practices. For example, common practices of teaching 

western styles of dance, with the teacher as the authority of knowledge, have been 

critiqued rarely (Stinson et al., 1990, 1998, 1999; Blumenfeld-Jones, 2004; Lakes, 2008).  

In regard to higher education, Risner and Stinson (2010) note that in an attempt to 

incorporate more multicultural education, dance departments have generally added a few 

“non-western” dance classes to existent curriculums. Courses such as dance pluralism are 

rarely found in dance departments. General philosophies of teaching and thinking about 

dance have remained intact with very little disruption, demonstrating another way in 

which the field has been slow to adapt transformative approaches (Risner and Stinson, 

2010). 

In light of critical transformative educational literatures, a few dance scholars 

have examined practices and experiences toward the pursuit of democracy and social 

justice. Themes of this research—freedom, transformation, and community, as 
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experienced by students, are evident in this small body of literature. To experience 

democracy and social justice within education hypothetically enables students to better 

pursue such experiences beyond formal education environments (Banks 2008, 2009).  

Ideally, a student educated by democratic means will seek a life that reflects such values 

in their work and relationships. Because learning experiences are subjective, it may be 

impossible to ensure specific outcomes; however, a dance educator can foster 

engagement with course content in ways that make it possible to experience these 

pursuits in the classroom, as in dance pluralism (Ottey, 1996; Bond, 2006).   

Ottey (1996) suggests that engagement in the arts provides opportunities to 

experience agency—correlation between distinct bodies of knowledge, and 

transformation, allowing students and teachers to be active creators of knowledge and to 

develop personal perspective, both necessary to actively participate in a democratic 

society (p. 32). In optimistic anticipation of a move towards integration of arts based 

learning in schools, Ottey (1996) advises dance educators to examine contemporary 

educational theory, situate their personal discipline-based views within such scholarship, 

develop curriculum and pedagogy based on their evolved understanding of education, and 

critically assess the outcomes of such teaching and learning. Dance pluralism curriculum 

pursues such goals (Bond, 2006).  

While Ottey (1996) advocates for critical questioning and evaluation on the part 

of the teacher—components of critical theory, her focus on teacher engagement with 

content neglects to fully include students in the critical circle of engagement, learning, 
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and teaching, something that dance pluralism seeks to do by soliciting students’ 

individual perspectives and developing knowledge through movement, discussion, 

writing, and collaborative projects (Bond, 2006). What Ottey misses has to do with 

student subjectivity, the individual and personal contributions upon which dance 

pluralism curriculum is so dependent.  

Desmond (1994) addresses the subjectivity of the body in dance, also explored in 

dance pluralism. In so much that dance is expression through the body, recognizing the 

body as subjective is relevant to this discussion of dance education.  Including attention 

to multicultural influences, anthropologist Desmond (1993/94) elaborates: 

Movement serves as a marker for the production of gender, racial, ethnic, class, 

and national identities. It can also be read as a signal of sexual identity, age, and 

illness or health, as well as various other types of distinctions/descriptions that are 

applied to individuals or groups (p.36). 

Not only is the body a messenger of history and culture, but the dancing body is a 

“primary social text” (Desmond, 1993/94, p. 57) transmitting explicit and implicit 

messages of who we are. Raising these issues in dance pluralism encourages transparency 

in pursuing a democratic dance education, thus supporting values of social justice. 

Concerned with the objectification of body in dance, Shapiro (1998a) turns to 

feminist work to more deeply consider the role of dance in education, editing the book, 

Dance, Power and Differences: Critical and Feminist Perspectives on Dance Education. 
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This collection of essays presents perspectives that explore vital social issues in a dance 

education context. Shapiro’s Pedagogy and the Politics of the Body: A critical Praxis 

(1999) situates the body as a site and means of understanding self and culture. In so doing 

she seeks a pedagogy that pursues democratic goals through “self and social 

transformation” (xix). Shapiro (1994, 1999) views feminist pedagogy as a “student-

centered approach,” where “personal experience is validated and provides a core from 

which students can reflect critically on their experiences in relationship to the world in 

which they find themselves” (1994, p. 10). Extending on this work Shapiro (1999) seeks 

a “theory and practice of somatically-oriented critical pedagogy” through philosophical 

reflection (p. xx).  

Stinson (1998a, 1998b, 1999) demonstrates similar perspectives to Shapiro 

reflecting on personal experiences that led her to question “traditional dance pedagogy” 

and to seek and teach a model of critical dance pedagogy. She shares challenges in 

educating future teachers to critically reflect and critically engage with significant issues 

related to social justice. Stinson’s teaching emphasizes development of personal voice 

and agency; relationship and community; and critical consciousness and responsibility 

(1998, 1999). Stinson, Shapiro, and others discussed have contributed to the theoretical 

discourse in which dance pluralism is situated. 
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 Realizing Transformative Practice in Dance 

Other dance scholar educators have shared their own paths, realizing 

transformative practices that shape their pedagogies.  Along with scholars who have 

theorized dance pedagogy through a critical lens and those who have provided insight 

into students’ meanings of dance education, a transformative dance discourse is taking 

shape. Overarching themes of this study—freedom, transformation, and community, are 

reflected throughout this discourse. 

One recent example of a dance scholar educator pursuing work within a 

transformative dance discourse is Becky Dyer (2010a, 2010b). Similar to goals of dance 

pluralism, Dyer (2010a) seeks to “cultivate an appreciation for diversity and respect” (p. 

10). Employing a similar approach to dance pluralism, she encourages high school 

students to share personal and cultural stories and experiences:  

Many students spoke and wrote about the emotions the project elicited in them, 

such as developing feelings of strength, unity, empathy, trust, personal power and 

having voice (Dyer, 2010a, p. 11). 

She continues: 

Images of ‘taking flight’, ‘birth’, ‘transformation’, ‘journeying together’, unity, 

cooperation and discovering commonalities, were recurring themes in student 

discussions, writings and choreography in the dance works (Dyer, 2010a, p. 12).  
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Emotions and images similar to those shared by Dyer (2010a) are plentiful in student 

descriptions of engagement in the present study. An opportunity for Dyer to interview a 

study participant eight years later hinted at possibilities of how an empowering dance 

experience (characterized by collective imagination, creation, and responsibility for the 

curriculum), may continue to shape a person well beyond the defined time experience. 

Clues in the present research suggest similar possibilities.  

Reflecting on students’ journal entries and her own experiences, Dyer (2010b) 

critiques pedagogical choices she employed on her way to a transformative teaching 

philosophy. Through an action research project in a college modern dance technique 

class, Dyer (2010b) continues this work concerned with dance practices that perpetuate 

“individualism, autonomy, egoism and relationships of privilege and power” without 

critique (Dyer, 2010b, p. 111). Through analysis of transcribed classroom discussions, 

student journals, interviews with students, and teaching reflections and observations, 

Dyer recognizes her perceptions of students as incomplete, similar to some of my own 

realizations through the current study. Dyer (2010a, 2010b) reflects on personal 

pedagogical work aligned with critical, feminist, and other transformative and 

emancipatory views. Varied student responses emphasize the importance of 

intersubjective relationships that seek mutual understandings among teacher and students, 

and reiterate the importance of interpretive research seeking student meanings and 

experiences. 
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Ojeya Cruz Banks (2010) is another example of a dance scholar educator who 

realizes a dance practice that promotes critical reflection, transformation, and action, and 

theorizes her practice through a critical lens. Situated in a curriculum that seeks 

understanding of culture, history and knowledge, Cruz (2010) finds that students gained 

new understanding of their bodies and developed a deeper respect for diverse cultures 

and people through West African dance. Students collaborated to create movement and at 

various times took on leadership roles in the West African dance class. Banks links her 

dance practice to Freire’s (1970) pedagogy seeking social justice through critical 

reflection, transformation, and action. Development of self-knowledge, connection to and 

trust in peers, and a sense of authenticity among students, values students in the present 

study also articulate, emerged as meaningful experiences of engagement with West 

African dance in Banks’ (2010). 

Dyer (2010a, 2010b), Banks (2010) and other dance scholar educators (Fortin, 

1999; Green, 2000; Anttila, 2004; Lakes, 2008) seeking to deconstruct traditional and 

hierarchical models of dance teaching so highly dependent on authoritative practices (i.e. 

teacher observation in technique classes) find that pedagogical practices that align with 

critical and transformative theory encourage personal empowerment and transformation 

even in the face of pressure to conform. Anttila (2004) perceives a relationship between 

being open and flexible towards making meaning in dance and experiencing freedom. 

Additionally, she relates individual empowerment of dancers to dance learning as a 

practice of freedom, defined as being able to make conscious choices that are responsible 

towards others when dancing (Anttila, 2004, p. 58). Fortin (1999) and Green (2000) 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1548-1492.2010.01065.x/full#b30
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pursue this work through somatic practices that draw on feminist pedagogy advocating 

agency and change. 

Feminist, multicultural, and critical methods all seek to question and critique 

social powers and to encourage agency in creating knowledge. The present research 

contributes to this conversation by reflecting students’ lived experiences of democratic 

themes.  Notably, student participants in this study were not asked to reflect on 

democratic experiences, but rather analysis of descriptions of engagement captured such 

experiences. It was only upon immersion in critical pedagogical literature that I realized 

that the central themes of this literature are the ways in which students in this study 

experience engagement. Perhaps ironically as Bond pointed out to me, “The critical 

pedagogical discourse continues to be more ‘mainstream’ with its, for me, sometimes 

paradoxically prescriptive style, in dance education literature than the phenomenological, 

which is never so sure of itself…” (K. E. Bond, personal communication October 1, 

2011). 

Returning to meanings derived from data of this study, Chapter 7 further 

illuminates student engagement in terms of three overarching themes: freedom, 

transformation, and community. Student voices are highlighted, giving them the final 

word on thematic findings, and meanings are analyzed, extended, and discussed in 

relation to transformative pedagogies.   
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CHAPTER 7 

FREEDOM, TRANSFORMATION AND COMMUNITY: OVERARCHING THEMES 

OF ENGAGEMENT 

 

Chapter 7 is the result of a final round of analysis of data presented in Chapters 4 

and 5. Major themes of the study, evidenced in students’ experiential descriptions of 

engagement in dance pluralism, are in dialogue with dance and transformative 

pedagogical literature. This chapter situates dance pluralism beyond the constructivist 

paradigm and within the discourse of critical pedagogy, an elaboration on existing 

theorizing of the course (Bond & Etwaroo, 2005; Bond, Frichtel & Gerdes, 2009; Aleman 

et al., 2010; Frichtel, 2010, Frichtel, 2011).    

The first section addresses the theme of freedom, illuminating ways in which 

students experience authentic self.  The second section addresses the theme of 

transformation, highlighting student experiences of change in dance pluralism. The third 

section discusses the theme of community, providing insight into ways students 

experience their peers and their educational environment. Within each of these sections 

the theme is considered in terms of student experiences in this study and situated among 

previous dance research. Connections between dance pluralism students’ experiences and 

transformative pedagogical literature are also made. The chapter concludes with a final 
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section addressing intersections of freedom, transformation, and community, and with a 

nod to Bond and Stinson (2000/01) addresses data that seem to elude categorization into 

any one of these overarching themes. Data in this chapter have all been introduced 

previously in Chapters 4 and 5.  Page numbers are provided for data cited in earlier 

chapters. 

 

Freedom  

This is the only class where I can be free and express myself. I don’t feel judged. 

(19, freshman, female. Reading response; p. 104.) 

Reflecting on the first few weeks of the semester in response to the Bond and 

Etwaroo (2005) text, this student suggests that her opportunities to freely express self in 

school are unique to dance pluralism. References to freedom are present throughout data 

depicting experiences of engagement. Examples throughout this section illustrate student 

experiences of freedom associated with self reflection and self expression, which are 

sometimes depicted as transcendent. Data demonstrate students feeling free to reflect on 

and express themselves through words and movement; dance pluralism students describe 

the felt freedoms of expression while moving, creating, and learning: 

I felt very self-aware and free during the improvisation. (22, 5th year/senior, 

Chinese-American, female, Piano Performance and Music Education. Movement 

reflection; p. 126). 
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I relaxed and got lost in the Haitian style. I was free and not stressed or worried. I 

just danced. (21, 3rd year/sophomore, Caucasian, female, Broadcast Journalism. 

Movement reflection; pp. 137- 138.) 

 

Self Reflection and Self Expression 

Students in dance pluralism highlight experiences of freedom related to exploring, 

expressing, and affirming subjective self.  Social pressures aside, students reveal their 

desire to express self freely and authentically: 

I am not certain when I became afraid of my voice, but I am ready to lose that 

fear. I am also unsure of when I started being so passive about my feelings, but I 

want to move beyond that. I want to assert my distinctive spirit. (18, freshman, 

Jamaican-American, female. Synthesis paper; p.110) 

Further, desire to explore and express personal perspectives, perhaps with the hope of 

experiencing such liberating moments as described in Bond and Etwaroo (2005), is 

evident in student descriptions reflecting on this reading assignment. A young woman 

responds affectively to the article and acknowledges a potential of freedom and 

expression through dance:  

I got emotional reading journal excerpts of some students. The article really 

reflected the deep concern that the teachers felt to teach students the freedoms and 
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voice we have through dance.  (18, freshman, Hispanic, female, elementary 

education and psychology. Reading response; p. 105.) 

Bond and Etwaroo (2005) evolved out of the authors’ teaching experiences in 

respective dance pluralism sections taught during the fall of 2001 and highlights students 

authentically expressing self and learning about self, specifically through the ‘Who am 

I?’ solo. Students in the present study connect with previous students through this reading 

and anticipate opportunities for themselves: 

I feel that I am going to explore new things about myself through this class like 

others in previous years. (19, freshman, female. Reading response; p. 104.) 

I am not a dancer and I was nervous about taking this class. After reading the 

article I realized that I do not need to be a perfect dancer to express myself. (18, 

freshman, white, female, Business. Reading response; p. 104.)   

On the surface these descriptions are not directly about freedom, however opportunity to 

explore and recognition that one need not be perfect allude to a sense, or an anticipated 

sense of freedom—an opening up of opportunity.  

Students in dance pluralism encounter many opportunities to explore and reflect 

on personal views. For one particular student the felt experience of freedom was 

specifically associated with her exploration of dance and music:  
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...I felt free dancing to rhythmic beats of the drums and brought out my Romany 

side. I explored the sounds of the music and applied various movements of my 

choice. (19, sophomore, Serbian-Romany, female, Spanish, Cultural-Linguistic 

Anthropology, and French. Synthesis paper; p. 138.) 

Effort, attention to, and mastery of movement afford opportunities to experience 

bodily freedom (Fraleigh, 1987). Sondra Horton Fraleigh (1987), dance philosopher, 

envisages dance as a practice of “ensuring our bodily lived freedom” by escaping the 

practical and utilitarian movements of daily life (p. 18-19, p. 233).  In a 

phenomenological sense bracketing normal practices creates a space to be open to new 

understanding and experiences. For the previous student the combination of dance and 

music provide an opportunity to explore a part of self that she had been encouraged to 

disregard.   

