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ABSTRACT 
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EXPLORING PERCEPTIONS OF SELF AND OTHER 
 

Hannah Park 
Doctor of Philosophy 

Temple University, 2011 
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  This study explored best practices for teaching creative movement to twenty-four 

urban second graders by examining their perceptions of self and others. Creative 

movement education programs rarely focus on the exploration of self and group identity 

through the lens of diversity. More importantly, few studies have examined how to 

implement creative movement programs through pedagogies best suited to urban children.  

 Over 12 weeks of practice, observation, and reflection, extensive data were 

collected regarding the children’s interactions and creative processes. The curriculum 

focused on individual and group identities and examined the experiences of the children 

with the aim of developing pedagogical methods that best suited their urban cultural 

backgrounds. The study sought to answer the following research questions: 1) What are 

the children’s perceptions of themselves and others throughout the creative movement 

learning process? ; and 2) How can teachers use this knowledge to devise creative dance 

pedagogy for urban children and create holistic curricula that develop these perceptions? 

 During bi-weekly dance sessions, the students and teachers explored the concepts 

of “self” and “group” by moving, discussing, sharing different dance styles and images, 

using props and being actively involved in creative movement and expression. The 
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project culminated in a school performance, in which the children presented dances that 

they had developed that represented the content explored in the sessions. The data 

collected included video recordings of the children’s actions and comments, reflective 

drawings and texts that the children created, and observational notes recorded by an 

assistant teacher and the children’s homeroom teacher. The video recordings of each 

session were transcribed and analyzed. The children’s drawings and written texts, and the 

teacher’s observational and reflective journals, were also reviewed. All data collection 

involved in the study was approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for human 

subject protocol. A qualitative research approach guided the analysis, with a focus on 

Action Research and ideas drawn from the philosophical doctrines of Phenomenology 

and Phenomenography.  

 The recorded video sessions and resulting transcriptions were used to create 

narrative descriptions that shed light on the children’s experiences and uncovered specific 

elements that were of use in the development and refinement of creative movement 

teaching practices. 

 Despite presenting occasional challenges as a group, the children spontaneously 

improvised and developed movements that expressed their preferences. They used the 

class as a creative outlet-aesthetically, physically and, at times, emotionally. The children 

danced to express their individual and group cultures as well as their movement 

preferences, their personal traits, and their perceptions of others. The pedagogical 

approach to the class promoted identity and diversity in the teaching and learning 
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environment, providing teachers with insight into best practices for teaching urban 

populations.  

 The study’s Action Research methodology involved a reflective cycle of planning, 

action, and result. It investigated students’ perceptions of themselves and others through 

their responses to creative movement education, and studied how these perceptions 

impacted creative movement facilitation. It discovered best practices that take into 

account students’ unique cultures and learning styles. These practices can be used as a 

foundation for facilitators of creative movement classes involving urban children, 

enabling the development of curricula that explore experience, promote cultural 

expression, and foster diversity in learning. They also offer disciplinary strategies that 

cater to the environmental standards and unique needs of urban students.  
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CHAPTER ONE  

INSPIRATION AND RESEARCH TOPIC: ARRIVING AT THE 

ISLAND  

 
Experience is the result, the sign, and the reward of that interaction of 
organism and environment which, when it is carried to the full, is a 
transformation of interaction into participation and communication. 
                                                                               John Dewey (1980, p. 22) 

 

Prologue 

Since I was first introduced to the joy of creative movement as a young girl, I 

have been captivated by its gifts of freedom, expression, and knowledge. Now, as a 

teacher, I have become fascinated by the ways that one’s sense of self and others can be 

expressed and developed through creative movement and how teachers can facilitate and 

guide individual and social learning in this medium. I have a special interest in teaching, 

as well as studying children’s perceptions in and of creative movement. 

This dissertation provides an in-depth examination of a specially designed 

creative movement project with twenty-four second graders in an urban elementary 

school in North Philadelphia. As a teacher, practitioner, fellow meaning-maker, and 

guide, I focused on gaining insights into this specific population in terms of its members’ 

perceptions of self, teacher(s), and peers. To accomplish this, I have collected qualitative 

evidence of children’s lived experiences in this particular learning and creative 

environment, vivid depictions of children working in movement, and other selected 

media.  
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Beginning with a discussion of my personal journey toward this research topic, in 

this chapter, I explore how transformative experiences in both education and creative 

endeavors have refined my personal beliefs and values about creative movement and 

dance education. This discussion elucidates the influences behind this project. I then 

provide an overview of the study’s rationale, statement of purpose, research design, and 

limitations/delimitations.  

 

 Introduction to the Dance: Revealing and Shaping 

I was first exposed to dance in a local creative movement program at the YMCA 

in St. Paul, Minnesota. As a shy young girl, I found a special joy in movement; it was a 

creative and social outlet. Because I did not have to express myself verbally, I was able to 

connect with others, including the teacher, to whom I usually had difficulty relating 

because of my inability to make eye contact. I could also actively engage in the learning 

and creative process. The creative movement program was a place where I felt free to be 

myself without shyness and, hence, explore movements, ideas, and social relationships. I 

remember the class as a joyful place where the teacher played melodies to which I 

enjoyed moving, twirling, skipping, and running. I was able to use movements with 

which I was comfortable, and best of all I could dance with others, including the teacher. 

The pleasant experience of my first exposure to dance laid the foundation for my 

fondness for movement and self-expression, which eventually prompted me to pursue 

dance more seriously.  
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I studied dance at several conservatory-style institutions in my early years where I 

devoted time and effort to the perfection of ballet and contemporary technique. However, 

while I appreciated the rigorous training, I experienced frustration and silent emotional 

struggles with my teachers. For instance, in my journal I wrote, “Do I really need to go 

through this? What IS teaching and learning, by the way?” Predominantly, my dance 

teachers were former professional dancers, with little or no education in pedagogy. 

Perhaps as a result, they were often discouraging, even sometimes saying, “You are a bad 

dancer!” For me, this created a learning environment that was restrictive and intimidating. 

At times, I felt like a machine surrounded by other machines, in the same navy blue 

unitards, hair pulled back tightly in ponytails or buns. While I accepted the authoritarian 

approach to a certain extent, especially in technique classes, I was frustrated. I longed for 

the meaningful, warm dance environment of my younger years. I missed having the 

freedom to be myself and to have a pleasant time with my peers while I developed my 

creative and expressive movement abilities.  

The desire to perfect my dance skills kept me in the conservatory setting for some 

time, and my experiences led me to reflect on the nature of teaching as well as the best 

way to create a meaningful learning environment—whether for a technique class, a 

creative process workshop, or a theory seminar. Additionally, because my conservatory 

training included a focus on the owning of a personal movement “voice” through 

rigorous composition courses, improvisational classes, and various creative projects and 

performances, I was able to affirm some of what I had experienced in my early years: 

movement is an “expression of self.” 
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Tracing Pathways: My Research Journey 

During my years as a performer and choreographer, I also taught creative 

movement classes similar to the one that first attracted me to dance. In addition, I had the 

opportunity to teach children’s classes at a movement center in Korea for a few summers. 

The children were willing to participate in class and showed their curiosity by constantly 

asking questions; however, they were not very expressive. Some girls were too shy to 

display their movements, while the ones who did move well constantly asked me for 

direction. The few boys in the class considered dance strictly an activity for girls; they 

would run around doing athletic movement actions, like jumping jacks or tae kwon do 

kicks.  

Each child was unique, creating a diverse palette of personalities in the class, but 

the group energy was low. Many students acted shy and self-conscious. For instance, 

when I asked the students to create their favorite animal dances, the whole class stopped 

moving and stared at me. This reaction differed from that of children I had taught at a 

dance center in a New York suburb. There, students had been able to express themselves 

more freely. While a few students seemed shy, the class as a whole was eager and 

enthusiastic to explore different movements, sometimes suggesting new ideas. I learned 

that the energy and dynamic of each class differs according to the group composition, as 

well as the cultural background and practices. These cultural distinctions can be based on 

race, ethnicity, gender, and other factors.  

In both settings, Korea and suburban New York, I noticed that the boys generally 

persisted in their preference for athletic movements, like running and displaying their arm 
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muscles and fists. In both settings the boys also preferred to move by themselves rather 

than mingle with the girls. On the other hand, the girls in both groups exhibited distinct 

differences from the boys in that their movements were more expressive and detailed, 

generally illuminating their feelings and focusing on creative aesthetics rather than 

movement itself. 

These cross-cultural similarities between the movement responses of boys from 

different cultures suggest that, even at a young age, children’s movement behavior 

reflects what they know, how they think they should move, or what they think they are 

“supposed” to look like.  

Ongoing reflection into the nature of teaching and learning environments that 

support self-expression, combined with my particular interest in children’s creative 

movement, inspired me to shift my focus from dance performance to a more serious 

academic study in dance education. I joined Temple University as an EdM student in 

2004, transferring into the PhD program the following year. In the spring of 2005, I had 

the enlightening opportunity to assist another EdM student who was teaching an after-

school program at an elementary school close to the university. Eager to work with a new 

group of children, I accepted the opportunity without hesitation.  

The class population was not what I had expected. This particular group of 

students was imbued with a very different kind of energy than I had experienced in the 

past. Many of them had difficulty focusing and demonstrated poor class engagement and 

anti-social behavior. However, I was intrigued by their choice and quality of movement, 

seemingly influenced by urban hip-hop and rap culture. This was vastly different from 
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what I had previously experienced and from my own movement style. In addition, I 

found myself, as well as the teacher I was assisting, struggling to connect with the 

children; it was a challenge to facilitate and guide this class out of chaos. 

As I continued to work with the children, I noticed that the gender distinctions 

that I had witnessed in earlier teaching situations (and learned about from academic 

studies and literature) were also apparent in this urban school setting. For instance, in my 

observation journal I wrote about a boy’s reaction to hip movements during warm-up: 

“That’s too girly!” He stopped moving with the girls who were trying the hip movements 

and, ignoring what the others were doing, started practicing handstands.  

As I became more immersed in working with the children, I began to clearly see 

that the children’s responses were not merely about gender, and I recognized the need to 

explore a broader scope of inquiry. I felt constantly challenged in my attempts to connect 

with my students, who were predominantly African American. The children also seemed 

to recognize an “otherness” in me, as illustrated by questions such as, “Are you 

Chinese?” Such questions revealed that I was “different” to these children, and likewise, 

the children were different to me. I understood then that the children’s differentiations 

were based not only on gender, but also on race and ethnic appearance.  