For interviewee Margot, freeing herself from practical and utilitarian movements 

through an improvisational dance activity enabled her to explore leadership: 

At first it was kind of awkward, but then I thought, ‘I’m in a class, why not?’ 

Normally I wouldn’t roll on the grass, but I did that day because it was something 

fun to do. Time went by really fast that day. (Interview; p. 180.) 

She continues: 

No one really knew what to do; everyone was walking around looking shy. After I 

started moving, I looked back, and I was surprised to see all these people 
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following me. I could stop and start something else and other people would 

follow. And then I could follow someone else.  I felt cool! (Interview; p. 180.) 

Opportunities to improvise and explore movement provide students with 

occasions to experience freedom, to become aware of themselves while also expressing 

themselves:  

When we altered my gesture it took on a different meaning. We all crossed our 

arms and one-by-one we shook our arms faster and faster. By the end the last 

member of our group was shaking so fast her arms seemed almost like they would 

unhook. In this movement I perceived freedom and breaking from the norm. (19, 

freshman, female, white, Advertising. Movement study reflection; p. 121). 

Some students associate their movement explorations with fluidity or flow. This example 

illustrates connection between feelings of “free flow” and intersubjectivity, hinting at the 

theme of community discussed later in this chapter: 

I trusted my partner and we really flowed as we moved around the floor. (18, 

freshman, white, female, Caucasian, International Business. Movement reflection; 

p. 132.) 

Opportunities to explore within the framework of dance improvisation provide 

students with experiences of freedom, liberation from constraints that typically restrain 

movement.  Such lived experiences may relate to Foucault’s ideas of freedom which 

suggest that it is sometimes necessary to be liberated from power dominations in order to 
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practice freedom (Foucault, pp. 282-284). Aligning herself with Foucault’s thoughts of 

freedom, Danielle Goldman (2010) theorizes ideas of freedom and dance improvisation 

in I Want to be Ready: Improvised Dance as a Practice of Freedom. Data substantiate 

Danielle Goldman’s views that experience is subjective for each dancer and that these 

moments of freedom improvising are individual experiences. 

Further complicating this discussion of freedom, self reflection, and self 

expression the following anecdotes, somewhat paradoxically, depict feelings of 

obligation. Perhaps also connected to a sense of community, these examples illustrate that 

freedom may foster a sense of authentic responsibility: 

I was free to dance for whatever cause I chose and not be judged. I felt an 

obligation to dance for my people and have their name be heard. It was freeing 

just to say the word... (19, sophomore, Serbian-Romany, Female, Spanish, 

Cultural-Linguistic Anthropology and French. Movement reflection; p. 148.) 

I loved reading about what people came up with for these projects. I feel obligated 

to push myself further and to really think about how I can express myself. I look 

forward to the solo and group dances with eager anticipation. (19, sophomore, 

Caucasian, female, Kinesiology. Reading response; p. 104.) 

These lived experience descriptions seem to exemplify Freire’s (1998) ideas relating 

freedom to autonomy and responsibility (p. 48).  
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For some students escaping imposed power structures dictating normal movement 

of everyday life and creating movement proves difficult. This description may even 

suggest discomfort with opportunities to explore freedom:  

The gesture study is challenging and makes me feel uncomfortable.  A regular 

gesture is fine, but distorting it feels wrong.  I don’t like coming up with my own 

moves on the spot and I felt out of my element.  If it’s someone else’s move I’ll 

go along with it, but I prefer structure to free form. (21, Junior, white, female, 

Biology. Movement reflection; p. 122.) 

 The experience of freedom may be associated with a sense of empowerment, an 

affirmation that one is not subjugated.  Students in dance pluralism classes are not 

required nor graded on disclosing personal information; nevertheless expressing self can 

be intimidating. Students often overcome obstacles to experience freedom, reflection, and 

engagement.  Sometimes students acknowledge their discomfort as a limit to fully 

engaging or having the freedom to fully engage. A freshman writes, “I was not 

comfortable enough with myself to perform full out in front of the class.” (18, Caucasian, 

female. End-of-semester reflection; p. 142.) Another student describes restricted 

engagement in a hip-hop workshop: 

I internalized the idea of an audience even though no one in class was watching 

me dance. I could not shake the feeling that I was on a stage. The invisible 

audience that I imagined was judging me and I wasn’t fully present. I even 
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laughed sometimes and pretended that I did not care that I was so horrendous at 

dancing. (White, male. Synthesis paper; p. 135) 

While unable to fully engage, to experience and express self on this occasion, this young 

man insinuates a desire to do so, only pretending not to care. 

Some students describe freedom in dance pluralism as a state of unconcern about 

the judgment or scrutiny of others. Describing a pair movement experience as a time of 

high engagement, a young woman describes: 

This was one of my favorite movement days. My partner and I meshed really well 

together. I was about having fun and I didn’t care what people thought. I felt free 

to express myself. (18, freshman, female, white. End-of-semester reflection; p. 

132.) 

Another student describes freedom in improvisational movement exploration: 

In the improvisation I moved freely and individually. I was creative and not on 

display... (18, freshman, Caucasian, female. Mid-semester reflection; p. 125.) 

Not being concerned with judgment frees a person from certain perceived constraints. 

The following examples depict student perceptions of engagement in relation to not 

feeling judged: 
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Making up my solo, I felt focused and excited…I didn’t feel I would be judged by 

my classmates. (18, freshman, white, female, undecided major. End-of-semester 

reflection; p. 145.) 

I was free to say whatever I felt and not be judged or criticized. I could actually 

talk, have a conversation, and learn from it. (Daniel, 21, 2nd year, white, male. 

Interview.)  (p. 171.) 

Interviewee Daniel articulates what other students in this study and some scholars have 

suggested—the freedom to authentically express self is significant to engagement and 

learning (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Giroux 1988; McClaren, 1989; Bond, 1994a, 2008). 

Similar to the present study, Alter (1997) connects between self-expression, self-

understanding, and freedom in dance, writing, “Dancing gave them freedom and joy, it 

gave them a chance to express themselves” (p 72, 80). Daniel felt free to participate in an 

open dialogue, sharing his perspectives and learning from the experience.  

Other dance pluralism students similarly describe experiences of freedom 

corresponding to heightened engagement in expression of and reflection on individual 

perspective (through movement, discussion, and writing). For some, heightened 

experiences of free engagement are experienced as transcendent moments. 
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 Transcendence 

... My blood was rushing and I felt odd dancing alone, but then something came 

over me and I felt a rush of freedom. I connected with the music and let loose. 

(19, sophomore, Serbian-Romany, female, Spanish, Cultural-Linguistic 

Anthropology, and French. Movement reflection; pp. 142-143.) 

Transcendence characterizes students’ most evocative lived experiences of 

freedom. Transcending unexceptional or common experiences in specific moments of 

shifting awareness, students describe a sense of felt freedom. In such cases, freedom may 

be thought of as the lived experience of transcendence. A senior music major describes a 

“click,” a moment when she transcended her concern with others’ perceptions (also 

suggesting a connection to the theme of community) and experienced herself and others 

authentically: 

I felt I would be terrible at hip hop. I was fearful of looking stupid. When our 

guest instructor turned on the music I groaned. With the music on, the ‘mood’ of 

hip hop clicked. I could feel the individuality of everyone’s own dance, especially 

my own. I felt less self conscious for the remainder of class. (22, senior, Chinese, 

female, Piano Performance and Music Education. End-of-semester reflection; p. 

135.) 
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The click signals transcendence while the felt experience of individuality can be 

associated with freedom to experience self and others in authentic ways. Daniel depicts a 

similar moment of transcendence with a spark: 

I had no idea what to write about. I started listening to a song and was inspired to 

write the paper in relation to the song...Once I got that idea, it sparked me, and I 

just didn’t stop writing. I felt like I was really honest in writing it with myself and 

with everyone in the class. (Interview; p. 170.) 

The change in this example is the shift in perception associated with transcendence:  

The dance changed from a series of movements to a continuous flow. (22, 

sophomore, Arab-Italian, male. Movement reflection; p. 133.) 

Transcendence is illuminated in the most striking descriptions of freedom 

experienced in dance:  

Suddenly, I felt my imagination come alive and my movements were entirely 

reflective of the imaginary situation. It was an adventure through which I had to 

maneuver my way through with a series of obstacles. I moved from one situation 

to another so quickly that I had no time to consider the strangeness of my actions. 

It was just all very real and I felt suspense as to what would come next. (18, 

freshman, Caucasian, female, International Studies. End-of-semester reflection; p. 

123). 
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The merging of action and awareness described here reflects Csikszentmihalyi’s (1975, 

1990) construct of flow:  “A person in flow has no dualistic perspective: he is aware of 

his actions but not of the awareness itself.” (1975, p. 38) The student reflects that during 

her engagement in the movement experience she was not able to “consider the 

strangeness of [her] actions;” she could not attend to “awareness itself.” In this sense she 

was freed from distractions and able to engage fully in the dance improvisation. 

 

Synthesis 

Experiences of freedom in dance pluralism illuminate values associated with 

opportunities to reflect on and express self. As introduced in Chapter 2, the value of 

freedom has been highlighted throughout dance studies (Hamburger, 1953; Fraleigh, 

1987; Stinson, 1993, 1997; Alter, 1997; Bond & Stinson, 2000/2001). Students associate 

their experiences dancing with felt freedom.  Bond and Stinson’s (2000/2001) analysis of 

student meanings of dance associate descriptions of freedom with authentic self-

expression and shifts in perception, comparable to students in the present study. 

Dance pluralism creates opportunities for students to reflect on and consider 

personal histories and knowledge. Data from this study support the transformative 

pedagogical perspective that personal expression is significant to mediating knowledge 

and making sense of the world (Giroux, 1988; McClaren, 1989; Apple, 1999). For 

example, Daniel describes discussion as an opportunity to share his feelings, “converse,” 
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and “learn” (p. 168, 218). As demonstrated by students, opportunities in dance pluralism 

(such as dancing, dance making, and group discussions) create a context in which 

students experience a sense of freedom acknowledging personal histories, explore 

personal perspectives, and express personal voice.  

Exemplified throughout this section, experiences of freedom exploring and 

expressing self literally and abstractly, through words and movement, are felt by students 

in dance pluralism, and support Fraleigh’s (1987) assertion that “freedom is not an 

abstraction; it is an experience” (p. 15). Students describe feeling good, accomplished, 

powerful, present, and appreciative exploring and expressing self in dance. In the present 

study students’ descriptions of freedom often coincide with depictions of high 

engagement. The powerful language employed by students suggests a second theme of 

this study—that of personal transformation. In a general course reflection, a student 

reflects, “In class I was transformed. I was free and I could express my ideas. I didn’t 

have to be a professional to participate.” (18, freshman, Jamaican-American, female. 

End-of-semester reflection; p. 90.) This description illustrates a relationship between 

freedom, that which was not experienced beforehand, and transformation. The theme of 

transformation is explored in the next section. 
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Transformation 

I pretend to carry heavy objects in chains or trudge through imaginary mud. Inspired and 

provoked, I came out of my comfort zone and entered a different reality. (18, freshman, 

white, female. Movement reflection; p. 134.) 

Transformation is the second of the three overarching themes emerging from 

student data depicting engagement. Transformation has to do with experiences of change, 

either defined by a set period of time (such as a class period), or a seemingly lasting 

change affecting one’s sense of self: 

I was exhausted. I didn’t feel like moving or talking, however, I got really 

energized about the topic being discussed in the class. (22, sophomore, Arab-

Italian, male. Mid-semester reflection; p. 113) 

I have a better understanding of others, and in some ways can put myself in some 

of my classmates’ shoes.  (19, sophomore, white, female. Reading response; p. 

105.) 

Although this research cannot access change in a longitudinal sense, clues suggest that 

enduring change is occurring, some of which seems to lead students in new and discreet 

life directions. An example of such change provided by Bond and Etwaroo (2005) 

illustrates a student realizing a new professional direction from her experiences in dance 

pluralism: 
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I used to want to be a dancer until I lost faith in myself after I got rejected from an 

elite university dance training program. Now I want to be a special education 

teacher and own a dance studio. (Bond & Etwaroo, 2005, p. 87). 

In any case, transformation as discussed in this study can be temporary or long lasting. 

 

Potential for Transformation in Dance 

Students’ depictions of transformation found in this study provide evidence for 

Sherry Shapiro’s (1999) sense of the potential of transformation in dance. She suggests 

that the possibility for transformation speaks to why dancers dance, and that dance offers 

unique opportunities to be transformed (pp. 108-109). Students’ transformative 

experiences dancing are connected to changed perceptions and focus through high points 

of engagement. For some, transformation is depicted by feelings of escape: 

Every day when I started moving or dancing, my worries and problems seemed to 

leave my head. It was a complete mood transformation for me from the beginning 

of class until the end. For 80 minutes I had an escape from life. (19, sophomore, 

female, white. End-of-semester reflection; p. 89.) 

For others, transformation relates more to connection and is characterized by feelings of 

mutuality, relating to others in new ways. This is seen in examples that connect themes of 
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freedom, transformation, and community, and are discussed in the next section of this 

chapter.  

Transformation is also associated with novel experiences of self:  “I felt things 

and expressed them in ways I never have.” (Female. Movement reflection; p. 123.) 

Transformative experiences go beyond what is already practiced or known. They have to 

do with possibility, discovery, change, and exploration (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975; Banks, 

1996).  Transformative experiences depicted here illuminate moments when students 

recognize change within themselves or as part of their community and are anticipated 

from early in the semester:  

I am really excited. I can't wait to see how the students in our class express 

themselves through movement. By the end of the semester I’m sure that most, if 

not all of us, will have a different view of ourselves, our peers, race, 

discrimination, movement, dance, and the world. (19, 2nd year/sophomore, 

African American, female, Communications. Reading response; p. 104.) 

Another student reflects on his self-transformation, attributing it to his experiences in 

dance pluralism:  

I have become more open to others’ opinions and I can understand people a little 

better. I am less judgmental now that I have taken this course. I can even 

understand myself more. I have a slightly new outtake on the world around me. 

(18, freshman, white/Caucasian, male. End-of-semester reflection; p. 90.) 
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Empowerment  

New ways of feeling, understanding, and acting are realized through engaging in 

dance pluralism. Such changes can empower students: 

I felt so powerful and present expressing this statement through dance. It was a 

feeling that I had never experienced before.  (18, freshman, white, female, 

undeclared. End-of-semester reflection; p. 142.) 

For some dance pluralism students such shifts are associated with feelings of growth and 

empowerment.  For the student who struggled to engage in hip hop and ballet workshops 

distracted by self-consciousness, the Aztec workshop provided a unique opportunity to 

experience himself differently, to let go of distractions, embody the movement, and feel a 

sense of empowerment: 

Doing the dance I felt powerful and natural, although I wasn’t that good at it. The 

dance was foreign and fun. With no male or female moves, we all moved 

together. There was no audience to please. My internal audience was gone. It was 

just the class and the dance. I was not worried about appearance or messing up 

like I usually am. I felt more alone dancing than I ever had before despite many 

other people dancing with me. (19, sophomore, white, male. Synthesis paper.)  (p. 

136.) 

This description of heightened engagement reminds me of Sparshott’s (1988) view of 

rightness as it pertains to dance and Bond’s (1992, 1994a) construct of “right dance” after 
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Sparshott (1988), “that which suits the specific aisthetic preferences of an individual or 

group” (Bond, 1994a, p. 22). In Bond’s study facilitation of “right dance” for nonverbal 

children with deaf-blindness resulted in students’ heightened engagement, including 

personal and social transformation. Sparshott (1988) also refers to the possibility of 

transformation in dance suggesting that dancing will sometimes bring about a new and 

heightened sense of being (p. 204). For students in this study, such as the one quoted 

above, feelings of empowerment are associated with transformation and engagement. 

Demonstrating the longevity of dance studies illustrating students’ transformative 

experiences in dance, Hamburger (1953) depicts student’s self-perceived sense of 

transformation. In her study students also describe making meaningful realizations that 

transform and empower: 

Dance has helped me overcome an awful lot of my shyness and the worrying over 

what other people will think. –Roberta (Hamburger, 1953, p. 23). 

Dance has taught me to look at something for what it is or what it could be, and 

not around it as I would rather do. Dance has given me confidence, a deeper 

interest in the world about me, a true sense of appreciation, and strange as it might 

seem, courage and hope. –Pat (Hamburger, 1953, p. 25). 

The present study, along with other dance studies from the past sixty years, provides 

evidence for the possibility of transformative experiences in dance.  
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Student illustrations of transformation evoke a maturing sense of self and agency 

corresponding to thoughtful and critical engagement: 

I realized how race and gender issues are not a thing of the past. At this moment I 

stopped using terms such as “before” and “back then” and brought these issues 

into the present.  (21, 3rd year, Caucasian, female, communications, Russian, and 

Arabic. End-of-semester reflection; p. 113.) 

Lived experience descriptions illustrate student realizations about themselves: 

Reading about typical girl movements, I realize how limited my own feminine 

movements are. I thought that I was doing something different; I tried to make it 

different, but it was really the same. (19, freshman, Korean, female, Violin 

Performance. Reading response; p. 109.) 

And realizations about the world in which they live: 

Although my genetic makeup and everything about me is Chinese, my 

personality, my inside-self, is white.  I am not just American.  I am Chinese, or I 

am Chinese-American, but mostly Chinese.  I take a lot of pride in being 

Chinese.  There is definitely something to be said about American schooling that 

makes me undeniably white and equally experienced in "white privilege" even if I 

haven't really recognized it. (22, 5th year/senior, Chinese-American, female, Piano 

Performance and Music Education. Reading response; pp. 107.) 
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Dance pluralism students acknowledge changed self in response to their class 

experiences: 

After I read this article, I was shocked by my own stupidity. I had a bias against 

Madonna because of her look. I am so immature! Madonna has expressed her 

opinions about race, culture, and religion through pop music. I realized that I had 

huge prejudice on pop culture and pop singers. Now, I am confused about myself. 

I was not the person I thought I was. I thought, at least, I knew myself. (19, 

freshman, Korean, female, Violin performance. Reading response; p. 109.) 

Critical self reflection associated with moments of realization suggests individual 

development and transformation, adding credence to pursuits of transformative 

pedagogical theory.  

 

Synthesis 

According to Banks (1996, p. 5), “A transformative, action-oriented 

curriculum...can best be implemented when students examine different types of 

knowledge in a democratic classroom where they can freely examine their perspectives 

and moral commitments.” Likewise, a phenomenological attitude that seeks to develop 

deeper reflective understanding of being with students aligns with transformative 

pedagogical practices by being open to possibilities of developing pedagogic 

relationships with students (van Manen, 1982). A phenomenological pedagogy supports 
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goals of transformative curriculum. As an example of such curriculum, dance pluralism 

provides students with opportunities to engage in reflective practices and explore 

different types of knowledge, with particular attention to knowledge relating to 

movement and the body—dance.  

Additionally, the democratic pursuits present in the pluralistic content provide 

opportunities for students to consider multiple perspectives and personal commitments: 

I was encouraged to suspend my disbelief and feel weight, oppression, and 

resistance.  In the beginning I took it as a silly activity, a joke.  However, as time 

progressed, I actually felt the weight of the hammer as I swung it to the ground 

and was forced to keep picking it back up in fear of a whipping. I was able to feel 

this burden.  (18, Freshman, white, female. End-of-semester reflection; p. 140.) 

Discussing issues of racism and prejudice was the best learning experience I had 

in this class. Hearing others’ experiences opened my eyes and was really 

shocking. (20, 2nd year, white, male. End-of-semester reflection; p. 112.) 

Until I read this article, I never thought about having unacknowledged white 

privilege over other races. I can't see myself as an unfairly advantaged person, but 

I think these privileges come natural to white and male society. (19, freshman 

female, white, undecided major. Reading response; p. 109) 

Considering perspectives and commitments within the constructs of the dance pluralism 

curriculum provides students with opportunities to experience transformation.  
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Transformative experiences are documented broadly in dance literature (Hawkins, 

1991; Hast, 1993; Hunt, 1994; Bond, 1994a, 1994b, 2001, 2008; Bond & Stinson, 

2000/2001; Bond & Etwaroo, 2005; Vieira, 2007).  For example, Bond and Stinson 

(2000/2001) highlight student perceptions and pleasure of transformational experiences. 

They describe “self-transformation” in students’ depictions of “authentic self” and 

“becoming someone or something else” in dance (p. 64).  Stinson (1985), Bond (1994a, 

1994b, 2001, 2008), and Hunt (1992, 1994) also consider themes of transformation that 

reflect ideas of ritual, freedom, and expression. Descriptions of transformation in the 

present study have to do with individuals’ experiences of altered reality, sense of escape, 

empowerment, and connection to others.  Similar to participant descriptions in this 

research, previous studies depict transformational experiences in terms of strong 

emotional reactions, new realizations, shifts in reality, and perceptions of fulfillment, 

escape, and discovery (Hunt, 1994; Bond & Stinson, 2000/2001; Vieira, 2007).  

This research demonstrates a close relationship between how students engage 

with course content and value their lived experiences of transformation.  Data in this 

section exemplify associations between transformation and freedom, as well as 

transformation and community. Connections between transformation and community 

have also been made previously by dance scholars (Hast, 1993; Bond, 1991, 1994a, 

1994b; Bond & Deans, 1997; Bond et al., 2007; Wu, 2005). A discussion of community 

as it pertains to engagement in dance pluralism is the third and final theme addressed in 

this chapter. 
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Community 

A lot of people didn’t have dance experience. I did.  Although we’re not all dance 

majors, we were still taking a dance class.  We had to dance. We were all kind of 

in the same position.  (Margot, 18, freshman, Caribbean/African American, 

female. Interview; p. 174.) 

Community, characterized by perception of equality and sense of belongingness, 

was the third significant theme identified through rigorous analysis of qualitative data. 

Empathy and connections with others allude to the importance of peer relations and 

experiences of community for participants in this study.  In the same ways that freedom 

and transformation emerged as themes in this study, evidence of community as 

experience of engagement is found throughout data. Participants convey feelings of 

equality and belongingness that correspond to their engagement with the curriculum.  

Being on a level with others is encouraging to students, promotes feelings of 

support, and reduces anxiety: 

I felt extraordinarily equal. No one in the class is a professional dancer. I am not 

worried about making a fool of myself by how I move or what I say. (20, junior, 

female, Hispanic/Mexican-Venezuelan, Art Education. Reading response; p. 89.) 

At first I was very nervous and hesitant to participate. I was afraid of looking like 

an idiot. I realized there was nothing to be afraid of. We were all in the same 

situation. I did not feel judged; in fact, I felt I was being supported. (18, freshman, 
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female, white, communications, dance, art. End-of-semester reflection; p. 124-

124.) 

At first I was hesitant to step into the circle, feeling as though I was being judged. 

After seeing how many people have had the same experiences as me I began to 

feel very comfortable. (18, freshman, white, female, Elementary Education. End-

of-semester reflection; p. 94.) 

Lived experience descriptions support bell hooks’ (1994) belief that the simple act 

of listening to others conveys unique and personal perspectives and “strengthens our 

capacity to learn together” (p.186.): 

I have been a student here for a year and a half. The students here are not as nice 

as I had initially expected. At the beginning of the semester I assumed that it 

wouldn’t be any different in this class, but it turned out different. We worked 

together to accomplish something. (22, 2nd year, Arab-Italian, male. End-of-

semester reflection; p. 121.) 

Participating in activities where individuals share about their personal experiences 

provides opportunities for students to relate to one another and realize commonalities. 

This student recalls the Identity Circle activity: 

I began to see how many people are experiencing or have had the same 

experiences as me. I began to feel very comfortable and at times emotional. (18, 



 
234 

 

freshman, white, female, Elementary Education. End-of-semester reflection; p. 

94.) 

Descriptions of community articulate feelings of belongingness and meaningful peer 

relations that are sometimes described as unique to experiences in dance pluralism. 

 

Building Community through Dance 

Dance pluralism course curriculum provides students with a multitude of ways to 

relate to one another (Bond, 2006):  

I related to so many more people than I had thought possible. (18, freshman, 

white, female, Public Relations and Advertising. End-of-semester reflection; p. 

149.) 

Lived experience descriptions confirm that students are connecting to one another 

through engagement with the curriculum. 

Through movement exploration students build physical and emotional trust in 

their peers in ways that they may not typically do: 

When it was her turn to lift me I felt really nervous. I felt self-conscious about my 

weight. She just laughed and said, “C’mon, it’ll be fine!” It was. She lifted me 
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easily. I trusted her physically and emotionally. We became friends. (18, 

freshman, Caucasian, Female. End-of-semester reflection; p. 129.) 

I didn’t know my partner and we were not allowed to talk. I connected with her 

through movement. I have never had such a close experience with a stranger, but I 

didn’t feel uncomfortable. (19, freshman, white, female, Advertising. Protocol 

writing; p. 130.) 

I felt a strong connection with the class when we were dancing to the Twist. It 

was not so serious. I had fun with everyone. It brought us together. (18, white, 

female, communications, dance, and art. End-of-semester reflection.)  (p. 140-

141.) 

Coming to know diverse others through movement exploration, dance pluralism students 

experience unique emotional, and sometimes “not so serious” but valued connections 

with their peers.   Students experience “close,” “strong,” and trusting connections 

engaging in dance pluralism. In a fundamental way dance pluralism is about community 

building, and in this way aligns with ideals of community seen in transformative 

pedagogical discourse (Palmer, 1998; hooks, 2003).  

Performance can serve as a sort of apex, guiding participants towards a common 

goal. Choreographing and preparing for class performances students describe being 

engaged: 
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We worked together. In the end we made a community based on our different 

values. (18, freshman, female, white, Pre-pharmacy.  Movement reflection; p. 

149.) 

It was difficult to adhere to all of the rules and guidelines and still make it look 

like a choreographed dance with everyone working together.  I found it 

interesting. Everyone had an idea that we were able to incorporate. (20, 

sophomore, Caucasian, female. Movement reflection; p. 122.) 

Some students describe a kind of working community of equal effort that promotes 

individual engagement: 

My teammates were trying as hard as I was. I felt engaged (21, junior, Caucasian, 

male. End-of-semester reflection; p 120.) 

I loved making up our dance. My group came together and I had fun while 

choreographing. We had the ‘all for one’ idea working perfectly, using every 

person's gestures, and taking and giving constructive criticism. I felt like I was 

heard. There was no one leader. I feel hopeful and excited for future assignments.  

(18, freshman, white, female. End-of-semester reflection; p. 119.) 

Dancing with others also creates opportunities for students to connect with peers 

to experience community: 
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It was challenging for me to accurately perform the moves, but I felt connected to 

a community and I was excited to move in a way completely different than my 

jazz and ballet roots. (18, freshman, Caucasian, female, Psychology. Mid-

semester reflection; p. 139.) 

I felt connected with everyone during the Planetary Dance. (23, 5th year/senior, 

male, white, Accounting. End-of-semester reflection; p. 149.) 

I had fun doing the dance. I was part of the group. (19, sophomore, white, male. 

Synthesis paper; p. 141.) 

For some, the experience of connecting with others dancing is empowering: 

I worked with my partner, keeping our hands, hips, or heads in contact the entire 

time.  We got to the point where the movement felt effortless. I could anticipate 

her movement, and she could anticipate mine. I felt powerful. (20, junior, 

Hispanic-Mexican/ Venezuelan, female, Art Education. End-of-semester 

reflection). (p. 133.) 

Findings of the present study demonstrate links between movement, performance, 

community, and engagement also identified in previous dance studies (Stinson, 1988; 

Hast, 1993; Bond, 1994b; Lazaroff, 1998; Wu, 2005; Bond et al., 2007).   

This research continues the dialogue around community as it has been observed 

throughout qualitative studies representing student meanings in dance education. Dance 
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scholarship has previously characterized community as authentic, caring relationships 

having to do with a sense of empathy, cooperation, care, and “real” friendships (Stinson 

et al., 1990, Bond 1991, 1994a, 2008; Stinson 1993; Bond & Stinson 2000/2001). This 

research suggests that dance may offer unique ways to foster community. 

 

Embracing Individual Difference within Community 

 Similar to Bond (1991, 1994a, 1994b, 2001, 2008), Bond and Richard (2005), 

Wu (2005), and Richard’s (2009) observations of aesthetic community, dance pluralism 

students value collaboration and accommodation of individual differences in an 

environment where students can express themselves authentically: 

I was able to do flips and show off.  Through the improvisations I found my own 

strengths in a class where everyone had more dance experience than me. (19, 

sophomore, white, male. End-of-semester reflection; p. 133-134.) 

Outside we improvised movement, taking turns leading and following. I had an 

immense amount of power for a short amount of time when it was my turn to 

lead, and then I passed it on. (20, sophomore, white, female. End-of-semester 

reflection; p. 133.) 

We took turns leading when it became uncomfortable or boring. (19, freshman, 

white, female, Psychology. Movement reflection; p. 126.) 
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I easily built a relationship with my partner. I talked about stuff I would never 

normally tell a classmate. I bonded with her. (19, freshman, white, female, 

Advertising. Movement reflection; p. 131.) 

Findings of this research are relevant to Bond’s (1992, 1994a, 1994b, 1997 with 

Deans, 2001, 2005 with Richard, 2008) theory of engagement, informed by her concept 

of aesthetic community, which suggests the importance of honoring students’ unique 

individual style and ‘private curriculum’ in the social context of dance education.  