 

Reflections and Transition  

I began to reflect on my experience of teaching this particular population of 

children over the past four years, first at the after school dance program and then at a 

pilot project at the same school, devised specifically for the present study. My reflections 
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drew on class observations, recorded in the teaching journals I kept, and on a review of 

relevant literature. My initial insights about my own process were of a constant struggle 

of trying to relate to the children in order to establish a mutual understanding of one 

another within a creative, engaging, and constructive learning environment. I also found 

that my sense of “otherness” based on our different ethnicities was reinforced by my 

inability to consistently manage the children and to guide and facilitate their classroom 

behavior. This was the case even though their regular teachers seemed to be able to deal 

with this issue, even those who were not African American.  

Many times, children would choose to misbehave and disrupt the dance class. 

Often they appeared disengaged from learning, choosing not to participate, sitting with 

arms and legs crossed and looking angry or unhappy. Occasionally, some of the children 

would voice discontent, become belligerent, and start fighting. Nevertheless, sometimes 

students worked together well with a particular topic, but when I tried to repeat the same 

material in the next session, it was not always successful. My theoretical and ethical 

commitment to a student-centered approach was challenged constantly. I wondered, 

“What does student-centered really mean in this context and in more general terms?” 

At times, I felt frustrated and a part of me wanted to be in a different setting with 

other children, such as the Korean or suburban children I used to teach. I pondered this 

longing as I was challenged yet again by a new group of children each semester. 

Although the makeup of the groups changed, the challenges remained the same. These 

difficulties sometimes brought me to frustration and tears. I wrote in my journal, “What 
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else can I try here?” and “Is a consistently productive, interactive learning environment 

ever going to happen with these students?”   

On further reflection, however, I realized that there was one factor that kept me 

motivated to work with the children: in every class, most students demonstrated their love 

and passion for being physically active (i.e., dancing, running, and playing). Moving 

(dancing) was a learning modality and social medium that they already loved to do and 

through which I still believed they could learn to interact with one another and express 

themselves in a creative and productive manner.  

Whether they were happy or unhappy, excited or upset, the children came to a 

square shaped gym for my class, always stating how much they really wanted to be there. 

I observed children who were willing to participate and dance to the music in order to 

release the often controlled and constrained energy accumulated in their academic 

classrooms. Children who were not willing to participate, for whatever reasons (agitation, 

shyness, etc.) still used the time and space to show what they were feeling. Many children 

sought extra attention, even bluntly asking for it during class. For instance, children often 

approached me to tell me stories or ask questions, none of which had anything to do with 

the lesson I was teaching. I reflected that my classes, however undisciplined they might 

appear, nevertheless promoted genuine engagement and social interaction. Here, as a 

facilitator and a teacher, I could still strive to create a learning atmosphere that lifted up 

the children’s sense of self and group.  

Occasionally, I gave particular children a special curriculum, letting them express 

their emotions through movements while others were participating in another class 
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activity. Even though my goal has always been to achieve a group focus through an 

interactive learning and creative process, I came to appreciate the equal importance of 

embracing and accepting each child for who they are and understanding that they are 

individuals. They can use the power of dance to transmit their energy and spirit and, by 

doing so, connect with others; this includes me, as I formulate an ongoing redefinition of 

dance itself. Ultimately, dance has the potential to bring us together, so that we can better 

understand one another through sharing movements, ideas, social behaviors, and self-

expressions.  

My metaphor for the extended adventure of this project was of finding myself 

dropped onto a foreign island, slowly searching my way around in an unfamiliar world, 

until I eventually became comfortable enough to find a warm, safe place to build my 

home. At the time of the research process, I was still in the course of finding a place to 

call home in my work with these children. My aim in the dissertation research was to 

come even closer to this home and to go inland, exploring the island laid out before me, 

with the comfort and assurance that would allow me to articulate my experience and 

knowledge. I still sought to understand, refine, and articulate children’s perceptions of 

self and group and my own pedagogical method in creative movement. I hoped that after 

four years of working alongside these children, I would have the privilege of 

experiencing yet another transformation with them. 

In this process, it became clearer that neither the student nor the teacher is solely 

responsible for the creative process in the classroom. To more fully examine this dynamic 

interaction, I intended to explore phenomenological pedagogy (van Manen, 1991; 
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Vandenberg, 1975), in which the focus is on experience and curriculum development that 

is based on children’s responses and reactions (Bond, 2001; Bond and Deans, 1997; Bond 

and Richard, 2005). I realized, however, that this approach had its limits because of the 

actual situation’s requirement for structure and order, which was made necessary by the 

sometimes unpredictable, chaotic behavior and responses of the children. This 

exploration was carried out within the framework of Action Research, a methodology 

that centers on an interactive inquiry process “containing both investigation and the use 

of findings” (Smith 1986 cited by Cormack p.155). In other words, while I attempted to 

employ phenemonological pedagogy in which the curriculum was based on the student’s 

responses and experiences, taking a practical approach, it was also necessary to probe an 

educational methodology that best suited this particular population. In so doing, I hoped 

to provide the freedom for each participant to make better sense of his or herself as an 

individual and as a social being within a particular group through the context of the 

power of dance and movement to inspire, educate, and transform. 

 

Rationale: Significance of the Study 

Many scholars and educators agree that creative movement is essential to the 

education of children (Benzwie, 1987, 1996; Joyce, 1984, 1994; Stinson, 1988; Gilbert, 

1992; Purcell, 1994; Bond, 2001; Cone & Cone, 2005; Isbell, 2007). An increasing 

number of educational and non-profit organizations are beginning to develop creative 

movement education programs. Even though the benefits of such programs can be seen in 

both K-12 and alternative educational institutions, many urban public elementary schools 



 11

are reducing or cutting physical education and arts programs due to increased demands to 

prepare students for government-mandated testing under No Child Left Behind (NCLB). 

The math and reading requirement that the NCLB has established, along with nationwide 

budget cuts in education (which also affected the elementary school where I was 

teaching), diminish the time and resources that administrators can make available to 

"nonessential" subjects, such as physical and health education (Filbern and Fletcher, 

2008). It is apparent that young children in urban public schools have few outlets for 

physical expression within their schools (Boston, 2001; Kenney & Dusewicz, 1984; 

Levin & Young, 1998). 

A number of studies assert that children’s perceptions of self may be heightened 

by dance education (Anttila, 2006; Benzwie, 1988, 1996; Bond, 1994, 2001; Bond & 

Deans, 1997; Bond & Stinson, 2001, 2007; Bond & Richard, 2005; Stinson, 1993; Wu, 

2005). Researchers have also looked at children’s perceptions of gender and sexuality in 

dance education (Bond, 1994; Daly, 1994; Arkin, 1994; Crawford, 1994; Kerr-Berry, 

1994; Ferdun, 1994; Kahlich, 2001; Risner, 2002, 2004; Clark, 2004; Dills, 2004; Stinson, 

2005; Bond, Frichtel and Park, 2007). Some of these studies have considered general 

issues of dance curriculum, while others have focused specifically on women or men in 

dance, addressing their sexuality and sexual identity.  

At a young age, students may already be deeply affected by socially dictated 

gender roles. Some researchers assert that dance education is a way of disrupting this 

development, so that the child’s evolving sense of self may be less influenced by gender 

stereotypes. However, little research has explored self-perception in dance education 
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through the lens of gender. Furthermore, while some studies have been conducted on 

children’s perceptions of self in dance, little has focused on factors besides gender that 

shape one’s identity (e.g., race, ethnicity, culture, and class). Bond and Deans (1997) 

found that even at a young age, children show marked preferences for particular 

movements and that such standards, which are aesthetic in nature, express notions of self.  

Children are worthy subjects of research; their voices are as important as those of 

adults (Bond, 1994; Bond & Stinson, 2000/2001; Stinson, Blumenfeld-Jones & Van 

Dyke, 1990, Wu, 2005). The present study probes young children’s perceptions of self 

and group in creative movement in an urban school setting, contributing to an under-

developed area of literature in dance education. As mentioned above, the fieldwork of the 

study also required interaction between the students, who are predominantly African 

American, and me, the teacher, who is Korean. While research in urban education has 

examined intersubjectivity between students and a teacher whose ethnic background is 

different from the class group (Fiol-Matta and Chamberlain, 1994; Nieto, 1996; Vergas, 

1999), no such research has been done in dance education. This dissertation fills a gap 

and creates a bridge between dance education and urban education. 

 

 Statement of Purpose: Foundation of the Study  

Insights gleaned from my own lived experience of dance, theoretical inquiry, and 

an extended pilot study have influenced and shaped my purpose of further examining 

children’s perceptions of self and others as mediated by gender, race, and ethnicity, and 

expressed through creative movement. Taking into consideration the difficulties the 
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children and I had understanding one other--as well as the constant struggle I experienced 

personally as a teacher--the goal was to explore ways to bridge the cultural gap between 

the African American, urban youth and a Korean, suburban adult.  

In over four years of teaching creative movement at an urban elementary school, I 

came to see that children’s perceptions of self and others are shaped by multiple factors, 

including gender, race, ethnicity, class, culture, and probably more. This aligns with 

Judith Butler’s (1990) concept of “intersectionality,” which she uses to explain that 

gender is never a discrete factor in the construction of identity, but is inseparable from 

other social constructions in shaping individuals’ perceptions of self and others (see also 

Chancer & Watkins, 2006).  

As a result, my interest in the creative processes of children and how they express 

their perceptions of self and others in movement motivated me to design and explore a 

specialized curriculum that would engage students in an active and vital discovery of 

self-identity, including but not limited to race, ethnicity, culture, gender, personality, 

family, and aesthetic stylistic preferences. The curriculum itself was largely based on 

exploration of the children’s individuality through dance and movement, verbal and 

nonverbal expression, and the use of props, writing, and drawing. This plan was informed 

by my experiences teaching the Temple University undergraduate core class “Dance, 

Movement & Pluralism,” in which students explore movement and dance as a means of 

gaining insight into personal, social, and cultural identity.  

In addition, as a teacher influenced by theories of student-centered pedagogy, I 

sought to support these children’s individual and group learning dynamics by also 
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recognizing their ongoing needs as classes progressed (Bissinger & Renfro, 1990; Gilbert, 

1992; Bond, 2001, 2008; Bond and Deans, 1997; Bond and Richard, 2005). 

 In summary, the formal purpose of this dissertation research was to illuminate 

children’s perceptions of self and others in an urban elementary school creative 

movement setting with a secondary goal of exploring proper pedagogy based on the 

particular children’s preferences and needs. Specific research goals included: 

1. In-depth analysis of the children’s and the teacher’s creative processes. 

2. Illumination of the range of the children’s self and group perceptions in creative 

movement. 

3. Critical reflection on the pedagogy within the particular creative movement 

teaching and learning setting, involving the presence of a Korean teacher and 

assistant, African American second graders, and an Irish American homeroom 

teacher and the evolving relationships between them.  