Students in this study express sentiments reflective of Bond’s aesthetic community, 

particularly while engaging in creative and expressive movement exploration. Such 

experiences can be highly motivational. 

A community that embraces and values pluralism establishes a context in which 

individuals are welcomed as unique and diverse participants, encouraging authenticity of 

self: 

...Everyone in the class is very different from one another, but I can still talk and 

share my views on a topic without being judged. (Female. Reading response; p. 

114.) 

The most important motivating factor in this class is the students. You can find 

the smart, beautiful, funny, mature students all in one group helping each other 

and interacting with each other, and that created a special environment. (22, 2nd 
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year, Arab-Italian, male, international student. End-of-semester reflection; p. 89-

91.) 

Through this research I have become keenly aware of the motivational power in 

identifying with others and being part of a community. A sense of community can 

promote positive feelings of enjoyment and personal empowerment. Margot exclaims, “I 

got something out of what I was learning and I had fun doing it, understanding people 

and getting to know people.”  (18, freshman, Caribbean/African American, female. 

Interview; p. 175) Laurie echoes Margot: “I could have fun with the people I was dancing 

with and connect with them.” (Laurie, 21, junior, white, female. Interview; p. 163.) 

Others describe similar sentiments: 

I loved that I was able to relate to many of the students’ opinions of the class. This 

made me love the class more than I already do. (18, sophomore, African 

American, female, Communications. Reading response; p. 106.) 

I identified with other peers experiencing similar problems. I appreciated what I 

have and sympathized with others. I felt united with the class and strong. (18, 

freshman, Asian-American, female, Nursing. End-of-semester reflection; p. 94.) 

Feeling “part of” can encourage students, and even help a student overcome a personal 

challenge:  
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I looked around and noticed everyone in the class was attempting to do the 

moves. I was excited to move my body in new ways. (19, freshman, white, 

female, Psychology. Mid-semester reflection; p. 126.) 

I was so nervous about performing my solo dance. After talking to a classmate, I 

realized that my classmates were accepting and I decided to just have fun with the 

dance. When I got up in front of everyone to perform I was energetic, 

comfortable, and confident. (19, 2nd year, white, female. End-of-semester 

reflection; p. 144.) 

While many dance pluralism students do experience community and relate it to engaging 

with curriculum, not all students perceive the sort of community described in this 

section—one of belongingness and equality: 

I was stressed out and upset.  Classmates I didn’t really know or talk to were 

talking about me behind my back. I didn’t tell anyone how I felt. I was alone.  

There was no one to share my problems. (19, freshman, Asian, female. End-of-

semester reflection; p. 114.) 

I had a great idea, but after sharing it with my group I felt like I had to back up 

from my idea and give the others a chance to say their opinion. I wished there was 

a leader to tell us what to do. (22, sophomore, Arab-Italian, male. Protocol 

writing; p. 118.) 
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For another student a feeling of equality is not enough to find comfort exploring 

movement: 

I dreaded coming to class. I was so uncomfortable doing ridiculous moves even 

though everyone else was doing the same thing. (19, freshman, female, white. 

End-of-semester reflection; p. 124.) 

Perceiving others who are less engaged may dissuade students from working, 

detracting from a community characterized by feelings of equality and belongingness 

among its members. A student writes: 

I came into class with a lot of energy, but I was one of the few. I didn’t really do 

much. No one else was doing anything. (23, 5th year senior, white, male, 

accounting. End-of-semester reflection; p. 144.) 

This individual, who I recall as an overall engaged student, recounts a time when he fell 

victim, in terms of engagement, to what he perceived as underwhelming energy from the 

majority of his peers.  Paradoxically, other students—one of the most motivating factors 

in the class when perceived as a community, may also be one of the most demotivating 

factors. Data in this study illuminate how a community of peers can both encourage or 

‘carry’ a lackluster individual, and when perceived as a sort of ‘negative community,’ can 

bring a usually engaged individual down. 
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Synthesis 

Findings suggest that a student’s ability to engage with content may be related to 

the individual’s sense of community. Struggling to engage, students describe feelings of 

disconnect from peers. A student describes her experience in class discussion: 

I felt disconnected from the group when they said words that I didn’t understand. 

(22, sophomore, Arab-Italian, male. Mid-semester reflection; pp. 114-115.) 

Another student describes a challenging movement activity: 

I had to create movements to go with words such as ‘melting.’ I couldn’t come up 

with a single movement. I felt left out, disconnected, and embarrassed. (18, 2nd 

year, white, male. End-of-semester reflection; p. 125.) 

Working through challenge to engage in curriculum a student describes a feeling of 

connection: 

Some of the exercises involved eye contact or physical touch. I was apprehensive. 

I did not know the people in my class and I was use to avoiding eye contact with 

people I didn’t know. Through the exercises we became closer physically. I began 

to feel connected to the rest of the class. By the end I felt comfortable and enjoyed 

myself. (18, freshman, white, female. End-of-semester reflection; p. 128.) 

A relationship between a student’s ability to engage with the task and their sense of 

community is illustrated in these descriptions. 
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Engaging in dance pluralism curriculum, students depict a growing sense of 

connection and community: 

 Silently telling our stories of cultural, racial, and other discriminatory 

experiences, I became closer to the class. (20, sophomore, Caucasian, 

Biochemistry. Performance paper; p. 95.) 

I was relaxed.  After sharing that women’s rights is a cause I feel strongly about 

and joining the class in running, we all came together. (18, freshman, female, 

white, Pre-pharmacy.  Movement reflection; p. 149.) 

Sensitive to Hast’s (1993) flexibility of the meaning of community, as well as dance 

pluralism students’ descriptions of identification, shared values, and respect of 

individuality and diversity, community in this study embodies a sense of we that many 

students articulate throughout descriptions illuminating experiences of engagement. 

Community perceived in this way can encourage, support, and contribute to a sense of 

empowerment and enjoyment among dance pluralism students. 

Data highlighted in this section suggest that students are engaging in learning for 

both personal and social experiences, and that feeling a sense of connection, or 

belonging, and equality is key to experiencing community and engagement in course 

curriculum for dance students (Bond & Richard, 2006). General education dance 

pluralism students confirm Bracey’s (2004) findings that describe a strong sense of 
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belongingness and connection with peers, and value opportunities to express personal 

voice through a myriad of reflective and creative activities.  

In her 1925 text The Dance and its Place in Education, H’Doubler described 

students’ collaborative work style related to a sense of “unity,” a feeling of connection to 

other students, and valuing one another’s unique contributions (H’Doubler, 1925, 54).  

Students in this study, as well as in Stinson et al. (1990), Stinson (1992, 1993, 1997), and 

Bond and Richard (2006), describe similar phenomena of connection, understanding 

others and feeling understood, depicted broadly by students in the present study as “a 

bond,” “kinship,” “united,” “linking,” and “friendship.” Alter (1997), Bond and Etwaroo 

(2005), Bracey (2004), and Harding and Haven (2009) all suggest that peer relationships 

are meaningful and that they influence students’ experiences in dance. Also, Bond and 

Stinson (2007) acknowledge substantial data, yet to be explored, that suggest relatedness 

between community and engagement. The third part of their study will investigate 

students’ experiences of relationships with people and the environment in dance 

education (2000/2001, 2007). 

This sense of community described by dance pluralism students bears likeness to 

Victor Turner’s “communitas,” a phenomenon that Hast (1993) connects to experiences 

performing Contra dance and Bond (1994a) introduces in relation to aesthetic 

community. Through ritual, celebration, and community, communitas affords an 

experience of being one with others while it also “preserves individual distinctiveness” 

(Turner, 1982, p. 45). Communitas is a result of or results in the liberation of normal 
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social structure, enabling individuals to experience a sense of freedom in thinking, 

feeling, and expressing.  The concept of communitas ties together experiences of 

freedom, transcendence, transformation, and community as discussed in this study. The 

following section expands discussion of these interconnections. 

 

Freedom, Transformation, and Community:  Intersections and Beyond 

At first I was nervous to walk into the circle, but after seeing how many people were in 

the same situation I didn’t feel nervous anymore.  This identity activity allowed me to 

connect on a more personal level and realize I wasn’t alone in situations where I thought 

I was. I felt a strong connection with the entire class. (18, freshman, white, female, 

communications, dance, art. Reading response; p. 94.) 

While descriptions throughout the chapter sometimes reflect intersections of 

freedom, transformation, and community, usually with one being highlighted within the 

description, there are examples, such as this, that illustrate experience that simultaneously 

embodies freedom, transformation, and community.  

Students’ descriptions of being empowered to express themselves link the 

overarching themes of this study. Students describe finding a sense of comfort in a 

community free from judgment, a sense of freedom and personal authenticity—to express 

their individual perspectives, thus being able to learn through reflection and from one 

another, and intersecting with transformational experiences shifting understanding and 
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action. A typically quiet student illustrates her experience finding her voice, participating 

in a controversial discussion relating to race and equality: 

I didn’t try to appease others. The discussion was a frenzy of heated and 

passionate dialogue. I focused more on what I thought than on how I came across. 

I felt liberated that I had my own voice and chose to have it heard. (18, freshman, 

Caucasian/Ukrainian, female. Synthesis paper; p. 114.) 

This was arguably a transformational experience for a student who was, at least 

temporarily, empowered to speak out about her views on race inequalities.  

 In a similar way the following student illustrates a time when she was able to be 

present and engaged in a dance, uninhibited by how she was presenting herself and 

focused on the community of dancers during an improvisational movement exploration: 

I completely forgot about the steps. I experienced others by noticing the 

movements they performed. I became comfortable and open with others freely 

dedicating myself to them as they were to me.  I felt like I had escaped the 

realities of work, school, family, stress, and issues that bog my life down. (21, 

transfer student, Caucasian, female. Performance paper; p.132.) 

Interviewee Daniel reflects generally on discussions, recalling that he felt free to 

learn and articulates what other students in this study and others have suggested—

authentic self-expression is integral to engagement and learning (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1975). 
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I felt totally comfortable and I was free to say whatever I felt and not be judged or 

criticized. I could actually talk, have a conversation, and learn from it. It was a 

very comfortable situation.  (Daniel, 20, 2nd year, male. Interview; p. 171.) 

Authentic self-expression, as a mode of freedom, has to do with being honest and open in 

one’s thinking.  

Transcending inhibitions, finding a sense of comfort within the class community 

links to the opening of this chapter’s discussion on freedom and self-expression, as well 

as to the potential for transformation associated with learning, further suggesting 

interrelatedness of themes. 

Laurie articulates connection between comfort, community, freedom, authenticity, 

and meaningful (what might even be transformational considering descriptions of 

previous experiences throughout the course) experience: 

I felt so close with the class. I didn’t feel like I had anything to hide. It was a very 

emotional and intense experience. (Laurie, 21, junior, white, female, Biology. 

Protocol writing; p. 149.) 

The following description also alludes to the interrelatedness of themes. Dancing 

as part of a group improvisation, this student’s description elicits notions of freedom 

associated with moving fluidly, transformation relating to the novelty of awareness 

dancing with another person, and community trusting and connecting with the group:  
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I struggled at first, but when we finally found that certain moment of connection, 

the feeling was unlike any other. It felt as if we had melded into one person, we 

were able to move so fluidly.  Dancing and moving with the group, I experienced 

trust and connection. (20, sophomore, Caucasian, female.  End-of-semester 

reflection; p. 118.)  

Powerful, emotional, revelatory moments described throughout this chapter offer 

a glimpse into meanings students make of their experiences with and surrounding dance. 

Categorizing descriptions of engagement into themes of freedom, transformation, and 

community provides one structure to analyze, make meaning, and understand this 

research. This organization allows me to situate and discuss the data within a credible 

matrix of meaning.  While this structure establishes discernible lines distinguishing 

overarching themes of engagement, making it easier to discuss, it is evident that students 

experience these phenomena together.  With a nod to Bond and Stinson’s (2000/2001) 

thematic categories “It’s hard to say” and “It’s hard to classify,” the remaining portion of 

this section includes descriptions that I found too difficult to classify according to the 

thematic parameters of this chapter. 

Descriptions too vague to be discussed in terms of freedom, transformation, and 

community and yet still suggesting value and significance capture the difficulty students 

sometimes have articulating their experiences. Laurie reflects on her semester experience 

in dance pluralism with excitement and sincerity: 
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I got to have fun with it. That was probably one of my first experiences where I 

just had fun with the class. I felt comfortable. I didn’t feel pressure to be some 

dancer I wasn’t. I could just try. It was a lot of fun.  (Laurie, 21, junior, white, 

female. Interview; p. 137.) 

The study yielded numerous depictions exemplified by the preceding, ones that are void 

of much descriptive language, using general terms such as fun, but nevertheless express 

value of experiences alluding to themes of freedom, transformation, and community as 

engaged learning.  

Other descriptions point to a sort of apex of interconnectedness of freedom, 

transformation, and community. For these students experiences are portrayed as 

spiritual—a concept that can embody experiences of freedom, transformation, and 

community (Glazer, 1999; Bond & Stinson, 2000/2001). For this student spiritual relates 

to her connection with self, other, and environment (music): 

This improvisation entailed feeling and responding to the music, as well as 

responding to others through wordless communication; only communication 

through body language was allowed. It was a spiritual experience; I connected 

strongly with myself, my partner, and the music. (Female. Movement reflection; 

p. 124.) 

Another student reflects on the course after reading the Bond and Etwaroo (2005) article: 
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I have a better understanding of others, and in some ways can put myself in some 

of my classmates’ shoes. (19, sophomore, white, female. Reading response; pp. 

105-106.). 

She further describes her experience: 

...In this class I am not only on an educational journey, but also a spiritual, 

physical, and mental journey. (19, sophomore, white, female. Reading response; 

p. 103). 

Spiritual experiences are depicted by Bond and Stinson (2000/2001) as 

superordinary and align with what Hamburger (1953) calls complete expression. 

Students in the present study express strikingly similar sentiments to those in these 

studies as well as others (Alter et al., 1972; Stinson et al., 1990; Stinson, 1993, 1997; 

Alter, 1997; Bracey, 2004).  A sense of freedom, personal expressivity, change, 

connection, and empowerment are also associated with each of these concepts and point 

towards the interrelatedness of themes in the present study. 

These difficult to classify descriptions of engagement remind me that student 

meanings extend beyond my thematic grasp. Nevertheless, this work extends 

understanding of the diversity of student experiences that exist in dance education, while 

also distilling core meanings.  