 To meet the above goals, the study addresses the following questions: 1) What are 

the children’s perceptions of race, ethnicity, gender, and culture as revealed through 

creative movement, drawing, and writing?; 2) How are the children’s perceptions of 

others portrayed in their creative movement, drawing, and writing?; 3) What are the 

children’s movement preferences?; 4) What are the children’s perceptions of me, the 

teacher?; 5) What are my perceptions of them, the children?; and 6) How can we create a 

cross-cultural and holistic curriculum that helps develop particular children’s perceptions 

of self and group and better teaching strategies for them based on their unique histories 

and requirements? 
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Research Design: Shaped Research Model 

To examine the research questions stated above, I applied the qualitative research 

method of Action Research (Reason & Bradbury, 2001) along with phenomenography 

(Marton & Booth, 1997; Marton, Hounsell & Entwistle, 1984; Marton & Tsui, 2004) as a 

way in which to analyze and present my findings. This approach will be discussed in 

detail in Chapter 3 on methodology. With the aim of capturing the children’s and the 

teacher’s “lived experience” (van Manen, 1997) in a creative movement curriculum, 

multiple sources of data were employed, providing what Richardson (2000) calls 

“crystallization,” or different perspectives on the phenomena of study.  Given that the 

research follows the qualitative method of phenomenography, theorizing came after the 

description of participants’ “lived experiences” (van Manen, 1990). Discussion of 

findings, therefore, is based on emergent categories of literature. This data is analyzed to 

distill categories and themes related to the core research questions.  

 The formulated contents for the dissertation are as follows:  

1. Chapter One - Introduction. Inspiration and Research Topic. Tracing my research 

journey and a discussion of objectives and significance. 

2. Chapter Two - Review of Selected Literature. Selected review of literature related 

to the topic, including, but not limited to, educational philosophy, dance education 

for children, urban education, and identity.  

3. Chapter Three - Methodology and Design. Philosophical underpinnings of data 

collection and analysis. 

4. Chapter Four - Findings I. Narrative descriptions on self and group.  
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5. Chapter Five - Findings II. In-depth analysis on self and group and pedagogy. 

6. Chapter Six - Discussion and Dialogue/ Projections. Connecting the findings with 

existing literature. 

7. Chapter Seven- Research Findings, Pedagogical Implications and 

Recommendations for Future Directions. 

 

Delimitations and Limitations  

The findings of the study are delimited to the context of a creative movement 

curriculum for twenty-four second graders taught in an urban elementary school within a 

span of 24 sessions. Transcriptions of video recordings, a written field reflective journal, 

children’s writing and drawings, and observations from an on-site participant 

observer/assistant as well as the children’s homeroom teacher were the data used for 

analysis and interpretation.  

The study is not concerned with the social and economic backgrounds of parents, 

the classroom teacher, or the dance teacher/researcher. However, the study does 

acknowledge the cross-cultural dimension, i.e., that the children are predominantly 

African American, my participant observer/assistant and I are both Korean, and the 

classroom teacher is Irish American.  
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 This chapter recounted the path I took that led me to my current topic of study, 

which is the examination of urban children’s perception of self and others through 

creative movement and discovery, as well as the development of an appropriate teaching 

methodology/approach to suit the population of students and assist them in embracing 

their identities and understanding themselves. In so doing, this teaching method should 

help students learn and explore creative movement while developing their own personal 

styles. Because the scope of this topic has the potential to extend far beyond the purpose 

of this study as well as the study’s research model and its foundational research focus, I 

intend to limit discussion of the aspects of this topic that are beyond the purview of this 

study and to focus entirely on the perceptions of children in a social learning context. The 

next chapter presents a review of the background literature that informs the values and 

design of my research.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF SELECTED LITERATURE: 

THE COMPLEX RELATIONSHIPS AMONG THE SOCIAL, THE CULTURAL, 

THE PEDAGOGICAL, THE PRACTICAL AND THE PERSONAL 

 

The present study undertakes a comprehensive review of pedagogical 

research and examines urban children’s perceptions of self, others, and the world 

in a social learning context with an aim to develop an effective teaching practice 

rooted in reflective pedagogy that better engages individual students. The review 

of the literature begins, therefore, with broad references to theories of social 

development and learning before honing in on the more specific pedagogical 

literature that informs the research: reflective teaching, phenomenological 

pedagogy, culturally relevant pedagogy, and feminist education. The chapter 

concludes with a review of the relevant and critical literature on pedagogy in 

dance education research. 

 

Theories of Social Development and Learning 

Various theorists in developmental psychology have advanced the 

understanding of human social development and learning, particularly Vygotsky, 

Erickson, and Piaget. Vygotsky’s (1978) social learning theory states that a 

“significant other,” a mentor, provides certain learning goals that propel a child 

from his/her “actual level of knowledge” to his/her “proximal level.” In other 
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words, students, with appropriate scaffolding or support, are capable of more than 

what is expected when negotiating and working on concepts. This point 

underscores the importance of teachers or mentors whom, rather than simply 

providing instructions, guide and shape a child’s understanding of the world. 

Building on Vygotsky’s theory that learning precedes development, Erickson 

(1978) offers a convincing overall picture of the way in which children mediate 

increasingly complex psychosocial conflicts through social interactions and 

experiences that involve imitation and mentoring.  

These socio-cultural theories advance the notion that social practices 

constitute human subjectivity; social practices are not independently arrived at by 

a decontextualized individual (Walkerdine, 1988; Evans & Tastaroni, 1994). 

Therefore, development takes place in social settings with the transfer of meaning, 

rather than with free and “rational” construction by an individual. Each 

individual’s existing knowledge and experience influence other participants 

within the social process as all produce meaning.  

For Piaget, human development is a natural process that is primary to 

learning. Further, he emphasizes the importance of engagement with the “real 

world.” In Piagetian theory, an individual achieves the highest level of intellectual 

thought when his/her engagement with the real world becomes completely formal, 

and when actions are abstract entities, manipulated mentally. He states, “For 

cognitive progress is not only assimilation of information; it entails a systematic 

decantation process which is a necessary condition of objectivity itself” (Piaget, 
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1970, p. 710). In relating creative movement education to Piaget’s theory, dance 

also expresses ideas and feelings evoked from real life experiences. Thus, in 

creative movement, one learns by exploring, developing, and constructing new 

ideas through embodying one’s concepts and knowledge and then interacting with 

others within a shared learning environment.  

Using the same underlying idea, but with a slightly different perspective, 

Vygotsky argues that learning and social interactions are what form consciousness 

and lead to development. Consequently, multiple subjectivities constitute an 

individual, a fragmented self, rather than an autonomous unitary subject. In this 

way, when a child moves through a social process that requires creative 

engagement, his or her perceptions of self and group are brought forward and 

clarified; the importance of social interaction is integral to the learning process. 

This “constructivist” framework, which emphasizes learning and perceiving 

through socially dynamic experiences, is central to this study and to the creation 

of creative movement curricula. 

 

Constructivism 

Piagetian theory (Piaget, 1977), enhanced by Vygotskian theory (Bodrova 

& Leong, 1966; Berk & Winsler, 1995) provides the foundation for 

constructivism. Constructivism is a learning theory that posits that students 

construct knowledge through interactions between their own ideas and their 

experiences in the social and physical world. It promotes learning connected to 
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students’ knowledge and experiences.  Teachers provide the atmosphere and the 

resources that guide students to construct, interpret, and represent their knowledge 

in their own unique ways. Instead of learning that is unrelated to students’ pre-

existing knowledge, or that is outside the boundaries of the information given, 

students find personal meanings in the patterns of ideas or concepts with a 

teacher’s guidance.  

Within the field of constructivism, it is tempting to consider radical 

constructivism (von Glaserfeld, 1984, 1995) and social constructivism (Solomon, 

1987; O’Loughlin, 1992) as opposite ends of a continuum. At one end, learners 

construct knowledge in isolation, based on their experiences of the worlds in 

which they live. At the other end, learning is embedded in social and cultural 

factors. Most learning situations, however, tend to fall between these two 

extremes. Learning is a complex process that occurs within a social context, as the 

social constructivists point out, but ultimately the individual does the learning, as 

the radical constructivists argue.  

Social constructivism suggests an intersubjective relationship between self 

and others. Collaboration, negotiation, and discussion generate the social 

construction of knowledge, wherein individuals make meaning of knowledge 

relative to a social context. These aspects give rise to shared meanings in creative 

and learning processes. Students construct meanings both on their own and as a 

group, through verbal and nonverbal communication.  
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As a social constructivist, Schutz (1973, cited in Burnard and Hennesy) 

states that a small part of an individual’s knowledge originates from his or her 

own experience, while the greatest part derives from social interaction. By 

assuming the intersubjectivity of the world, Schutz “presupposes cultures, which 

are social realities that stand prior to and independent of individual subjectivities” 

(Waters, 1994, p. 52).  According to these assertions, teachers operate from pre-

constructed practices that are not given (von Glasersfeld, 1995), but instead arise 

from interpersonal relationships. 

Antilla (2000) argues, however, that truth is created by active construction, 

and that this act of creation is unique for every individual. Furthermore, 

knowledge and truth are relative to time and place, affected by values that others 

may or may not share (p.27). In other words, each individual’s manner of 

generating truth is unique to that individual. 

Although social constructivism suggests intersubjectivity as the basis of 

learning, the radical constructivism proposed by Antilla may arise in the creative 

process as a class works with a specific focus on exploring self and group. One 

must remain aware that each student is unique and, therefore, that the meaning 

each student constructs is an authentic reflection of self.  

Nevertheless, for a teacher and guide of dance, the aim is to explore the 

children’s perceptions of self and group in a creative movement class setting that 

requires continuous social interaction. My students and I have opportunities to 

interact verbally and through movement, enabling an intersubjective process to 
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evolve. We engage in the creative process together as “co-creators” (Bond and 

Deans, 1997) and meaning-makers. This study also examines social 

constructivism through the exploration of intersubjectivity between the children 

(who are predominantly African American) and the researcher and the research 

assistant (who are both Korean).  

Constructivist theories of learning have influenced a range of pedagogical 

methods.  In situated cognition, learning occurs as human beings interact with the 

living world through, for example, apprenticeship learning, problem-based 

learning, constructionism, and exploratory learning (Chaille, 2008).  Frameworks 

of emergent curricula, authentic curricula, and critical pedagogy also find support 

in constructivist principles (existing dance education research applying these 

principles appears later in this section). A constructivist view of teaching 

encourages learning relevant to a student’s previous experience and knowledge. 

In this view, teachers provide tools and environments to help students construct, 

interpret, and represent multiple realities. Instead of mechanically processing 

pieces of unrelated information, students are encouraged to find their personal 

meanings from concepts or patterns.  

The works of John Dewey (1916, 1929, 1938), known as the pioneer of 

situated learning and learning by doing, reflect this view. Dewey focuses on an 

inquiry-based approach to learning (Kliebard, 1986). In essence, the learner’s 

interest in a concept needs to be the point of embarkation, and the learner’s active 

effort to understand that concept will organize the learning.  This constructivist 
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educational theory emphasizes the student’s own problem-solving efforts, while 

the teacher plays a crucial role in guiding and helping the construction of 

knowledge. This is a more centralized role than in most instructional design 

frameworks.  

Dewey’s (1916, 1944) definition of education as “that reconstruction or 

reorganization of experience which adds to the meaning of experience, and which 

increases [one’s] ability to direct the course of subsequent experience (p.74),” 

reinforces the pedagogical underpinnings of my work with the children. An 

experience, according to Dewey (1938), is more than simply a matter of direct 

participation in events. There is an interaction between the person and his or her 

environment. The environment, Dewey (1938) argues, “is whatever conditions 

interact with personal needs, desires, purposes, and capacities to create the 

experience which is had” (p.44).  Therefore, an experience is not an experience 

unless it involves interaction between self and another person, the material world, 

the natural world, or an idea. With the aim of exploring children’s perception of 

self, others and the world within the creative movement setting, I value this notion 

and apply this form of teaching.  

Jerome Bruner’s idea of observation in the activities of the learner (1966, 

1971) also supports Dewey.  In particular, Bruner emphasizes discovery learning, 

which focuses on the process of discovery while seeking understanding of a 

concept. Within this context, Bruner argues that the concepts or questions that 

guide the discovery process must be personally and socially relevant. It is clear 
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from Bruner’s framework that knowledge is not in the content but in the activity 

of the person in the content domain. That is, the learner’s active grappling with 

concepts is what constitutes learning. The teaching of creative movement, which 

focuses on the student’s development of voice and expression, delineates the 

theories of Dewey and Bruner, emphasizing the learner’s perspective in the 

educational setting and the guided discovery process. In particular, by focusing on 

the perception of self and others, it is possible to emphasize the importance of 

individual problem solving and enable unique creativity and the development of 

knowledge as a group throughout the process.  

In constructivist theory, social interaction, shared thought, and decision-

making facilitate learning (Eggen & Kauchak, 1997). Throughout the project, as a 

teacher and facilitator, I communicated and interacted with the children and my 

fellow assistant teacher in the creative learning environment. Together, we 

embarked on a journey to shape and enliven the children’s perceptions of self, 

group, and the world through interactive teaching, learning, and creating 

processes. As I guided the class, I attempted to be responsive to the children’s 

previous experiences and knowledge. For example, I tried to be aware of their 

understandings of gender, ethnicity, and culture, and to guide them to refine and 

articulate their awareness of self, group, and the world through movement 

explorations, performance, and other expressive media (drawings, writings, and 

discussion). We designed and developed the curriculum’s content progressively, 

out of the children’s evolving perceptions as revealed through their verbal and 
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nonverbal responses and expressions in the interactive creative learning process. 

The aims were to refine, clarify, and articulate this awareness as the students 

constructed meanings about themselves and the group through their interactions in 

the class.  

 In addition to emphasizing the learner’s active nature, constructivism 

implies that meaningful learning occurs within authentic situations using actual 

learning tasks that appeal specifically to the participants, based on their own 

experiences and backgrounds. This study followed the students and teachers 

through 24 sessions of a creative movement class at an urban elementary school. 

Keen attention was given to the children’s movement preferences and learning 

styles with awareness of individual expressions and the characteristics that define 

a learner’s particular experiences throughout the teaching and learning process. 

As this was a creative movement class in which the focus was on developing and 

accepting personal expressions and creativity, it embraced genuine spontaneous 

situations, as each individual has a different approach to expression and creativity. 

Various learning styles and participatory levels within the given urban 

environment and culture of this project made it unique. 

Constructivism emphasizes the link between prior and new knowledge. 

Throughout the creative movement curriculum, students explored new and 

existing information by interacting with each other and sharing their ideas and 

experiences. In my attempt to promote a learning environment that would help the 

children explore their perceptions of self, group and the world, I employed a 
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teaching methodology that supported the curriculum’s development, based on the 

students’ responses to the interactive learning. The next section reviews 

pedagogical literature related to these aims, including reflective teaching, 

phenomenological pedagogy, culturally relevant pedagogy, feminist pedagogy 

and dialogic pedagogy.  

 

            Theories of pedagogy 

Reflective Teaching 

John Dewey’s (1938) pioneering work on education and experience has 

refined my understanding of teaching as a reflective practice. According to 

Dewey (1910, 1933), reflection—or thinking again—is a basic human drive; it is 

also a systematic, rigorous, and disciplined way of thinking and meaning-making 

that moves a learner from one experience to the next with a deeper understanding 

of its relationship with and connections to other experiences and ideas. He further 

argues that reflection requires attitudes that value the personal and intellectual 

growth of oneself and of others within an interactive community. One lives, looks 

backward and forward, and then lives again. This desire to reflect, more than the 

desire to know, drives human experience, for Dewey, and is central to his 

educational philosophy. This process of reflecting upon and studying the lived 

experiences of human beings is critical to my own work. 

In the present study, although each class agenda was organized in advance, 

the plan for each session emerged from reflection on my own teaching practice 
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and the children’s responses during the previous session. Hence, the dissertation 

also includes stories of this “reflective practice,” to use Schon’s (1992) term. I 

strongly relate to this turn of phrase, as I believe that such consideration of lived 

pedagogical experience is essential to one’s growth, both as a teacher and a 

scholar in dance education. Furthermore, the continuous adaptation of practice 

through a focus on student responses allows the students, through me, to shape 

their learning environment and experiences in a manner that enables them to 

function at their individual optimum levels. Alongside reflective thinking, I have 

also incorporated a pedagogy firmly situated within phenomenology. 

 

Phenomenological Pedagogy 

          The phenomenological viewpoint seeks essential meaning through active 

human encounters rather than through speculative theorizing. Phenomenological 

pedagogy seeks to illuminate meaning through human encounters as part of a 

social process in which thought and action correspond to one another. This 

pedagogical approach accommodates students’ needs and responses and requires 

from the educator constant observation, reflection, and reviewing of previous 

classes in order to build future lesson plans around these learnings. Action 

research, with its focus on progressive problem solving through reflection on 

actions and embodiment within the teaching process, can be used to explore the 

Phenomenological pedagogical position and to improve learning and teaching 

practices. Most importantly, phenomenological pedagogy transforms individual 
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reflection, problem solving and growth, into opportunities for community and 

group development. With the firm belief that education should be grounded in a 

child’s lived experience, Martinus Jan Langeveld and Otto F. Bellnow 

(Vandenberg, 1997) applied phenomenological principles to educational settings 

in the mid-20th century, emphasizing the importance of teachers focusing on the 

lived experiences or perceived meanings that reside within each conscious being. 

Langeveld, one of the pioneers of phenomenology and education, states that 

education is “the discovery of one’s own possibilities of being in the world” (cited 

in Vandenberg, 1997, p. 14). As Langeveld’s phenomenological pedagogy grew 

in acceptance and became a subject of study, other scholars (e.g., Vandenberg, 

1971, 1975, 1997; van Manen, 1990, 1991, 1997; and van den Berg, 2002) 

pursued and broadened the field.  

Vandenberg’s (1971) ontological perspective is that the learning process 

will emerge and develop only when the “being” of the teacher, the “being” of the 

pupil, and the “being” of the world are in a dynamic relationship in the 

educational setting. In other words, student, teacher, and world develop an 

authentic relationship when learning is active and engaging (p. 147). According to 

Vandenberg, the primary task of any teacher is to guide students toward the 

refinement of their sense of being, which enables them to become authentic 

learners. Deepening the understanding and refinement of being occurs through the 

interplay of two minds—those of teacher and student—and the ideas within the 

“subject matter.” Hence, the creation of deep, refined, and unique understandings 
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of the world is not an impersonal, uniform learning process, but is born from 

intersubjective exchange. Vandenberg refers to this as an “educational encounter” 

(p. 147).   

I find Vandenberg’s emphasis on education as an encounter applicable to 

the teaching and learning processes I have observed. Learning in creative 

movement requires social interaction and expression of self through elements and 

patterns of movement. Active sharing with others through verbal and physical 

expression, facilitated by the teacher, must support the understanding of the 

subject matter, the theories of movement and dance, and the themes and concepts 

explored in a class. This intersubjective exchange or “educational encounter” 

develops and refines each student’s sense of self and group within the learning 

process.   

Like Vandenberg, van Manen (1991) also stresses the importance of 

teacher-student interaction, with added emphasis on the need for the teacher to 

provide guidance and support within the educational encounter. According to van 

Manen, the etymology of the word “pedagogy” is being with the child, caring for 

the child, and “leading by walking behind the child” (p. 37). A pedagogue is a 

person on whom a child can rely, a person with tact. A student seeks knowledge 

while relying on an adult’s services and attention, thus genuinely enabling an 

adult with pedagogical authority to lead or professionally guide students.  

Pedagogy, according to van Manen (1991), is therefore a moral service, 

requiring an active and continuous distinction between what is appropriate and 
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inappropriate in working with a child. According to van Manen, a moral teacher 

relies on instinct and insights to guide pedagogical actions with a child and his/her 

everyday life, without relying on a diagnostic picture, psychological type, or 

external standards (1997). While it is challenging to meet all students’ needs, a 

teacher’s aim should be to accommodate each child’s needs, allowing the self-

expression of each child, and his/her responses to the learning environment, to 

characterize the specific guidance given throughout the learning process.  

The above phenomenological perspectives envision teaching as more than 

an application of educational theories. Teaching requires proactive, 

intersubjective relationships between teachers and students. Van Manen (1991, p. 

146) uses the term “pedagogical tact” to refer to “a kind of practical . . . 

intelligence that is governed by insights while relying on feelings.” He notes that 

teachers have little time to reflect on educational theories while teaching, because 

many “thinkingly act” or do things with “immediate insight” (van Manen, 1995, p. 

37). Theory evolves and tactful practices become embodied only when a teacher 

acts with full awareness. Action and reflection are one in “real” pedagogical 

practice, which “reappropriates” and embodies past experiences and reflections on 

those experiences in the teacher’s verbal and nonverbal interactions with students 

(van Manen, 1990, p. 156). According to van Manen, a tactful teacher can 

simultaneously interact with messages conveyed in students’ language, 

movements, or emotional expressions.  
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          This practice of teaching with continuous action and reflection reveals 

qualities and abilities that attune teachers to their students. I see “tactful teaching” 

and “pedagogical being” with students as the engagement of children in teaching, 

learning and creative interactive processes. The phrases also allude to a complex 

dynamic of intersubjectivity between teacher and students who will reciprocate by 

engaging in both learning and expressing together. 