  In a final effort to highlight student meanings, I conclude this chapter with a quote 

from the interview with Daniel. Reflecting on his experiences and what he might tell 



 
252 

 

others interested in the course, Daniel suggests that the experience itself is what he 

valued. His vagueness implies difficulty in describing the experience, yet through 

metaphor and expressive vocal emphasis recorded during the interview he relates a 

powerful learning experience: 

I really loved that class. If I could take it again I probably would, just to get more 

credits, as electives... It is an experience! I would tell people to experience it for 

themselves. I would tell them it is an experience of learning. I would call this 

class Life 101, Life 101 with Movement. That is what it was for me. It was 

learning about life and everyday stuff, and being able to express myself through 

movement—Life 101. (Daniel, 21, 2nd year, white, male. Interview; p. 174.)  
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CHAPTER 8 

SUMMARY, FINAL THOUGHTS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Summary of the Dissertation 

The final chapter of this dissertation begins with a summary of the study, 

including an overview of the study’s purpose, background literature, methods and 

procedures, findings, and discussion of the overarching themes.  In the second part of this 

chapter, I offer recommendations for future study and pedagogy, and concluding 

thoughts. 

 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to illuminate student experiences and meanings of 

engagement, and hopefully to suggest ways to facilitate student engagement in dance. 

Focusing on a general education dance course allowed examination of student 

experiences across a wide spectrum of course activities including: movement and dance, 

performance attendance, reading, writing, and discussion. This study contributes to a 

small, growing body of literature regarding student meanings of dance that has taken 
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shape over the past two decades (Stinson, Blumenfeld-Jones, & Van Dyke, 1990; 

Stinson, 1992, 1993, 1997; Bond, 1991, 1994a, 1994b, 2001, 2008; Bond & Deans, 1997; 

Alter, 1997; Bond & Stinson, 2000/2001, 2007; Lazaroff, 2001; Bracey, 2004; Bond & 

Etwaroo, 2005; Bond & Richard, 2005; Bond, Frichtel, & Park, 2007; Wu, 2005; 

Richard, 2009; Dyer, 2010a, 2010b).  Additionally, this research contributes 

understanding of engagement in broader circles relating to arts and general education. 

 Initial research questions that oriented this study are: 

1. What are the attributes/characteristics of an engaged general education dance 

class? 

2. How do non-major dance students experience engagement? 

3. What about dance in a higher educational setting is more or less engaging? 

What is more or less not engaging?  

4. In what ways do students connect to reading materials, media, discussions, 

movement investigations, performances, and one another?  

5. How do individual students perceive their learning processes and 

engagement?    

As is the nature of such a study, orienting questions were reshaped as part of the research 

process. For example, already immersed in this study, I realized that the term non-major 

in question two did not sufficiently describe the students participating in the dance 

pluralism courses, as dance major students were able to take the course at the time of data 

collection for this study. Perplexingly, dance majors are no longer permitted to take 
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dance pluralism to fulfill the race and diversity requirement. The term non-major was 

replaced with general education, as seen above. I also realized that some of my original, 

orienting questions were too broad or untenable and had to be disregarded. While 

question one is rather broad, findings do begin to answer this question by illuminating 

student perceptions of dance pluralism. Question three is a much broader question than 

this single study could possibly address and was disregarded. Questions four and five 

present some overlap. Data provide descriptions of student experiences engaging in the 

myriad of course activities illuminating how students relate to various course 

components, ways in which students experience engagement, and values drawn from 

such experiences in dance pluralism. 

 

Background Literature 

Understanding engagement through educational and psychological lenses 

provided a basis for approaching this study examining student engagement in dance. A 

review of literature established engagement as a viable construct in orienting students’ 

experiential meanings within the dance pluralism context. Engagement literatures 

generally address three major perspectives: psychological, behavioral, and interpersonal, 

(Willms, 2003; Handelsman et al., 2005; Ooi, 2007; Osborne et al., 2007).  Some studies, 

as introduced in Chapter 2, have suggested a low correlation between student engagement 

and student achievement (Willms, 2003; Kytle, 2004).   
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 Selected dance literature pertaining to student meanings and engagement was 

introduced in Chapter 2, establishing a context for this study. A small collection of 

literature relates to student engagement in dance and includes studies with children, 

adolescents, and college dance majors. Two sizable studies include Bond and Stinson 

(2000/2001, 2007) who draw on data previously collected in a number of independent 

smaller studies examining student meanings of dance. A third notable study by Alter 

(1997) reviewed six previous studies and new data to examine the question: “Why do 

dance students dance?” All three of these studies address themes relevant to student 

engagement and student meanings of dance education.  

Studies by Bond (1991, 1992, 1994a, 1994b, 2001, 2008), Stinson (1992, 1993, 

1997), Ginsburg (1996), Bracey (2004), Wu (2005), Richard (2009) and others also 

situated this study in existing discourses. Persistent themes are evident throughout 

interpretive dance studies seeking student meanings. These include developing a sense of 

identity with opportunities to explore and express self, relatedness and feelings of unity 

and care with peers, opportunities to explore and experience freedom, and experiences 

that go beyond the ordinary, including heightened sense of perception and feelings of 

wholeness. This study aligns with and adds to such previous dance research (Stinson et 

al., 1990; Stinson, 1992, 1993, 1997; Bond, 1991, 1994a, 1994b, 2001, 2008; Bond & 

Deans, 1997; Alter, 1997; Bond & Stinson, 2000/2001, 2007; Bracey, 2004; Bond & 

Etwaroo, 2005; Bond & Richard, 2005; Bond et al., 2007; Wu, 2005; Richard, 2009).   
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Notably, this study supports previous research across a range of demographics, 

strengthening discourse about how students experience engagement in dance. This 

inquiry further adds voices of general education university students to a discussion that 

already includes university dance majors, pre-K through high school dancers, private 

studio dancers, fathers and sons, and young nonverbal children with severe visual and 

hearing impairments. Within each group a breadth of experiences are depicted in the 

literature; however, commonalities across the disparate voices strike me as most 

interesting. Connecting with others, experiencing and expressing self in authentic ways, 

valuing experiences and content of dancing, being motivated to work, and perceiving 

freedom are pervasive ideas throughout this body of dance literature encompassing 

student meanings of dance.   

 

Methods and Procedures 

 In a qualitative study such as this, a certain amount of flexibility was necessary in 

order to allow methods and procedures to take shape to best serve the research focus. 

Turning to van Manen (1990a, 1990b, 1997, 2002) and other phenomenologically minded 

researchers provided framing for this study. Bracketing assumptions and premature 

conclusions throughout the process maintained a focus on data, while faith in the writing 

process as a means to comprehend data allowed for maturation of understanding. 
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 Data were collected from 64 students in five different sections of an evolving 

dance pluralism course. Written data were collected from end-of-semester course 

reflections, mid-semester course reflections, and coursework including: movement 

reflections, reading responses, performance papers, and final synthesis papers. 

Additionally, 4 students selected for demonstrating an observed range of behavioral 

engagement were interviewed about their experiences in the course. Numerous rounds of 

data analysis were made explicit in Chapter 3. Lived experience descriptions, as per van 

Manen (1990a), were extracted from written data sources and interview transcriptions. 

Throughout analysis themes slowly became apparent.  

 

Findings 

 Findings of the study were presented in Chapters 4 and 5, and extended in 

Chapter 7. Chapter 4 presented data collected from students’ reflective writing and other 

written coursework. Chapter 5 presented data collected from four individual interviews 

and synthesizes interview data with material collected from interviewees via reflective 

writings and written coursework. 

Chapter 4 organized findings into nine sections according to course activities: 

Identity Circle, viewing dance performances and performance reflection papers, readings 

and written responses, discussions, partner and small group movement compositions, 

improvisational movement explorations, dance workshops, performances, and Planetary 
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Dance. This organization illustrated student experiences of engagement throughout 

various modes of course activity, illuminating how students connect to course content, 

and accounts for all data. Through this assemblage of varied activities that call on 

students to imagine, create, collaborate, empathize, and reflect on personal perspectives 

and perspectives of others, students engage with course content, curriculum, one another, 

and self reflection, making connections to personal experiences and histories. 

Students describe experiences in dance pluralism as distinct from previous 

experiences in and out of school and often challenging for personal, social, and task 

related reasons. Course activities such as discussions, performances, readings, and 

movement often evoke and provide opportunities to practice empathy as students relate to 

others.  Sometimes this is challenging and students describe working hard to understand 

perspectives and experiences very different from their own. There are times when 

students are unable to immediately relate, and experience feelings of disconnect. 

Movement workshops, improvisational movement explorations, and dance performance 

typically emphasize nonverbal communication. Students describe these activities as 

shifting or transforming their sense of perceiving and being, encouraging them to relate to 

peers in new ways. For some, meaning and understanding develop with time. 

Many students appreciate the equality, power sharing, and democracy that are 

encouraged and cultivated in partner and group work despite, or perhaps because of, the 

challenges of negotiation and collaboration. Students value opportunities to freely discuss 

and address diverse points of view. They value opportunities to freely express themselves 
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individually and collaboratively to others and to freely experience what others express 

through multiple communicative practices employed in dance pluralism. A few students 

indicate that they imagine easier ways to achieve the assigned tasks (such as creating a 

movement study with an assigned leader) and would thus prefer such an approach that 

would lessen engagement with diverse perspectives, an explicit goal of the course (Bond, 

2006). Movement workshops, improvisational movement explorations, and dance 

performances emphasize nonverbal communication. These, along with other language-

based activities can shift or transform students’ sense of perceiving and being, and 

encourage students to think in new ways. Through varied course activities and 

experiences, a consciousness of community, characterized by equality and a sense of 

belongingness among peers, evolves. 

 Analysis of interview data allowed me to consider range of engagement 

experiences of each interviewee. Examining students’ writings collected during their 

course participation along with the later interview materials revealed an extended 

perspective on student perceptions of engagement. I was better able to understand the 

unique experiences of the interviewees, realizing that my interpretations of their 

engagement during the course were limited by not better understanding the ways in 

which they were engaging with curriculum and peers. Interview data triangulated data 

collected from reflective writing and written course assignments, offering a 

comprehensive perspective of student engagement in the dance pluralism courses.  
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Additionally, the four interviews significantly advanced understanding of student 

experiences of performance, emphasizing feelings of anxiety and excitement and raising 

concerns about evaluation and grades. The interviews also extended understanding of 

other course activities described throughout Chapter 4. For example, the ability to 

emotionally engage with a reading, at least for Laurie, affected the ease of her writing 

relating to the reading. Interviewees also expanded meanings of community as two of the 

students described a close bond to a small group of peers within their mutual class. 

Through a methodical process of data analysis and review of findings in Chapters 4 and 

5, I perceived three overarching themes of student engagement: freedom, transformation, 

and community. 

 

Transformative Pedagogy 

 From descriptive data, student experiences of engagement in dance pluralism 

suggested values inherent to critical pedagogical theory. With this realization I was 

drawn into transformative pedagogical literatures. A theoretical entry into the final 

synthesis of findings, Chapter 6 discussed transformative pedagogical literatures relevant 

to research findings. While it may seem unusual for a literary pause to be placed prior to 

and separate from the final presentation of experiential themes (findings of the findings), 

this choice reflects my genuine temporal process, endeavors to allow students the last say 

in this study of student meanings of dance, and enables the reader to draw personal 
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conclusions about meanings of this research by first gaining basic understanding of 

transformative pedagogical literatures as they relate to this study.   

Perceiving descriptions from students in this and other studies as empirically 

illuminating transformative pedagogical values, I engaged with literature from critical, 

multicultural, and feminist perspectives. I found rich meaning in this immersion by 

relating transformative pedagogical values to the experiences of dance learning that 

students describe. Through dialogue with these bodies of literature I was able to form 

webs of meaning connecting theory and experience. 

 

Discussion 

 After immersion in the literature presented in Chapter 6, I returned to student 

experiential meanings, discussing major themes of freedom, transformation, and 

community in Chapter 7.  Students’ experiential meanings were foregrounded once again 

to illustrate student meanings of engagement in a general education dance class.  The 

three themes presented in Chapter 7 are summarized next. 

Freedom. Freedom encompasses experiences of personal reflection including 

consideration, exploration, and expression of self. For some, the most powerful lived 

experiences of freedom were transcendent.  Transcendence in this study relates to Bond 

and Stinson’s (2000/2001) conception of the superordinary and Hamburger’s (1953) 

notion of complete expression. The present study demonstrates that freedom is integral to 
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engaging in dance pluralism.  Students experience new and alternate ways to reflect on 

and express self. Affirming and understanding subjectivity is associated with these 

experiences and implies the transformative pedagogical intentions. 

Transformation. Transformational experiences reflect perceptual changes of time, 

space, mood, and self, and are also connected closely to experiences of freedom (Hast, 

1993; Stinson, 1993, 1997; Bond, 1994a, 1994b, 2001; Hunt, 1994; Bond & Stinson, 

2000/2001; Vieira, 2007). Transformation has to do with experiences of change and 

relates to altered perceptions and focus through heightened engagement. Such 

experiences are evident in data depicting a gamut of curricular activities. Merging of 

action and awareness depicted by highly engaged students substantiates 

Csikszentmihalyi’s (1975, 1990) theory of flow.  Transformational experiences may 

involve feelings of escape and connection and can be empowering as self-awareness 

shifts. Transformation that reflects a maturing sense of self and agency corresponds to 

goals of transformative pedagogies. For some, transformational experiences are highly 

social and provide a straightforward transition to discuss experiences of community. 

Community. Experiences of community are pervasive throughout dance literature 

illuminating student meanings. Community is experienced as cooperative, supportive, 

and caring relationships among peers; cohesiveness; and belongingness (Stinson, 1993; 

Bond, 1994a, 1994b, 2001, 2005; Alter, 1997; Bracey, 2004, Bond & Etwaroo, 2005; 

Bond & Richard, 2009). A sense of community emerges in dance pluralism classes as 

peers share personal histories and develop connections through group movement 
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exploration, performance, and other collaborative work. In this diverse yet cohesive 

environment students may feel comfortable authentically expressing self.  Similar to 

themes of freedom and transformation, community is a value of critical pedagogical 

theory and can be motivating and empowering to students. 

 

Final Thoughts and Recommendations 

 In this study, illumination of dance student engagement was achieved through a 

rigorous qualitative research process derived from phenomenological and action research 

paradigms, in which I endeavored to bracket my own experiences and assumptions in 

order to openly approach data. Such a practice that seeks to make the researcher, 

methods, and analysis transparent enables readers to draw their own conclusions from a 

more fully informed position. I recognize personal growth as a result of my investment in 

this study and acknowledge that original questions emerged from a place different from 

where I am now.  

My pre-existing beliefs—for example, about a teacher’s responsibility to create 

scaffolding within which students are able to create meaning and develop knowledge—in 

part, initiated this study. Seeking to explicate students’ experiential meanings, written 

descriptions of engagement were presented that illuminated the nature of pedagogical 

scaffolding. Four interviews added another layer of meaning, as students reflected on 

their experiences in the dance pluralism class more than a year after completing the 
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course. More than four specific cycles of analysis and a writing process that embraced a 

model of knowing through writing (Richardson, 1994) led me to three culminating 

themes pertaining to student experiences of engagement: freedom, transformation, and 

community. In discussion with literature these three themes are discussed as separate 

phenomena; however, they represent deeply intertwined meanings as presented through 

the analysis of findings in Chapter 7.  