 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 

A complex classroom dynamic exists among students and between 

students and teachers in any educational setting. In urban educational settings, 

unique cultural factors may prominently influence students’ behaviors and 

expectations. Ginsberg, Shapiro, and Brown (2004) observe that:  

… curriculum itself is never ‘purely objective’ the way that it is presented 
to students and, more importantly, the interactions and relationships 
between teacher and student is neither uniform nor emotionless. This is 
especially true in urban schools, which have more heterogeneous and less-
privileged student populations where issues of racism and poverty, 
alongside gender bias, play a prominent role in the identities, lives and 
choices of students. Teachers play a special role in the lives of young 
people, and that role has the potential to make a positive or negative 
difference in their future (p. 35). 
 

Susan Imel (2000) states, “Urban students, who may not see the 

adults in their lives rewarded for hard work, are not usually motivated by 

extrinsic means such as grades and discipline, and uninteresting tasks may 

seem pointless to them” (cited in Pretemore, 2004). Students may display 

specific behaviors in class that influence the learning setting and reveal 
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their biases about lifestyle, racism, gender, and social relationships. Many 

students in urban schools have diagnoses of ADHD, which affects the 

class dynamic and presents a challenge to teachers. Student responses that 

are not always relevant or appropriate to the class material also influence 

class dynamics (Foote, 2005; Predmore, 2004).  

To conduct a study of children’s perceptions through the factors that shape 

their identities, I found it necessary to acknowledge first that a complex 

relationship exists between the students and my assistant and me, as the 

facilitators of a creative movement class. My aim was to embrace children for 

who they are, and I sought to employ pedagogical practices that were in line with 

this goal. 

Culturally relevant pedagogy makes use of specific guidelines to address 

culturally relevant phenomena in a classroom setting. This pedagogy offers 

student-centered methods that help a teacher understand students’ backgrounds. 

Specifically, scholars of culturally relevant pedagogy urge teaching practices that 

demonstrate sensitivity to the cultures, languages, and experiences that students 

bring to the classroom in order to provide a meaningful learning environment and 

increase academic achievement (Au, 1993, 2006; Delpit, 1995; Gay, 2000; 

Howard, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1994, 1995; Murrell Jr., 2002). With a focus on 

probing students’ perceptions of self (and others) in the urban educational setting 

through use of creative movement, it is necessary to be aware of the connection 

between the children’s cultural backgrounds and their personal voices and 
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aesthetic preferences. Culturally relevant pedagogy is in alignment with my 

commitment to student-centered teaching and to phenomenological pedagogy, 

which encourages teaching strategies that emanate from lived-experience 

phenomena (i.e., teaching strategies that allow students to bring their individual 

identities into the classroom).   Similarly, culturally relevant pedagogy promotes 

teaching practices that consciously attend to students’ cultural backgrounds and 

identities, and that aim to probe children’s self-perceptions by analyzing the 

factors that shape their identities. As such, culturally relevant pedagogy seems 

especially conducive to my research goals. In general, teaching demands 

recognition of the valuable knowledge that resides within students’ cultures, but is 

not always valued in schools. Moreover, understanding and valuing children’s 

cultures seems particularly important in a creative movement setting, where the 

primary aim is to honor children’s own expressions of self, which may arise from 

their understanding of self as infused by their cultures and backgrounds.  

Ladson-Billings (1999) explains that culturally relevant pedagogy “not 

only addresses student achievement but also helps students to accept and affirm 

their cultural identity while developing critical perspectives that challenge 

inequities that schools (and other institutions) perpetuate” (p. 469). To accomplish 

this, Kathryn Hu-Pei emphasizes the significance of establishing connections 

between students’ home and school experiences, building children’s competence 

in their cultures, and fostering social justice (Au, 2006). Ladson-Billings (1999) 

stresses that successful teachers in urban schools are in the vanguard of their 
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profession in helping students “to envision life beyond their present situations” (p. 

469); they teach children to understand their cultural, linguistic, gender, racial, 

economic, and social situations in relation to others.  

Similarly, I aim to help students “envision life beyond their present 

situations” by guiding them to articulate and refine their understanding of 

themselves through movement, drawing, writing, and casual conversation in a 

specially designed creative movement curriculum. Like other advocates of this 

pedagogical framework, I view teaching as an opportunity to help children 

explore their perceptions of self and group, refine and articulate their identities, 

and ultimately gain a sense of empowerment.  

Thus, culturally relevant pedagogy is in line with the underlying 

assumptions of my teaching philosophy. In my attempt to create a positive urban 

learning environment through which children can gain a better understanding of 

self, group, and world, I believe it is my responsibility to accept students for who 

they are and assure them of their value as human beings. 

 

Feminist and Critical Pedagogy in Dance Education 

John Dewey’s (1915) work influenced the development of dance 

education in academic settings. He believed that children learn by doing, and that 

“action is the test of comprehension and physical health promotes mental activity” 

(p. 120). Opposing the factory model of education that was evolving alongside 
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industrialization, Dewey proposed child-centered education instead of rote 

learning.  

Emphasis on the arts remains a powerful tradition in progressive 

educational philosophy (Dewey, 1958, 1966; Green, 1988). Arts education 

advocates continue to consider guided discovery as crucial to learning (Eisner, 

1976; Gardner, 1983, 1990), which to me implies a feminist pedagogy 

(Digiovanni & Liston, 2005; Weisner, 2004). An exploratory approach to arts 

education suggests that students are encouraged to imagine and create and, by so 

doing, to become free from simply accepting pre-existing information and 

knowledge. Through this process, they achieve deeper meaning. This approach 

visualizes the classroom dynamic as democratic, rather than authoritarian, with 

the teacher as a facilitator of learning. 

As adherents of progressive education philosophy, dance educators and 

scholars have emphasized the importance of applying this theory to dance 

education practice. Based on a thorough review of traditional and creative dance 

pedagogy, Stinson (1993) provides a valuable perspective on feminist pedagogy 

for children’s dance that stresses liberation, caring, and empowerment. She 

suggests that dance education embodies “female” qualities that promote 

interactive relationships and encourage a positive learning environment for 

developing self-expression and creativity. This is in contrast with the 

individualism and competition often seen in male-oriented settings “with little 
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emphasis on community and caring, values often regarded as feminine” (1998, p. 

29).  

Stinson (1997) further argues that a feminist viewpoint can provide a new 

way of viewing dance settings and make a valuable contribution to the discourse 

on youth dance education. Feminist pedagogy promotes community and 

relationships, rather than the division and competition seen in many traditional 

dance learning environments. As a result, this pedagogy provides children with a 

strong awareness of self and group in the dance learning process. 

From a slightly different angle, Antilla (2002) promotes a “dialogical 

approach” that emphasizes the importance of self-reflection and understanding for 

creating open dialogues through which meaningful learning environments can be 

created. Shifting away from the “teacher-as-expert” pedagogy, Antilla challenges 

teachers to reflect on their relationship with the “other,” and on their students’ 

connections to the world and their abilities to create new meanings through 

dialogic method. Further, she asserts that creative dance can be a means for young 

children to grow personally and artistically, provided the teacher does not ignore 

their inner quests for meaning. In other words, meaningful artistic experiences can 

flourish only when a community of teachers places importance on each 

individual’s intrinsic value and fundamental dignity.   

A commitment to feminist and dialogic principles of pedagogy is integral 

to my attempt to understand children’s perceptions of self, group, and the world 

as they engage in creative movement. Such person-centered approaches provide a 
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scaffold in connecting with children and further developing interpersonal 

relationships throughout the meaning-making learning process. Dance education 

researchers have applied a range of feminist, interactive, and “co-creative” (Bond 

and Deans, 1997) methods to illuminate young people’s perceptions in dance 

education.  

 

Dance Education Research: Reflections on the Academic Literature 

In order to understand teaching and learning processes and to discover 

what dance means to participants in different contexts, dance educators and 

scholars have applied qualitative research methods, particularly those influenced 

by phenomenology, including phenomenological hermeneutics and 

phenomenography. In a pioneering study using the interpretive qualitative 

research method, Stinson, Blumenfeld-Jones, and Van Dyke (1990) examine the 

experiences of seven pre-professional women (between the ages of 16 to 18) who 

studied a variety of western dance forms. This phenomenological and 

hermeneutic inquiry allowed the researchers to understand meaning through 

interviews.  

In early childhood, special education, and elementary settings, Bond and 

colleagues (1991, 1994, 2001, 1997 with Deans: 2005 with Richard: 2007 with 

Frichtel and Park, 2008) apply close description and analysis to examine 

children’s engagement in dance, including interactions between students and 

teachers. Data sources include direct observation, video recordings, interviews, 
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children’s drawings and writings about dance, and teaching journals. These 

studies provide in-depth portrayals of collaborative processes (teachers and 

students) of curriculum development and participants’ engagement in meaning-

making. Liu (cited in Shapiro, 2008) employs similar multimodal approaches to 

data collection, including close observation and drawings, to interpret how 

teachers and students construct meaning in an interactive creative dance 

curriculum that focuses on a cultural New Year holiday theme and uses such 

visual art mediums as drawing and painting. 

Bond and Stinson (2000/01, 2007) are involved in long-term qualitative 

research to examine young people’s (pre-school through high school) engagement 

in dance in three phases: first, students’ experience of “the superordinary” in 

dance education (2000/01); second, experiences of effort and work (or the 

opposite) in dance education (2007); and third (in process), students’ experiences 

of relationships in dance education (teacher/s, peers, environment). This 

qualitative meta-analysis examines data from multiple sources, including studies 

by colleagues around the world. From these sources, they extract lived-experience 

descriptions to illuminate themes of engagement. Bond has also constructed 

phenomenologically based “essence descriptions” (2000/01, p. 54), a process that 

synthesizes young people’s perceptions of body, energy, space, time, matter, 

relationship, and causality to illuminate the lived experience of dance.  

Instead of prematurely pigeonholing children’s verbal and nonverbal 

responses into existing theoretical frameworks and assumptions, these research 
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projects allow themes to emerge from qualitative data collected through multiple 

sources. This approximates and supports the Action Research approach to 

analysis that I apply in reviewing my own data. This requires an interactive 

inquiry process, balancing reflections with probing actions presented in a 

collective context—a data driven collaborative analysis.  

As seen in the above review of the literature, assumptions and methods of 

phenomenological inquiry primarily inform my dissertation research, although the 

other approaches and methodologies have had an influence. I also take inspiration 

from other doctoral researchers at Temple University’s Department of Dance who 

have worked with Dr. Karen Bond and have completed in-depth examinations of 

emergent curricula and creative processes by employing qualitative 

methodologies informed by phenomenology and phenomenography, feminist 

inquiry, narrative inquiry, and/or Action Research. These include studies that 

explore first grade children’s meaning-making processes connected to literacy 

through dance (Cone, 2002); a teacher-researcher’s journey toward the 

enhancement of a pedagogical relationship and intersubjectivity with third graders 

in Taiwan (Wu, 2005); an examination of fifth grade children’s cognition within 

the creative process in dance (Giguere, 2007); and a study of an emergent creative 

dance process in a group of fathers and their young sons (Richard, 2009). This 

dissertation contributes to the existing literature with its focus on exploring 

second grade children’s perception of self and others in an urban education setting 

and seeking proper pedagogy for these particular learners. 
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter has considered various studies dealing with social 

development and learning, including topics on reflective teaching, 

phenomenological pedagogy, culturally relevant pedagogy, and the role of 

feminist and critical pedagogy in dance education. Because my goal in this 

dissertation is an in-depth analysis of how creative movement education is 

encountered by urban children, these studies present philosophical and 

educational perspectives alongside scholarly research regarding teacher-student 

interactions. There is only a small body of dance education research that 

addresses social learning experiences and suitable teaching strategies, and even 

less research is concerned with illuminating, through dance, the meanings 

inherent in urban children’s self-expression and identity. Rarer still is research 

related to children’s creative movement that explores teaching approaches for 

engaging individual students in urban, multicultural class settings. 

  I hope to remedy this scarcity to some extent through this dissertation. 

Informed by a literature review, the next chapter discusses an epistemological 

paradigm. It also describes the research methodology, procedures, and processes 

that are employed in the subsequent chapters.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE CYCLIC PROCESS: RESEARCH 

METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURE 

 

Methodology: Theoretical Context  

This study centers on the lived experiences of teaching and learning 

through creative movement, focusing specifically on children’s movements, on 

their social interactions throughout the creative process, and on their perceptions 

of self, the group, and the world. Its ultimate goal is to determine the most 

appropriate teaching practices for urban children. In this study, my position as a 

researcher and insider was based on my role as a teacher and facilitator within a 

dance-class environment. To effectively achieve my goals, I needed to employ a 

qualitative methodology that both strongly acknowledged shifts in subject–object 

relations (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) and was centered on the researcher—not as a 

disinterested party, but as an individual with an investment in the study and its 

outcomes.  

Quantitative research is not suitable to the context of this dissertation, as it 

seldom enables researchers to capture their subjects’ perspectives or experiences 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2003)—both of which are important components of this study. 

In addition, quantitative research emphasizes measurement and seeks to 

generalize information about statistically determined populations. Thus, this 

approach is not a good fit in terms of this dissertation, as it would require detailed 
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information on the participants’ learning styles and methods of interaction in 

order to properly determine the pedagogy suitable for supporting the learners in 

question.  

In performing my research, I worked toward the goal of implementing 

intervention, development, and change within the teaching and learning 

community, ultimately by pinpointing practical teaching strategies that would 

suitably support the backgrounds and learning styles of urban children. Therefore, 

Action Research—as discussed in Chapter 1—is best aligned with the needs of 

this study. In addition, the use of phenomenography, which is an educational 

extension of phenomenology, allowed me to meet the objectives of determining 

appropriate pedagogical approaches and examining participants’ lived 

experiences and perceptions of each other, all while taking into account the 

children’s environment and my part in the process as a teacher and researcher. 

In this chapter, I survey the study’s methodological context by first 

discussing qualitative research, phenomenology, and phenomenography before 

focusing on the central methodology of the study, Action Research. 

 

Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research encompasses a complex, interconnected family of 

terms, concepts, and assumptions about how knowledge is gained (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2003, p. 3). Denzin and Lincoln (2008) emphasize that qualitative 

research is “a situated activity that locates the observer in the world,” and requires 
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a “set of interpretive material practices” (p. 4). Qualitative research may involve a 

series of representations, including field notes, observations, recordings, and 

interviews in order to transform understanding. In contrast to quantitative 

research—which, as defined above, is objective and emphasizes the measurement 

of different variables and outcomes—qualitative research embraces social 

constructs, the inseparable  relationship between researcher and subject, and the 

situational constraints that shape any inquiry (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 13). 

Lazaroff (1988) maintains that, unlike quantitative scientific research, the focus of 

qualitative research is “to raise awareness, guide perception, and generate theory 

that will drive further research and provide a lens with which to study other, 

similar situations” (p. viii). For the purposes of this study, which is aimed at 

seeking best practices for teaching a particular population, it was important to 

examine the quality of the interactions with the students in the context of a 

creative educational process; the factors to be explored could not be quantitatively 

measured or compared without impeding those very responses and interactions 

that must be examined. In contrast, qualitative research, by its very nature, raises 

awareness and perception of the factors under consideration. 

According to Gergen and Gergen (2000), the development of qualitative 

research constitutes a change in how we understand the relationship between 

language and the world. Instead of relying on laws and properties, language is 

used to interpret and construct meaning, which is accomplished by generating 

what Denzin (1998) refers to as “thick descriptions” (p. 16) of minute details and 
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nuances found in human experiences. This shift in the use of language 

compromises principles of scientific validity, generating what Denzin and Lincoln 

(1994) term “a crisis of validity” (p.17). 

Richardson (2000), in her Writing: A Method of Inquiry, uses the term 

“crystallization” as a metaphor for the deconstruction of scientific validity. She 

argues for “validating” findings through the crystallization of writing, proposing 

that the central idea of “validity” is not that it is a rigid, fixed, two-dimensional 

phenomenon, but that it “combines symmetry and substances with an infinite 

variety of shapes, substances, transmutations, multi-dimensionalities, and angles 

of approach” (p. 522). In other words, by writing and rewriting in various 

dimensions, multiple topics are distilled and different meanings are illuminated 

and shaped, allowing us to gain a deeper knowledge and understanding of the 

subjects we study. Multidimensional writing must consequently call for awareness, 

perception, and engagement if it hopes to fully deliver an understanding of the 

meaning behind the articulations drawn from its subject. In this way, writing 

becomes a “method of knowing” (p. 516), allowing one to clarify and 

communicate an understanding. As such, crystallization allows us the “flexibility 

to deepen complex, thoroughly partial understanding of the topic” (p. 522). 

In this study, I employed Denzin and Lincoln’s “thick descriptions” of my 

lived experience of the teaching and learning setting. I focused on writing as the 

primary means of analysis that allowed me to discover appropriate categories to 

consider when developing best practices for teaching urban children. By 
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immersing myself in writing and rewriting, I allowed the rich meanings of the 

study’s participants to be revealed, thereby providing more factors for 

consideration in the development of improved teaching practices. I sought to fully 

understand the participants’ perceptions of self and other, and to develop a 

pedagogical method that best suited their particular backgrounds and 

requirements. In doing so, I expressed my belief that participants’ perceptions are 

best understood through rigorous descriptions of their lived experiences, social 

interactions, verbal and nonverbal communication, personal movement 

preferences, and written forms of expression. 

Stinson (1995) states that researchers must have an acute kinesthetic 

awareness in order to perceive and understand how to embody a research topic 

and engage participants in educational research (p. 53). Since the present study 

was focused on an interactive learning environment, it was important for me to 

have both an intellectual and a kinesthetic awareness in order to explore the 

participants’ perceptions of self and group. This required a process of inter-

subjectivity between the students and the researcher, a relationship that was to be 

best established through qualitative research. Furthermore, it would be essential 

that the research was based on an egalitarian relationship between all those 

involved, in which there would be mutual valuing of one another.  Because both 

researcher and participants would be involved in the research through the 

generation of meaning and experience, they would create a “conjoint 
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representation” or a “distributed representation” as expressed through the results 

and their evaluation (Gergen & Gergen, 2000, p. 1035). 

 Subsequently, both become cogenerators of meaning. The present study 

looked at participants’ perceptions of self and group through a creative movement 

class.  As a teacher and facilitator of the class, I interacted with the children 

through discussions and movement explorations. Both students and teacher 

generated meaning through shared movement and verbal expressions within a 

holistic dance education paradigm. This egalitarian approach resulted in an 

interactive process that offered a “distributed representation.” In other words, 

meaning was created through immersion in a creative, interactive, sharing process. 

Patton (1990) provides a cogent discussion of the design, collection, 

analysis, interpretation, and presentation of qualitative data. His style is structured 

and procedural, displaying a shift from a theoretical orientation to a more 

practical application to human experience, a style that I strove to emphasize in 

this research. This shift embraces a fundamental concept in descriptive and 

interpretive methods of research that strongly influenced my research process. 

The inquiry process is reflexively affected by its own research findings, implying 

that the findings are meaningful only in relation to the method by which they were 

obtained. Thus, a complete qualitative presentation includes a meaningful account 

of both method and findings: 

Description is balanced by analysis and leads to interpretation. An 
interesting and readable report provides sufficient description to 
allow the reader to understand the basis for an interpretation, and 
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sufficient interpretation to allow the reader to understand the 
description. (Patton, 1990, p. 430) 

 
Patton points out that rigorous skills are required to retain the context of 

experiences, while at the same time acknowledging that interpretation is 

necessary. 

Max van Manen’s (1990) Researching Lived Experience focuses on the 

development of methodological skills for qualitative research, carefully noting 

that its specific research orientation is “pedagogical” (p. 88). Van Manen 

concentrates on “self-reflectivity” as the means “by which pedagogy tries to come 

to terms with self (the parent, the educator) and other (the child)” (p. 89).  

According to van Manen, “self” and “other” are foundational categories of the 

pedagogic relation. Recognition of the learning process is implicit in the 

pedagogical relationship. In this context, learning is said to include at least two 

parallel notions: how one learns and how one learns with the intention of 

instructing another. 

In my study, I stressed awareness (perception of self and others) and 

learning and teaching (seeking proper pedagogy for the particular population) as 

fundamental aspects of experience. As John Dewey (1938) argues, what one “has 

learned in the way of knowledge and skill in one situation becomes an instrument 

of understanding and dealing effectively with the situation which follows. The 

process goes on as long as life and learning continue” (p. 44). 

In considering Dewey’s notion, it seems reasonable that reviewing 

experience in retrospect would reveal what one was aware of during the actual 
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event. Furthermore, such a query may contain information about how one learns 

and perceives the world. Hence, I investigated the notion that learning is a 

continuous process that brings understanding of an experience at a given point in 

time. As I facilitated the creative movement class, guiding it through a specialized 

curriculum focused on refining the children’s perceptions of self and group, the 

children also experienced the continuing learning process. In this way, 

understanding could be envisioned as a “snapshot” capturing the continuous 

process of learning about self, group, and the world. 

Through this window of qualitative research, I searched for meaning in the 

children’s experiences and their perceptions of self and group. By interacting with 

them in a specialized creative movement curriculum, I was able to discover the 

layers of meaning through genuine observations of their experiences, as reflected 

in their social interactions, displays of personality, movement preferences, casual 

and focused conversations and discussions, and reflective drawings and writings. 

In doing this, I strove to remember that research is “a caring act” (van Manen, 

1990, p. 5). 