As evident throughout Chapter 7, each specific theme (freedom, transformation, 

community) is introduced within a context that recognizes the others. The relatedness of 

themes is demonstrated through student descriptions of engagement, in the recurrence of 

themes through various rounds of analysis, and by the writings of scholars such as 

Greene (1988), hooks (1994, 2003), Hunt (1994), Bond (1994a, 1994b, 2008), Bond and 

Stinson (2000/2001), Mezirow (2003), Anttila (2004), and Taylor (2005), all of whom I 

draw on to further explore findings of this study. Woven together I see these themes as 

having to do with authentic ways of being: experiencing, expressing, relating, and 

evolving. New understandings of student experiences seen through the lens of this 

research are influencing my philosophy of teaching. This philosophy embraces a quality 

of social justice that recognizes students for whom and where they are as individuals. 

What strikes me as most interesting in this research is how the voices of dance 

pluralism students align so closely with diverse voices from previous studies: crossing 

boundaries of age, race, gender, ability, and experience. Students across studies value 

self-expression, identity, freedom, transformation and transcendence, and social 
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relationships. Incorporating voices of general education dance students into this discourse 

by seeking an understanding of engagement in dance, I am also initiating a directional 

change in this dialogue, focusing a discussion directly around what it means to engage. 

Understanding engagement to be about personal and intersubjective experiences of 

freedom, transformation, and community establishes a kind of educational paradigm 

evolving directly out of students’ lived experiences in dance. Developing on these 

constructs would enable dance educators, and perhaps educators in general, to contribute 

to curriculum development with a pursuit of student engagement as a goal. 

Deriving meaning of engagement from students’ lived experiences in an 

educational environment is the practice of phenomenological pedagogy. Returning to van 

Manen (1982), whose hermeneutic phenomenological methodology strongly influenced 

this dissertation research, I considered meanings of phenomenological pedagogy. To 

discover meanings of pedagogy in the lived experiences of students defines pedagogy in 

an ontological sense, embracing what it means to be pedagogic—a way of being present, 

concerned, and caring towards students.  Phenomenological pedagogy characterizes an 

attitude towards understanding the practical experiences of education. It is not simply an 

alternative to other research approaches.  

As van Manen (1982) puts it, “phenomenology bids to recover reflectively the 

grounds which, in a deep sense, provide for the possibility of our pedagogic concerns” (p. 

298). The living sense of the word pedagogy exists within the relationship between 

teacher and student (van Manen, 1982). Thus, the illumination of student experiences of 
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engagement within student-recognized educational scaffolding creates an opportunity to 

consider pedagogy, constituting this research as a phenomenological pedagogical study. 

Linking phenomenological findings of student experiential meanings of engagement to 

critical pedagogical theory is a significant emergent contribution of this dissertation to 

pedagogical research. 

 

Recommendations for Educators 

I began this dissertation by saying that this study would be able to: suggest how 

engagement in learning can be promoted in dance education environments; suggest how 

to enhance quality of educational experiences in higher education dance; and offer a more 

wholistic view of engagement, noting that personal and intersubjective meanings are 

often overlooked in this line of research.  I entered the present research with certain pre-

conceptions and strongly held beliefs about teaching that shaped my inquiry. Part of my 

challenge as researcher was to set aside these personal biases, and in doing so, accept an 

evolving dynamic between this study and me. I had to allow my original questions to 

shape, and be shaped by, a meaningful inquiry.  

As I proceeded, this study took on a direction of its own, illuminating existing 

curriculum and pedagogy in the dance pluralism courses that I taught. In some ways 

findings extend beyond the initial scope, yet remain close to original interests by 

illuminating meanings of engagement. I originally imagined being able to provide 
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specific suggestions, maybe even a list of ways to promote engagement in dance. I 

believe what I actually provide—a demonstration of how students engage with dance 

within specific scaffolding as recognized and highlighted by students—is of at least equal 

value, contributing to a larger conversation about the quality of educational experiences 

and offering deeper understanding of student engagement.  

I have presented and analyzed substantial data representing general education 

dance student voices on experiences of engagement in a humanities-based dance course. 

This research illuminates what is meaningful to students in the experience of learning 

through and about dance, and makes suggestions towards a pedagogical grounding that 

values students’ active and meaningful engagement in the curriculum. Bond and Etwaroo 

(2005) point out that dance pluralism “allows cumulative, embodied, and interactive 

engagement” with the subject of diversity (p. 8). Central to the teaching approach dance 

pluralism is the idea of self-expression and empathizing with one another to better 

understand our pluralistic society. Personal and intersubjective meanings are realized and 

are demonstrated by the value students find in the experiences of freedom, 

transformation, and community in the dance pluralism classes. 

Educators may be surprised, as I was, to realize the influence community has on 

student engagement in dance. Community may likely remain a rather hidden 

phenomenon in some dance environments such as ballet and other technical contexts, 

where students are encouraged to embody a sort of detached, transcendent state as part of 

the aesthetic; whereas in dance pluralism community is an educational goal. It would be 
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interesting, though, to explore what kind of community, if any, is present in technique 

classes.  A community that values diversity and equality, such as the one described by 

many dance pluralism students, provides a space for participants to learn and grow; it 

provides an opportunity for individuals to experience freedom and a space where 

transformation may take place. Activities where students share their personal experiences 

provide opportunities to relate to one another and realize commonalities and differences.  

Creating occasions to identify with others and to work with others can contribute to 

students’ experience of community, while also promoting individual growth and change. 

Providing opportunities for new pairings and groupings in collaborative work and 

designing curriculum that invites personal reflection, established methods in the course, 

are examples of how a teacher might foster a growing sense of community.  

Findings clearly describe students’ sense of interpersonal connection in regards to 

engagement, aligning with Schunk et al. (2008) who argue that a sense of belonging, 

along with participation, is of utmost importance to student engagement.  Feelings of 

connectedness and belonging are key meanings related to students’ perceptions of 

engagement in dance pluralism classes.  The intricacies of the relationship between 

individual and community continuously became apparent to me throughout this research. 

The pedagogical importance of seeing and responding to both is evident.  

As seen in the present study, students follow their own interests with clear 

direction and strength. Embracing the validity of personal curriculum is a pedagogical 

choice that shows respect for individuals and may enhance engagement. A pedagogical 
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style that meets students where they are recognizes that each individual has a life beyond 

the limits of the classroom and school, and understands that responsibilities and feelings 

intersect and influence one another. A teacher who is open to hearing and empathizing 

with students is committed to creating and understanding intersubjective meanings of 

engagement.  

Reflecting the action research paradigm that contributed to the methodology of 

this study, I embrace new insight in my own teaching practices.  Finding ways to reduce 

extreme anxiety, to spark excitement, challenge student assumptions, provide tools for 

successful collaborations, and encourage reflection and articulation of understanding are 

realizations that I have made through this research about ways to promote student 

engagement. Additionally, I have had ample opportunity to reflect on my own teaching 

style.  

I recall the time Brandon, the interviewee who sometimes expressed indifference 

to his course experiences, was working on his solo study. I now question my choice in 

encouraging him to “get up and move” instead of “writing” his dance. The point is not 

that there are good reasons to create through the body as opposed to the pen, or vice 

versa. On that occasion, encouraging Brandon to move, I did not recognize where he was 

coming from. I did not ask and I did not really listen. Had I taken a moment to connect 

with him, to think about how he was engaging in the assignment, I might still have 

encouraged him to move, but today I would approach it in a different way. I would come 
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from a place that recognizes the importance of feeling free to authentically express, 

explore, and learn. My newfound understanding reflects what Dyer (2010a) articulates: 

Acts of interpreting and reinterpreting narratives, when oriented toward social 

justice concerns, can lead teachers to contemplate their moral and ethical 

responsibilities in teaching, and to critically consider the values and ideologies 

that shape teaching and learning experiences in their classrooms (p.6). 

Enhancing engagement in the dance classroom requires educators to reflect 

critically on their own practices; to acknowledge students as unique individuals with their 

own histories, knowledge, and experiences; and to invite students to bring these to the 

learning experience. Practically, this may mean creating opportunities for students to 

connect with one another, offering an environment where students may openly express 

personal perspectives, and ensuring students opportunities to experience the freedoms 

and joys of dance.  

 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Reflecting on myself as a researcher, one of my biggest challenges in doing this 

research was an irrepressible tendency to continue to ask questions. Questioning how I 

might have better addressed low engagement among students on specific occasions; how 

issues of trust and responsibility dictate behavior; how the creative process provides 

opportunities to explore identity, consider divergent viewpoints, and know the world in 
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new and broader ways at times pulled me in various directions, making it a challenge to 

stay grounded in the questions of this study. Always returning to my original research 

interests—often with reminders from my adviser, striving to maintain an intimate 

relationship with the data, and having faith in the process helped me to maintain focus.   

Over the course of this study my research practices evolved in order to best serve 

the research questions and data. In retrospect, however, I realize alternate choices I might 

have made given the opportunity. While four interviews with students demonstrating a 

range of engagement added a layer of meaning, I am left wondering what might have 

become apparent through interviews with highly engaged students—with students who 

describe in course reflections and demonstrate throughout the semester utmost passion 

for the course. I would also be interested in interviewing students who never seemed to 

connect to the class community, the students who always seemed to exist along the 

peripheries of the class. While I invited, what seemed to me, several such students to be 

interviewed, I never obtained a response from this cohort. Interviews with additional 

clusters of students, or even individual students, would provide valuable insight.  

Such a small body of literature illuminating student meanings would benefit from 

more phenomenologically and action research based studies in all places of dance 

education. Giving voice to unspoken students of dance is necessary to better understand 

the scope of dance in higher education and beyond.  Research furthering understanding of 

engagement as defined by this study and ways to promote such engagement is also 

needed. A similar study conducted in other sorts of dance classes would elaborate 



 
273 

 

understanding of dance student engagement in a context of curriculum studies. The 

following questions, derived from questions I have addressed in this study, with slight 

modifications (suggestions in italics), could provide a practical foundation for numerous 

other studies that would serve the field: 

1. What are the attributes/characteristics of an engaged general education, or any 

other, dance class? 

2. How do general education dance students, or major or any other category of 

dance students (e.g. men, international students, senior citizens) experience 

engagement? 

3. In what ways do students connect to various course components (i.e. reading 

materials, media, discussions, movement investigations, performances, one 

another, technical training, or other relevant educational practices)? 

Another starting point for further research could begin with the themes of this study, 

pursuing students’ experiences of freedom, transformation, and community in a variety of 

dance environments. 

Several comments made by interviewees hinted that students may have realized 

ways to engage with dance that could be sustained over time. Laurie’s expressed 

realization that dance could be social and informal, so different from her previous 

experiences studying ballet comes to mind. With this realization, Laurie began attending 

dance parties, seeking out opportunities to dance on a regular basis. Longitudinal and 

follow up studies on student behavior and experiences may provide new perspectives on 
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relationships between dance, education, and engagement. Furlong et al. (2003) believe 

that, “While the goal of engagement research and intervention is to promote social and 

academic competence, it is also an effort to develop within youth the capacity to sustain 

the positive developmental influences of engagement over the life-span” (p. 101). 

Understanding long-term relationships between dance, education, and engagement would 

further this discourse. 

It was only happenstance that I began recording the details of my qualitative 

research analysis at a time when the early cycles of analysis were quite fresh in my mind. 

Recognizing value in the depth of description, I simultaneously continued to document 

each of the following cycles throughout the analysis process. Had I waited to return to 

writing the procedures section of this dissertation until after I had completed numerous 

rounds of analysis, inevitably I would have lost valuable details and been unable to 

disclose my process in such entirety. My recommendation is that more dance researchers 

attend to careful documentation of procedures, making their analysis even more 

transparent and contributing to literature of dance research practice (Bond & Stinson, 

2000/2001, Janesick, 2000). 

 

Departing Note 

 A deep love for dance and learning inspired me to pursue this dissertation 

research. Experiences in dance create my most profound understandings of my self and 
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the world in which I live. This research is no exception as I have continued to make self-

discoveries and forge new meanings of dance and education. This phenomenological, 

action research oriented study has enabled me to pursue deeper understanding of personal 

interests and provided opportunities to reflect on teaching and learning practices. I am 

grateful for such privileged opportunity. Personal desire to understand students and to 

develop myself as an educator led me to this research and will continue, no doubt, to 

guide me in further academic pursuits. 
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Consent Form for Research Participants 

 

Project Title: Student Engagement in Dance Education 
Investigator's Name: Monica J. Cameron Frichtel                           
Principal Investigator/Advisor: Karen Bond 
Department: Dance  

 

This research is being conducted to better understand the experiences of engagement of 
the student dancer. Individuals are invited to participate in this study if they are an 
enrolled student in one of Monica Frichtel’s sections of Dance, Movement, and Pluralism 
and Embodied Pluralism (R2870 and R0828) at Temple University, beginning spring 
2008.  

All students are asked to complete a reflective course evaluation by responding to 2 
prompts pertaining to their experiences of learning, motivation and engagement 
(approximately 1 page of writing) and submit their responses. This will occur at the end 
of the semester. All assignments and learning strategies are designed to engage students 
in meaningful learning and reflections. Reflective course evaluations not only provide the 
instructor with useful information, but they also provide students with an opportunity to 
learn about themselves and their learning process. 

Participants are asked to grant permission to the researchers to review the reflective 
course evaluations in addition to all work that has been submitted over the course of the 
semester searching for potential information relevant to student engagement. This 
includes reflective journal assignments submitted through Blackboard, collages and other 
materials created during group projects (if all group members are participants), assigned 
papers, informal (non-graded) reflections/reactions that have been voluntarily submitted, 
dance performances (my reflections and video), as well as video footage that has been 
taken over the course of the semester. Any materials such as video segments that include 
class members not agreeing to participate will not be considered in this research.  

Your reflective evaluations will be used particularly for this research project described 
and will not reviewed until after the completion of this course. All submitted reflective 
evaluations and consent materials will be collected and held confidentially in a locked 
file by Dr. Karen Bond, professor of dance and not be made available to the 
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researcher/instructor Monica Frichtel until one month after all grades have been 
submitted.  

Participants will remain anonymous.  Pseudonyms will be used in place of all real names. 
All data will be destroyed after the project, within 5 years.  Your reflections will be used 
particularly for this research project described. 

Participation in this project is your choice and will not affect future interactions with the 
investigator or Temple University. You are free to withdraw from participation at any 
time after grades have been submitted on May 16 by contacting Monica Frichtel at 
mfricht@temple.edu. If you decide to participate in the study you may also contact 
Monica Frichtel after grades have been submitted. This is to ensure that participation in 
this project has no effect on grades.  
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Research Project: Student Engagement in Dance Education 

 

"I understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a 
research subject, I may contact Richard Throm, Program Manager & 
Coordinator at Office of the Vice President for Research of Temple 
University by phoning (215) 707-8757."   

 

Consent forms will be retained by the investigator in confidential, locked files after they 
have been received from Dr. Kariamu Welsh. Each participant will also receive a copy of 
the signed consent.  

If you have any questions, please feel free to ask me in person, by phone, or by writing:  

 

Investigators:  

Monica J. Cameron Frichtel Dr. Karen Bond                                    
Department of Dance, Temple University    Department of Dance, Temple University                                                                                         
1700 North Broad St., Suite 309                      1700 North Broad St., Suite 309                                                           
Philadelphia, PA 19122 Philadelphia, PA 19122 
Phone: 215-204-6260 Phone: 215-204-6280 
 E-mail: mfricht@temple.edu E-mail: lkahlich@temple.edu 
 

I have read, understood, and agree to the conditions of this research project, Student 
Engagement in Dance Education 

_________________________ _______________________   ___________ 

(Participant Signature)   (Print your name)         (Date) 

_________________________ _______________________   ___________ 

(Witness Signature)    (Print your name)         (Date) 

 

mailto:mfricht@temple.edu
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Consent Form for Interview Participants 

 

Project Title: Student Engagement in Dance Education  
Student Investigator: Monica J. Cameron Frichtel  
Principal Investigator: Karen Bond 
Department: Dance  

 

Student Engagement in Dance Education 

This research is being conducted to better understand the experiences of engagement of 
the student dancer. Individuals are invited to participate in this study if they have 
completed one of Monica Frichtel’ss sections of Dance, Movement, and Pluralism or 
Embodied Pluralism (R2870 and R0828) at Temple University, beginning Fall 2006 and 
are not a dance major.  

Participants are asked to spend between 1-2 hours discussing their experiences in the 
Core or Gen. Ed. Curriculums at Temple and specifically in the course Dance, 
Movement, and Pluralism/Embodied Pluralism with Monica Frichtel.  Participants are 
asked to grant permission to the researchers to record the interview sessions.  

Data gathered from interviews will be used particularly for this research project 
described.  Participants will remain anonymous.  Pseudonyms will be used in place of all 
real names. All data will be destroyed after the project, within 5 years.   

Participation in this project is your choice and will not affect future interactions with the 
investigators or Temple University. You are free to withdraw from participation at any 
time contacting Monica Frichtel at mfricht@temple.edu or Karen Bond at 
kbond003@temple.edu.  
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Research Project: Student Engagement in Dance Education 

 

"I understand that if I wish further information regarding my rights as a 
research subject, I may contact Richard Throm, Program Manager & 
Coordinator at Office of the Vice President for Research of Temple 
University by phoning (215) 707-8757."   

If you have any questions, please feel free to ask me in person, by phone, or by writing:  

 

Investigators:  
Monica J. Cameron Frichtel Dr. Karen Bond                                    
Department of Dance, Temple University    Department of Dance, Temple University                                                                                         
1700 North Broad St., Suite 309                      1700 North Broad St., Suite 309                                                           
Philadelphia, PA 19122 Philadelphia, PA 19122 
Phone: 215-204-6260 Phone: 215-204-6280 
 E-mail: mfricht@temple.edu E-mail: kbond@temple.edu 

 

I have read, understood, and agree to the conditions of this research project, Student 
Engagement in Dance Education 

 

_________________________ _______________________   ___________ 
(Participant Signature)   (Print your name)         (Date) 
 
 
_________________________ _______________________   ___________ 
(Witness Signature)    (Print your name)         (Date) 

 

 

  

mailto:mfricht@temple.edu
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Temple University General Education Executive Committee 
 

FINAL COURSE PROPOSAL COVER SHEET 
 
 
 
Initiating Faculty:                        College:        E-mail:                             Phone: 
 
 
1. Dr. Karen E. Bond, Assoc Prof Boyer       kbond003@temple.edu       1-6280 
2. Dr. Luke Kahlich, Professor Boyer       lkahlich@temple.edu       1-6260 
3. Dr. Kariamu Welsh, Professor Boyer       kariamu@temple.edu       1-6286 
 
 
Potential collaborators:  
4.  Dr. Cheryl Dileo, Professor Boyer       cdileo@temple.edu         1-8542 
5.  Ms. Merián Soto, Assoc Prof Boyer       msoto@temple.edu         1-6281 
6.  Mr. Kun-yang Lin, Assist Prof Boyer       kun-yang@temple.edu        1-5168 
7.  Dr. Billy Yalowitz, Assist Prof Tyler       William.yalowitz@temple.edu     1-7607 
 
 
Course Title:                                           Gen. Ed. Area:                   Area 
Coordinator: 
Embodying Pluralism: Dynamics of          Race & Diversity Studies      Dr. Rebecca Alpert 
Race & Diversity in American Society 
 
Course Description: 
The purpose of this course is to illuminate personal, social and cultural dynamics of 
race and diversity in the United States. A core assumption of the course is that 
dance and the arts are vehicles of societal change. Issues of race, ethnicity, 
gender, class, and other social phenomena will be addressed as elements that form 
the fabric of American society.  An intensive lecture unit on historical and 
philosophical perspectives of race and diversity will provide background for an 
immersive arts-based curriculum that integrates theory and practice.  Issues of 
identity, difference, and diversity will be explored from aesthetic and ethical 
perspectives to challenge and extend students’ perceptions of self and “other” in 
a pluralistic society.  
 
 
General Education Course Proposal Checklist:  Check off the items contained in this 
proposal. 
 
Section 1: Compliance with General Education Goals 
 

Required elements. The proposal addresses ways to: 
 develop students’ thinking and communication skills; 
 expand students’ knowledge in the subject area; 
 develop students’ ability to make informed judgments in the subject area; 

mailto:kbond003@temple.edu
mailto:lkahlich@temple.edu
mailto:kariamu@temple.edu
mailto:cdileo@temple.edu
mailto:msoto@temple.edu
mailto:kun-yang@temple.edu
mailto:William.yalowitz@temple.edu
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 promote intellectual curiosity and life-long learning; and 
 develop skills in identifying, accessing and evaluating sources of information. 

 
Desirable elements. The proposal addresses ways to: 

 develop ethics, citizenship, and awareness of current issues;  
  promote collaborative learning and teamwork skills;  
 develop an understanding of and appreciation for Temple’s urban setting and 

its regional and global connections;  
 develop students’ ability to analyze and interpret data; and 
 develop students’ ability to identify and solve problems. 

 
Section 2: Course Design. The proposal addresses the following required items: 

 Class size  
 Structure of course delivery (lecture, lab, etc.) 
 Use of TA’s  
 Staff and/or instructor training/development 
 Instructor qualifications needed to teach the course and associated issue of 

availability etc.  
 
Section 3: Assessment. The proposal addresses the following required items: 

 Types of student assessment  
 Frequency of student assessment (including required 5th week assessment of 

lower division course student progress)  
 Structure/organization of common final examinations (where appropriate)   

 
Other:  

 Draft syllabus included (required) 
 
Additional Course Information: 

1. Is this course an honors course?    Y  N  (one honors section) 

 
2. Is this course similar to an existing course?    Y  N 

If ‘Yes’ please provide course number and course title. 
 

Course Title:  Dance, Movement and Pluralism      
Course Number: R280 
 
Section 1:  Compliance with the Goals of General Education 
 
Course Objectives 
 
(Required Elements) 
 
Objective #1 
The course will develop students’ critical thinking skills through a journal process that 
requires ongoing analysis and reflection on course readings, studio experiences, and 
themes.  Students produce written responses to all required readings, write journal 
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entries on assigned topics and research tasks, and write a synthesis paper. Students 
lead discussions on readings. They attend a concert or film and write a critical review 
that highlights connections to course content.  
 
The course may evoke strong feelings and opinions; mediation of these develops 
students’ communication skills. Students are encouraged to practice speaking from a 
place of respect for difference. Students work individually and in groups to create and 
perform movement studies on course themes such as “Who am I?” and “Living on the 
Margins.” 
 
Objective #2 
The course supports a variety of student learning modalities so that all participants 
may become fully engaged. Students expand knowledge through attending lectures, 
participating in artistic processes (improvisation, composition, and performance) and 
class discussions, viewing videos and live performance, reading and writing. In addition 
to dance/movement experiences students work with a variety of media, such as mask 
making, drawing, collage, percussion, and voice, to explore course themes.  All 
readings are integrated with this varied program of experiential practices.  Theoretical 
inquiry highlights enduring and current debates on race and other social phenomena 
and students are required to demonstrate a sophisticated awareness of course topics, 
including the ability to dialogue with ambiguity, paradox, complexity, and personal 
prejudices and bias. 
  
Objective #3 
The course will foster students’ ability to make informed judgments through reading, 
writing, and a range of assignments involving experiential problem solving through 
artistic representation.  For example, through a research task involving behavioral 
observation (self-study, peer observation, and community observation) and supported 
by relevant readings, students examine empathy as a vehicle for understanding in a 
pluralistic society and then work in groups to compose movement studies that 
represent both individual and negotiated (group) values about the relationship 
between race and power. 
 
Objective #4 
The course will develop intellectual curiosity and life-long learning by engaging 
participants in authentic inquiry based on individual lived experience and important 
social issues facing Americans today.  Through immersive multi-modal experiences, 
participants may change their perceptions of the meanings of identity and difference 
in a pluralistic society. In short, the course may inspire a commitment to ethical 
pluralism.  In particular, the synthesis paper becomes a kind of visionary action plan 
for life-long active learning.  
 
Objective #5 
The course will develop students’ skills in managing and evaluating sources of 
information. Through development of a learning journal/portfolio composed of 
reflective reading summaries, observational research tasks, critical reviews of 
performance, personal experiential accounts, and discussion/synthesis papers (the 
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latter involving library and Internet research), students will advance skills in selecting, 
organizing, evaluating and presenting what they have learned in the course.  
 
 
 
(Desired Elements) 
 
Objective #1 
As described above in Objective 4, the course will develop an understanding and 
hopefully an embodiment of ethical pluralism, enlightened citizenship, and awareness 
of current issues through engagement with a multi-modal developmental curriculum 
grounded in theories of nonverbal communication.  The course will address ethical 
behavior associated with life in a pluralistic society using our own classroom as a 
laboratory. As noted earlier, students will address a number of challenging issues 
related to social justice and power dynamics in American society, specifically as 
related to race, class, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, age, and ability.  
 
 
Objective #2 
The course will promote collaborative learning and teamwork skills. The essence of 
this course may be found in its collaborative learning methodology. Students will be 
involved in a systematic, developmental process of individual values clarification, 
group/community building activities and collaborative problem solving, including 
group choreography based on course themes.  
 
Objective #3 
The course will develop an understanding of and appreciation for Temple’s urban 
setting and its regional and global connections through constant highlighting of the 
microcosm of diversity represented in the course body and in the University-at-large.  
The multi-cultural urban setting is an excellent environment for students to conduct 
observational research into nonverbal communication and other phenomena of 
personal, social and culture difference (visual and performing arts events). Students 
will take a guided bus tour of Philadelphia murals, which will become the basis of a 
creative arts workshop.  
 
Objective #4 
The course will develop students’ ability to analyze and interpret data through a 
variety of reading, observation, and writing assignments: reflective reading 
summaries, observation reports, concert reviews, discussion and synthesis papers. 
Students may also engage in informal debates based on reading materials; for 
example, students take on opposing views of Madonna’s role in her controversial music 
video,  “Like a Prayer.” 
 
Objective #5 
The course will develop students’ ability to identify and solve problems related to race 
and diversity in American society. Students will articulate issues and propose solutions 
to problems in journal reflections, class reading presentations, guided discussions, and 
theme-based creative projects. As stated earlier, the course synthesis paper will 



 
306 

 

require students to examine their ethical stance in the world and identify specific 
intentions and actions for “living” their intentions.  
 
 
Section 2:  Course Design 
 
Class Size 
The size of the common lecture classes will be 125-200 students each; studio sessions 
will be organized in 5-8 groups of 25-30 students each. 
 
Structure of Course Delivery 
During the first four weeks, the course will be delivered in both large lecture 
format (125-200 students, once a week) and workshop/studio sessions (25-30 
students, once a week). The first four weeks will provide an intensive lecture unit 
on historical and epistemological perspectives of race and diversity. Large lectures 
will employ interactive methods including small group cluster 
discussions/reporting, readers theatre (key passages of required readings are 
spoken/performed by teaching staff), dance performance, and peer quizzing.  
Weeks five through 15 will be presented entirely in small group studio/workshop 
formats.  
 
Use of TAs 
For each large lecture section of 125-200 students, there will need to be 4-8 
faculty/TAs for studio sections of 25-30 students each.  
 
TAs will be responsible for teaching their studio section/s, grading all studio-based 
assignments, attending all large lectures, and attending planning meetings with the 
full-time faculty academic supervisor, and others affiliated with the course, 
including a Lecturer who will be hired to coordinate the course. One TA will be 
designated as assistant to the academic supervisor and course coordinator.  
 
Staff and/or Instructor Training/Development 
In addition to teaching in the large lecture program, the faculty academic supervisor 
will teach one studio section (perhaps an honors section), and organize/conduct 
orientation and training sessions for the TAs.  TA orientation will take place during the 
week prior to the beginning of the academic year.  The full-time faculty academic 
supervisor will meet regularly (at least once every three weeks) with TAs for planning 
and problem solving, and also conduct orientation sessions for visiting lecturers drawn 
from race studies and other areas of the University. The TA who is Assistant to the 
Faculty Coordinator will help in planning and implementation of these orientation 
/training activities and assist in running the Honors studio section.   The Lecturer will 
teach one section of the course and also be responsible for coordinating guest 
lectures, field trips, administrative requirements, course evaluations, etc.  
 
Instructor  
 
Qualifications Needed to Teach the Course and Associated Issue of Availability  
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Four full-time faculty members teaching in the Department of Dance are qualified to 
serve as full-time faculty supervisors, section instructors and guest teachers of the 
course, and Dr. Cheryl Dileo (Music Therapy) will add relevant perspectives as guest 
faculty in the race/ethnicity component (she teaches the multi-cultural music 
course in music therapy Masters and PhD programs).  Currently, there are nine full-
time faculty members in the Department of Dance who could contribute to the course, 
and a strong pool of adjunct instructors who have taught the current course, “Dance, 
Movement & Pluralism,” in the past and are committed to its content. Several 
community arts faculty (Tyler) are also qualified to teach in the course (Dr. Billy 
Yalowitz, Pepon Osorio).  Finally, even though we have not been successful to date 
in securing collaborators from outside the arts, we will seek to incorporate guest 
instructors from African American Studies, Philosophy and other departments.  The 
Boyer College of Music and Dance is committed to support the new General Education 
Program and to provide resources to support this course.  
 