 

            Phenomenology 

Phenomenology is a philosophical method originated from Edmund 

Husserl’s philosophy of mathematics. Seeking to dispel the notion that 

mathematical entities such as numbers are constructs of the mind, Husserl turned 

to Franz Brentano’s theory of intentionality, which asserts that every act of 
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consciousness is necessarily directed upon an object (whether concrete or 

abstract). Such a consideration of intentionality provided a platform on which 

Husserl could begin to make meaning from structured acts of consciousness. 

Indeed, the philosophical movement known today as phenomenology developed 

from this original consideration of intentionality (Marvin, 1966). 

Phenomenology is generally concerned with studying phenomena or 

objects of consciousness by way of “bracketing,” a method attributed to Husserl 

whereby symbolic meanings or judgments are put aside until only the actual 

object being studied remains, that is, “the thing itself” (Hammond, Howarth, & 

Keat, 1991). In other words, phenomenology focuses on describing the structures 

of experience as they present themselves to consciousness, favoring the 

examination of subjective perceptions of phenomena over theory, deduction, and 

assumption. This philosophical approach was well suited to my study, the main 

goal of which was to discover, examine, and interpret the depth and meaning of 

the children’s lived experiences—their perceptions of self, group, and the world. 

Van Manen (1990) discusses the usefulness of phenomenology with 

regard to fully illuminating meanings of experience: 

In doing research we question the world’s very secrets and intimacies 
which are constitutive of the world, and which bring the world as 
world into being for us and in us. Then research is a caring act: we 
want to know that which is most essential to being. To care is to serve 
and to share our being with the one we love. We desire to truly know 
our loved one’s very nature. And if our love is strong enough, we not 
only will learn much about life, we also come face to face with its 
mystery. (p. 5-6) 
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Referring to the work of Husserl (1983) and Merleau-Ponty (1962), van 

Manen asserts that phenomenology provides an examination of the very nature of 

a phenomenon—that which makes a thing what it is and without which it could 

not be (van Manen, 1990). In other words, it is concerned with the “common 

essences” of a phenomenon that are experienced by all observers or participants. 

This framework fits the analytical process of the present study, as it allows the 

researcher to fully examine the essence of the lived experience of creative 

movement teaching and the learning environment. 

           Phenomenography 

  As an educational extension of phenomenology, phenomenography is 

grounded in perceived reality as experienced by the students, and involves 

analysis of the learning that takes place while they are completing tasks set by the 

researcher in real-world situations. Phenomenography approaches learning and 

teaching in relation to its content and context, focusing not upon articulating the 

“real world” of external events as is the case with phenomenology, but upon the 

learners’ own perceptions of some aspect of reality. Instead of moving the focus 

from the particular to the universal, phenomenography extends the context of 

experience to include how learners understand their experiences, paying particular 

attention to the qualitative range of the meanings created. This methodology 

focuses on the experience of learning as viewed from the students’ perspective, 

and researchers generally collect data directly from the learners themselves, 

mostly through self-report and interviews (Marton, 1984). My examination of 
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children’s perceptions of themselves and others through their self-reports and 

through the artifacts of learning (spoken, graphic, and movement), permitted me 

to genuinely understand and articulate their experiences, thereby seeing more 

fully the learning phenomenon as the learners perceived it.  

Ference Marton (1986), a pioneer in phenomenographic studies, asserts 

that this methodology “maps the qualitatively different ways in which people 

experience, conceptualize, perceive, and understand various aspects of, and 

phenomena in, the world around them” (p. 31). Hence, phenomenography allows 

for in-depth examination of the learning experiences of everyone involved in a 

study. Swedish educational phenomenographer Ingrid Pramling has stated that the 

extension of phenomenographic methods is needed in the realm of nonverbal 

behavior (Bond, 2008).   

 The present study explored ideas relating to a range of identity constructs 

including race, ethnicity, gender, culture, aesthetic preferences, personality, and 

community. This exploration necessarily led to an analysis of the children’s 

perceptions of self and group. Close observation of the children’s movement 

responses throughout the creative process, casual discussions that took place as 

we interacted, reflective drawings, and written compositions from each session 

were used to look at the totality and different facets of the children’s experiences. 

Marton (1984) emphasizes phenomenography’s particular focus on 

perceptions and the creation of meaning: 

The research seeks an understanding of the phenomenon, tries actively, 
as in deep approach to learning, to extract the underlying meaning of 
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human actions. And meaning has to come from the individuals 
involved – their own perceptions of what they are doing and why they 
are doing it. (p. 224) 

 
Hence, phenomenography enables the teacher to engage learners in a “discipline 

of enthusiasm” through which students’ perceptions of a recognizable reality can 

be uncovered (Marton, 1984, p. 227). In order to “experience, interpret, 

understand, perceive, and conceptualize” students’ perceptions and the 

intersubjectivity at play between myself as teacher and the learners (Bonder and 

Orgill, 2007), concentration upon the learners’ “own perceptions” was essential 

(Marton, 1984, p. 224). 

 

Action Research 

Constructivists have argued that knowledge is derived from reflecting on 

actions. Bonder et al. (1999) describe Action Research as reflection in action, or 

as “an informal, qualitative, formative, subjective, interpretive, reflective and 

experiential model of inquiry in which all individuals involved in the study are 

knowing and contributing participants”. It is Bonder’s definition of Action 

Research that is applied in this research project. Action research can be defined 

simply as a study of one’s own practice, but in this context I was particularly 

interested in the quality of action and interaction from which I would formulate 

reflective and interpretative ideas in order to develop a theory of best practice. For 

teachers, administrators, counselors, and others interested in teaching and learning 

processes, Action Research involves a systematic reflection and inquiry into one’s 
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own professional practices. It can be applied to gather information about how 

particular schools operate, how teachers teach, and how students learn. For these 

reasons, Action Research—characterized as research that is undertaken by 

teachers for themselves—was highly relevant to this study. It was a critical tool 

for answering the central pedagogical question: How can we improve our 

teaching practice within a particular population while also supporting the 

students’ individual voices and expressions as they refine their understanding of 

self and others?  

Donald Schön’s works, The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals 

Think in Action (1991a) and Educating the Reflective Practitioner (1991b), are 

particularly pertinent for educators as they develop their own educational theories 

based on an in-depth examination of their professional routines. Action Research 

is a philosophical approach for personal and professional development that 

allowed me to evaluate my own work and thus create theories of practice. By 

asking questions such as “What am I doing?” and “How can I do it better?” I and 

other teachers are able to evaluate our teaching methods, individually and 

collectively, in order to improve their relevance to particular populations of 

students: 

Action Research allows teachers to study their own classrooms—for example, 
their own instructional methods, their own students, their own assessments—
in order to better understand them and be able to improve their quality of 
effectiveness. It focuses specifically on the unique characteristics of the 
population with whom a practice is employed or with whom some action 
must be taken (Merter 2006, p.2).  
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I adopted Action Research as the main methodology in this study because 

it not only allowed me to evaluate my own work, but also helped me to fully 

understand the population I was teaching. As an outsider-expert, visiting the 

school to ask objective questions, this method allowed me to conduct research 

through teaching. My aim was to discover approaches that could bring both 

educational change and an improvement in the pedagogical relationship. 

My teaching has been a cycle of planning, action, and reflection. While I 

had a broad class theme planned, evolving from exploration of self to group, my 

aim was to practice pedagogy as defined by van Manen, through the constant act 

of “thinkingly doing” (1990), or what Akker (1999) would refer to as “cyclic and 

interactive.” I was able to re-evaluate the “quality of effectiveness” of my 

teaching according to how my twenty-four urban second graders responded in 

each moment and each session. I improved my approach to teaching and my 

understanding of the population, and this process provided further insights into 

the enhancement of the pedagogical relationship and attuned my teaching to this 

particular population. 

 

Procedures: Ways of Proceeding 

Overview 

The present study used multimodal procedures for qualitative data 

collection (in-person observations, video viewing/transcriptions, interviews, and 

children’s writings and drawings) with the intention to “study and capture and 
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understand the reality” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Data were collected through 

the exploration of the children’s lived experiences and understandings of self and 

group as expressed through creative movement. The curriculum was designed to 

accommodate the focus of the research question, which was to illuminate and 

investigate suitable teaching strategies for urban early elementary school dance 

education. The general procedure included fieldwork in the form of teaching 

creative movement classes, as well as an examination of published research and 

theories in the categories of dance education, gender in education, urban 

education, phenomenological pedagogy, culturally relevant pedagogy, feminist 

and critical pedagogy, and learning and development. 

 

The Research Site: Arriving at the General George G Meade School 

 In the spring of 2007, I conducted a pilot study that was the basis of the 

present study. Since the fall of 2004, I and a colleague who was pursuing her 

EdM degree had been teaching an afterschool dance program that General Gorge 

G Meade School had initiated in partnership with my university. During that time, 

several teachers expressed their interest in sharing dance with the children they 

had selected for the program. I stayed in close contact with these teachers, 

updating them on the students’ learning processes and experiences. After 

finishing my first semester of teaching, I decided to continue teaching the 

afterschool creative dance program with the help of an assistant, an undergraduate 
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student from the dance department who had shown interest in joining me on the 

journey.  

During my time teaching, I began to notice the limitations of the program. 

Because it was an afterschool program, the children’s attendance was inconsistent. 

The group consisted of about sixteen students ranging from first graders to third 

graders, and this diversity in grade levels meant that the learners required 

different levels of attention and types of activities, which were difficult to balance 

within a single class. The fact that the class took place after school hours and was 

not part of their core curriculum also influenced the children’s attention span, as 

well as the degree to which they took the class seriously. Based on these 

shortcomings, I decided to explore teaching a pilot course involving a specific 

grade and class as part of the school curriculum. In seeking a homeroom teacher 

to work with, I asked one of the teachers with whom I had been in contact during 

my time teaching the afterschool program. She informed me that she would be 

relocating to another school, but introduced me to Ms. M., a teacher of the second 

grade who was familiar with my work and had expressed interest in providing her 

students with the opportunity to explore dance. I met with Ms. M. to share my 

research objectives and curriculum. Ms. M. invited me to teach her class the 

curriculum as a pilot study for one semester during the spring of 2007, with the 

agreement that I would continue my fieldwork for the present study in the fall of 

2008. The pilot study was approved by the school principal, Mr. Murphy, who 

accepted my proposal of teaching creative movement. During the study, Mr. 
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Murphy, Ms. M., and I communicated consistently, not only sharing teaching 

strategies and logistics but also discussing ways to improve the present study 

based on our experience. The pilot study allowed for a smooth transition to the 

present study, which again required the principal’s approval. Although the class 

that I worked with in the pilot study differed from the groups I had worked with in 

the afterschool program for the previous three years, there were definite 

consistencies between the different groups of children in terms of their preferred 

choices of movement, expression, and music, and, in some cases, their behavioral 

issues.  