       
Section 3:  Assessment 
 
Types of Student Assessment 
 
Student assessment in Embodying Pluralism: Dynamics of Race and Diversity in 
American Society is based on the following components: 
 
Class participation        20% 
Journal         30% 
Individual and group movement studies     25% 
Synthesis paper        25% 
     
 
Attendance will also affect the final grade, and points will be deducted for late 
submission of assignments. 
 
Students must receive a grade of at least C- in order to receive credit for a university 
core course. 
 
Grading scale 
A (100-94)/ A- (93-90)/ B+ (89-87)/ B (86-84)/ B- (83-80)/ C+ (79-77)/ C (76-74)/ C- 
(73-70)/ D (69-66)/ F (below 65) 
 
 
CLASS PARTICIPATION (20%) 
Assessment of participation is based on the student’s observable commitment to 
learning in studio classes:  frequency, consistency, and quality of contribution, as 
exemplified below. Students will be involved in determining assessment criteria 
and invited to assess their own participation at regular intervals during the course 
(three times).  
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Examples of assessment criteria include:  
 
Engagement in discussions (thoughtful speaking and listening) 
Committed participation in studio activities  
Timely completion of homework 
Demonstration of respect for instructors and peers  
Commitment and contribution to small group work  
 
 
JOURNAL (30%)   
Each student will create a journal as a record of ongoing learning. Content will 
include a 4-5-page historical paper, responses to readings, a 3-page concert review 
paper, and other assigned homework tasks.  

    
Reading responses.  Students are required to do all assigned readings. These are 
central to the experiential learning process and will be integrated into the work we do 
in studio sessions.  
 
A written journal entry is required for each reading assignment; guidelines will be 
provided for this developmental writing process.  Responses are typed and brought to 
class on the day the reading is due. 

 
Concert/film reflection paper.  Students attend a relevant concert or film and write a 
3-page reflection paper connecting the performance to course issues. 
 
INDIVIDUAL AND GROUP MOVEMENT STUDIES (25%) 
These theme-based movement studies grow out of class discussions and activities 
related to readings and course topics. Students are given time in class to work on the 
studies, though they may also need to work on them outside of class. Students are 
guided and supported through these projects.  
 
Further specific guidelines are provided for each assignment.  See commentary 
within objectives for further assessment information.  
 
 
SYNTHESIS PAPER (25%): 6-7 pages  
Changing demographics present a significant challenge for American society; in 
short, how can we live together in an increasingly complex environment of 
differing and conflicting values? An assumption of the course is that dance and the 
arts are vehicles of personal, social, and cultural transmission and change. Showing 
critical engagement with course materials, practices, and discussions, write a 
paper that demonstrates your understanding of this assumption. How do the arts 
help us (as creators, performers, and/or observers) to learn, think, and 
communicate in an increasingly diverse society? Conclude your paper with a vision 
statement. If you had the power to influence social change, what would be your 
first priority and why?  Discuss the role of dance and the arts in supporting your 
vision for change.   [I am piloting this synthesis paper topic this semester in R280.] 
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Frequency of Student Assessment (Including Required 5th Week Assessment of 
Student Progress in Lower Division Courses) 
 
Students will be assessed weekly on journal assignments (including a paper based on 
the introductory 4-week historical unit), class presentations, and participation.  At the 
end of the 5th week, students will receive an evaluation based on work completed and 
participation to date. 
 
Students will receive ongoing constructive feedback on their writing.  In this course 
writing is conceptualized as a mode of thinking and inquiry, and students’ quality of 
engagement is a primary assessment criterion. Students will be informed in advance of 
specific assessment criteria. 
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SAMPLE SYLLABUS 
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Temple University Department of Dance 
 

Embodying Pluralism: Dynamics of Race & Diversity in American Society 
(R0828) 

 
Fulfills the Gen Ed Race and Diversity requirement 

 

 

Arts Education tests the very principles of democracy -- freedom to communicate, freedom 
to experience, freedom to participate, freedom to choose, freedom to explore one's 
potential, and freedom to be an individual with unique beliefs, interests, and talents. 

      Thomas Hagood, 2007 

 

 

Course Description 

 

This course illuminates the dynamics of human diversity through dance and the arts. 
Race, ethnicity, gender, class, and other social constructions are explored as elements that 
form the fabric of American society. Engaging with themes of identity, difference, and 
community, we extend our understandings of “self” and “other” in a pluralistic world. A 
guiding value of the course is that dance and the arts are vital forces for social action and 
change. Embodying Pluralism integrates dance and movement experiences with reading, 
writing, viewing of videos and live performance, and class discussion.  

  

From pedestrian gestures to high performance dance art, movement is a way of 
expressing, creating, and understanding, meaning. Embodying Pluralism is an 
experiential course that incorporates personal histories, opinions and in-class experiences.  
The course may evoke strong and differing perspectives; thus a high respect for 
individuals and difference is necessary to creating a safe learning environment. 
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Course Goals 

Students will: 

• Expand their theoretical knowledge in the subject area. 
• Clarify their values, beliefs, and opinions in relation to course topics, questioning 

their personal biases.  
• Express themselves articulately through movement, discussion, writing, and 

performance. 
• Develop skills to represent ideas of race, gender, ethnicity, and other social constructs 

through perspectives and media of the arts and popular culture. 
• Develop their observation, listening, thinking, and analysis skills. 
• Advance their capacity for collaborative learning and group work. 
• Expand their appreciation of dance and movement as nonverbal communication that 

can promote personal and social change.  
• Develop their ability to productively discuss sensitive issues of race and diversity, 

upholding a respectful and scholarly environment. 

 

Course Assumptions 

• We assume that participants will be willing and open to question their personal 
opinions and beliefs. 

• We assume that participants will show respect and tolerance for divergent points of 
view in group work and class discussions.  

 

Text and Assignments 

Unless indicated otherwise, all readings are on electronic reserve through Paley Library. 
See course bibliography at the end of this syllabus. 

Weightings of assessment components 

(15%) Movement studies  

(35%) Participation/Homework 
(Blackboard discussions, assignments, 
and presentations) 

(10%) Mid-semester presentation 

(20%) Performance analysis/ 
reflection papers 

(20%) Synthesis paper
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Note:  Extra credit assignments may be available throughout the semester. 

 

(15%) Movement Studies will be developed through readings, discussions and class 
activities. They will take place in groups and individually and will be performed during 
class time. 

(15%) Participation. This experiential course requires full engagement in class 
activities.  Criteria of assessment include: attendance and punctuality (see policy on page 
4), quality of participation in the variety of modes employed in the course (primarily 
movement, discussion and writing).  

(20%) Assignments, Blackboard discussions, and presentations are assessed on 
quality of thinking, writing, and oral communication, as appropriate. 

(10%) Mid-semester presentation. In groups of 4-5, students will create a multi-media 
class presentation on a selected race and diversity topic. 

(20%) Performance analysis/reflection papers (750 words each).  Students are 
required to attend at least two dance concerts that explore themes of human diversity or 
other topics relevant to course content. A calendar of events will be posted on Blackboard 
and updated regularly. The city of Philadelphia has a thriving dance community, 
providing MANY options with low price tickets. 

(20%) Synthesis paper (1,200-1,500 words) on a topic of interest that integrates 
readings, life experiences and your own personal/critical reflections documented in 
forums, performance papers, and in-class free writes.   

 

Specific guidelines/rubrics will be provided for all assignments.  ALL WRITTEN 
HOMEWORK SHOULD BE TYPED, unless specified otherwise. Late assignments 
will be deducted 5% per school day. 
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Websites 

African American World, PBS: http://www.pbs.org/wnet/aaworld/ 
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The Pluralism Project, Harvard University: http://www.pluralism.org/index.php 

http://tommclaughlin.blogspot.com/2006/04/heterosexual-white-guy.html
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,953058-1,00.html
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/aaworld/
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/freetodance/
http://www.gpac.org/
http://www.expo98.msu.edu/
http://www.pbs.org/race/
http://www.pluralism.org/index.php

	1.4_14 TITLE, COPYRIGHT PP i, ii
	Freedom, transformation, and community:
	Student meanings of engagement in a Dance-based
	general education course

	2. 4_14 ABSTRACT iv, ACKNOWL, DED, TOC ETC.
	ABSTRACT
	TABLE OF CONTENTS
	Personal Journey towards this Inquiry: Interest in Education and Engagement 7
	Consent Form for Research Participants 296
	Consent Form for Interview Participants 299

	LIST OF TABLES
	LIST OF figures

	3. Draft full 4_14
	CHAPTER 1
	INTRODUCTION
	Dance as a Liberal Art and Humanity in Higher Education
	Establishment and Development of Dance in Institutions of Higher Education

	Personal Journey towards this Inquiry: Interest in Education and Engagement
	Dance Pluralism: Locating this Study
	Teaching Methods and Procedures

	Rationale for Researching Engagement in Dance Pluralism
	Significance of Study
	Statement of Purpose
	Overview of Research Design
	Delimitations and Limitations
	Dissertation Schematic


	CHAPTER 2
	BACKGROUND PERSPECTIVES:  ENGAGEMENT
	Overview of Engagement
	Motivation and Engagement
	Selected Dance Education Literature Relevant to Student Engagement
	Reflection


	Chapter 3
	INTERPRETIVE FRAMEWORK: Research Methodology anD Procedures
	Theoretical Foundations for a Qualitative Research Practice
	Phenomenological Inquiry
	Hermeneutic Phenomenology
	Practical/Applied Educational Phenomenology
	Action Research
	Critiques of Qualitative Research

	Methods and Procedures
	Data Collection
	Coursework
	Mid-semester Course Reflections
	End-of-semester Course Reflections
	Interviews

	Ethics and Validity
	Analysis/Interpretation
	First Round Analysis, Familiarization with Data
	Second Round Analysis, Organizing Data
	Third Round Analysis, Getting at the Bigger Picture
	Fourth Round Analysis, Understanding Phenomenological Themes
	Beyond Fourth Round Analysis, Discerning Major Themes



	CHAPTER 4
	Student Engagement in dance PLURALISM: A Multi-modal Perspective
	Identity Circle
	Viewing Dance Performances and Performance Reflection Papers
	Readings and Written Responses
	Discussions
	Partner and Small Group Movement Compositions
	Improvisational Movement Explorations
	Contact Improvisation
	Communication and negotiation

	Dance Workshops
	Performances
	Planetary Dance

	CHAPTER 5
	Extending Meanings: Four Profiles of Engagement AND INTRODUCTION OF OVERARCHING THEMES
	Interviewee Profiles
	Laurie: “I want my own way of self-discovery, not anyone else's.”
	Brandon: “There wasn’t anything that really caught my eye, nothing that I was super excited about doing.”
	Daniel: “I really loved that class...I would call it Life 101.”
	Margot: “The freshman as leader? ...I didn’t understand this college thing.”

	Reflection on Interviewee Profiles and Synthesis of Data
	Student Engagement in Dance Pluralism: Emerging Themes
	Summary

	CHAPTER 6
	TRANSFORMATIVE PEDAGOGIES AND INTERSECTIONS WITH DANCE
	Introduction to Critical and Transformative Pedagogies in Relation to Dance Pluralism
	Themes of Freedom, Transformation, and Community Addressed in Critical and Transformative Pedagogical Discourse

	Dance and Transformative Discourse
	Realizing Transformative Practice in Dance


	CHAPTER 7
	Freedom, Transformation and Community: oVERARCHING Themes OF ENGAGEMENT
	Freedom
	Self Reflection and Self Expression
	Transcendence
	Synthesis

	Transformation
	Potential for Transformation in Dance
	Empowerment
	Synthesis

	Community
	Building Community through Dance
	Embracing Individual Difference within Community
	Synthesis

	Freedom, Transformation, and Community:  Intersections and Beyond

	CHAPTER 8
	Summary, Final thoughts, and Recommendations
	Summary of the Dissertation
	Purpose
	Background Literature
	Methods and Procedures
	Findings
	Transformative Pedagogy
	Discussion

	Final Thoughts and Recommendations
	Recommendations for Educators
	Recommendations for Further Research
	Departing Note


	REFERENCES CITED
	Albright, A. C. (1999). Dancing across difference: Experience and identity in the classroom. Women and Performance, 6(1), 41-54.
	Astin, A. W. (1985). Achieving educational excellence: A critical assessment of priorities and practices in higher education. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.
	Banks, J. A., & Banks, C. A. M. (1993). Multicultural education: Issues and perspectives. Massachusetts: Allyn and Bacon.
	Carini, R. M., Kuh, G. D., & Klein, S. P. (2006). Student engagement and student learning: Testing the linkages. Research in Higher Education, 47, 1-32.
	Dance department handout. (2004). Unpublished document for teaching assistants. Temple University.
	Eccles, J., & Wigfield, A. (2002). Motivational beliefs, values, and goals. Annual Review of Psychology, 53, 109-132.
	Giroux, H. A. & Purpel, D. (1983). The hidden curriculum and moral education. Berkeley, CA: McCutchan Publishing Corporation.
	Hagood, T. (2000). A History of dance in American higher education: Dance and the American university. Lewiston, NY: E. Mellen Press.
	Jones, L. (2011). Achieving civic engagement through the District of Columbia's government website. (Doctoral dissertation.) Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Database. (ATT 3460674)
	Joyce, N. H. (2011).  Personal communication, June 8.
	Kanter, S. B. (2006). Embodying research: A study of student engagement in research writing. (Doctoral dissertation), Retrieved from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses Database. (ATT 3215457)
	Kemmis, S., & McTaggart, R. (2000). Participatory action research. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of Qualitative Research (2nd ed.), (pp. 567-606). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
	Macrine, S., McLarren, P., & Hill, D. (2009). Revolutionizing pedagogy: Education for social justice within and beyond global neo-liberalism. New York, NY: Palgrave MacMillan.
	O'Brien, R. (2001). Um exame da abordagem metodologica da pesquisa acao [An overview of the methodological approach of action research]. In R. Richardson (Ed.), Teoria e pratica da pesquisa acao [Theory and practice of action research]. Joao Pessoa, B...
	Raffini, J (1996). 150 ways to increase intrinsic motivation in the classroom. Needham Heights, MA: Simon and Schuster.
	Sansome C. & Harackiewicz, J. M. (Eds.) (2000).  Intrinsic and extrinsic motivation: The search for optimal motivation and performance. San Diego, CA: Academic Press.
	Taylor, S. A., Hunter, G. L., Melton, H., & Goodwin, S. A. (2011). Student Engagement and Marketing Classes. Journal of Marketing Education, 33(1), 73-92.
	Weiner, E. (2007) Critical pedagogy and the crisis of imagination. In P. McLAren & J. L. Kincheloe (Eds.) Critical pedagogy where are we now? (pp. 57-78). New York: Peter Lang.

	APPENDIX A
	Consent Form for Research Participants
	Consent Form for Interview Participants

	APPENDIX B
	APPENDIX C
	SAMPLE SYLLABUS
	Weightings of assessment components
	(15%) Movement studies