My focus in the afterschool program was on student-centered learning, 

which drew from Dewey’s concept of taking the position of the child in order to 

understand him or her, and thus refining the quality of learning (Dewey, 1902). 

Many researchers have advocated immersion in the student’s environment in 

order to produce an authentic teacher-learner relationship. The concept of student-

centered learning stresses the idea that the teacher is not the dominant actor in a 

pedagogical situation. My own involvement in this specific teaching and learning 

group situation solidified my decision to move forward in the same environment 

and delve more deeply into the characteristics of this particular population. In 

seeking to explore Dewey’s concept of student-centered pedagogy, it was 

important for me to understand these students and their learning environment. 

Although the members of the group changed to some extent during the three years 
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I worked with them, my involvement prompted me to stay with this population for 

the present study.   

 

General George G Meade School: the Participants’ School 

General George G Meade School is a K-4 elementary school located in 

northern Philadelphia. According to information provided by the school and Ms. 

M., who had been working there for 21 years, the school was a K-5 school when 

she first started but it dropped the fifth grade two years later due to limited space. 

The school used to have three or four classes of each grade, but since 2003 the 

school has had only two classes of each grade except for the kindergarten, which 

started a third class in 2008 while I was conducting the study. According to Ms. 

M., in 2002 the Philadelphia school district decided that middle schools, that is, 

those that house the sixth to eighth grades, were facing some difficulties. In fact, 

there was a very high rate of disciplinary issues (80%), which meant they were 

unable to keep staff. As a result, the schools could not offer middle school classes. 

Any class below the eighth grade was asked to keep their senior students until the 

eighth grade. The school was a K-4 at that time and Meade school’s fourth 

graders stayed on at the school for four years as seniors. Now Meade school has 

graduated three eighth grade classes. 

The year before I conducted the study, the gymnasium teacher had 

relocated to another school, so the school opened in the fall of 2008 without a 

physical education teacher. However, the school district informed the school that 
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the number of students at Meade School was too low to keep all the teachers 

employed, which prompted the school to consider removing one of the classroom 

teachers. This removal would have resulted in the loss of a first grade teacher and 

shifting some of the children around the building, resulting in a class of 30 

children being split across several other classes. Instead, due to the school’s low 

budget, the principal decided to keep the first grade teacher and not hire another 

gym teacher. This decision was made mainly because the school district was 

concerned about the lack of first grade teachers. 

According to Ms. M., the students’ academic history improved after Mr. 

M. became the principal 11 year ago. At that time, the school was a K-4 and it had 

only 7% of children reading on or above their grade level. The students presented 

low levels of academic proficiency. At the present time, the school has had an 

adequate yearly growth during three out of four years, which has not been the 

norm in the Philadelphia school district. Now over 40% of the children are at or 

above their grade level, and scoring as proficient or advanced in standardized 

PSSA and TerreNova tests. Moreover, the percentage of children currently 

scoring below the basic level is still dropping. Regarding the schoolchildren’s 

backgrounds, two are from Hispanic families and all the others are African 

Americans. Over 98% of the families of students are considered to be below the 

national poverty line. The school’s definition of family, according to Ms. M., is 

varied and includes single parent homes, married parents, families where parents 

are on their second or third marriage (thus creating stepfathers, stepmothers and 



 61

stepchildren), and couples living together without being married. This definition 

also includes grandparents, cousins, aunts or uncles raising children who are not 

from their own families, and foster parents. According to Ms. M., one student in 

the present study has a mother in jail, so he is being raised by three of his sisters. 

He calls all three of his sisters “mother.” Another pupil has a mother aged 22; 

another pupil’s biological mother is in her late 40s and has 2 older children, one in 

college and one in high school.    

The school day begins at 9:00 am and ends at 3:00 pm with several 

afterschool programs being offered through a partnership with Temple University, 

including music, physical education, drawing, and dance. The school has 550 

students and includes a class for four-year-old children called “Bright Futures.” 

This class offers a head start to these young children. The school is currently 

functioning as a K-8 and the seventh and eighth graders change classrooms during 

the day as a preparation for high school. According to Ms. M., no other 

elementary school is currently doing this switching of classrooms, but at Meade 

they do this because seventh and eighth graders have electives at the end of the 

day. 

 
IRB: The Human Subject Protocol  

          In the fall of 2008, the students in Ms. M.’s class were given a notice to 

take home about the creative dance classes that I planned to conduct throughout 

the semester. Twenty-four students, twelve of whom were boys and twelve of 

whom were girls, were informed that they would be involved in the class. The 



 62

children signed assent forms and their parents or guardians signed consent forms, 

as well as forms giving us permission to video and audio record the classes. The 

forms were written in an age-appropriate style, with the approval of the 

Institutional Review Board of Temple University (See Appendix A).  

The human subject protocol for the project covered the selection of 

subjects, the rights of the subjects, issues of confidentiality, the procedure for 

dealing with potential injury or psychological discomfort on the part of the 

subjects, the potential benefits of the research, the assent and consent of 

participants and their parents or guardians, and the permission to video record, 

audio record, and take photographs of the participants. The protocol insured that 

students had the right to withdraw from the research for any reason whatsoever, 

without jeopardizing their relationship with the participant school or me. It also 

insured the participants’ that their anonymity would be protected by substituting 

their actual names with coded identification, which will be used in this document 

to distinguish class members. The participants and their parents/guardians were 

guaranteed that, both during and after the research process, all primary data would 

be used only for research purposes, in order to respect the privacy of the subjects. 

Other than my graduate advisers, co-teachers (Ms. S. and Ms. M.), and me, no one 

was granted access to the data. 
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            Time and Space Considerations 

In order to fully explore the children’s traits and preferences, better 

investigate their perceptions of self and other within the creative movement 

environment, and aid in the development of proper pedagogy, a progressive 

curriculum involving exploration of self and group was needed, requiring a great 

deal of class time for development. Therefore, I proposed a semester-long 

program that met twice a week for a 45-minute class session. To avoid schedule 

conflicts, the homeroom teacher and I decided on specific dates and times for the 

classes, which ran from September 11th to December 5th, 2008, on Tuesdays and 

Thursdays from 11:00 –11:45 am. As there was only one gymnasium in the 

school building, Ms. M. arranged for its availability at those times, although some 

unexpected changes in scheduling led classes to occasionally be held in the 

classroom. The cube-shaped gymnasium was located in the basement of the 

building, which required Ms. S., Ms. M., and I to escort the children from the 

classroom on the first floor down to the basement. After classes held in the gym, 

the children were guided back to the classroom. All dance classes were followed 

by a 15-minute reflective drawing Session in addition to the 45-minute class.  

 

             Logistical Preparation and Process  

 For this teaching field study, I was assisted by Ms. S., who had recently 

arrived from Korea to embark on her graduate dance education at Temple 

University. The curriculum focused on a journey of both self and group discovery 
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through movement and dialogue emphasizing the exploration of the identities and 

cultures of the participants. These included predominantly African American 

elementary school children, my Korean assistant, the Irish American homeroom 

teacher and me, also Korean.  

The curriculum was initially inspired by Dance, Movement, and Pluralism; 

an undergraduate core course offered at Temple University that I taught at the 

same time. This course, which satisfied the university’s race studies core 

requirement, enabled students to explore their personal, social, and cultural 

identity through practices and theories of movement and dance. While leading the 

afterschool program at the elementary school, I experimented with adapting the 

curriculum according to the following three objectives: 1) to accommodate the 

particular population and to incorporate the creative process firmly into the 

diverse urban setting; 2) to explore children’s perceptions of self and others 

through movement and dance; and 3) to improve my creative movement teaching 

practices with the children. 

The dissertation fieldwork consisted of 24 sessions of one hour over 12 

weeks, including 20 class sessions. The last session was designed for the students 

to reflect upon the dance class as a whole. While I remained focused on my 

research questions, I planned the sessions according to the principles of Action 

Research, moving progressively outward from exploring self, to others, and 

finally to the wider community through continuous cycles of reflection upon the 

teaching of each session. Twenty-four second grade students participated, with a 
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balanced ratio of males and females. The class was designed to help children 

explore movement possibilities and express themselves through movement, 

informal conversation, drawing, and writing. Each class started with a 15-minute 

warm-up of physical dance exercises aimed at helping students increase their 

range of motion and flexibility. The warm-up was followed by large group 

discussions and movement activities that encouraged students to engage with each 

session’s theme.  

Children were then divided into small groups of four or five for theme 

explorations, giving them opportunities to share their ideas, thoughts, and 

movement expressions. The class continued with small group presentations and 

an ending movement ritual performed in a circular formation, followed by a 

drawing/writing session in the classroom where the students were able to reflect 

on their experiences in the dance session. During this reflection component, the 

students depicted their in-class dance experiences by focusing on “what they 

remembered most doing” and what they “saw and felt.” This task provided me 

with a source to elicit the children’s awareness and understanding of the class 

contents and dynamics and to strive to illuminate the children’s voices in 

accordance with Bond’s (2001) idea that “creative dance in combination with 

reflective drawing provides an effective context for assessing children’s learning 

across the range of content areas” (p.50). 
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             Class Details 

With the agreement of the children’s homeroom teacher, Ms. M., with 

whom I had worked on the pilot study, I embarked on this project with her second 

grade class. Before I started the class, I visited her classroom in order to become 

acquainted with the children and to learn their names.  

As Ms. M. had warned me before the sessions started, there were some 

participant changes during the semester, as two children dropped out of the class 

and were replaced by two other children. The dropouts were D, who was present 

only at the first class because she was moving to a different school, and A1, who, 

as Ms. M. had told me, had behavioral issues. During the first few weeks of 

classes, A1 was called out of class several times to go to the principal’s office due 

to his misbehavior. During that time, he underwent testing and after the ninth 

session, according to Ms. M., he was diagnosed with ADHD and transferred to a 

special education setting. J3 replaced one of these two children in the fifth session 

and T replaced the other in the seventeenth session.  

In addition to these changes, throughout the semester there were always a 

few students who missed movement class sessions, either because of an absence 

from school or due to being called out to the principal’s office for misbehaving in 

a previous class. Ms. M. was present at every session, and her role was to identify 

students who were not engaging or behaving appropriately. She maintained 

discipline by calling unruly students to sit with her, thereby forcing them to 

observe rather than participate in the dance activity.  
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            Overview of the Curriculum 

The course content was progressively designed to guide the children to 

present their own “self and group dance “during an informal performance in the 

school’s auditorium toward the end of the semester. Beginning with content 

themes related to self-perception, the course goal was to provide a firm 

foundation from which the students could refine and express their understandings 

of self and how they related to others in their classes.  

An initial course outline which was designed to facilitate the main 

research question is provided below. In keeping with the tenets of reflective 

pedagogy and constructivism, this outline, while used as a guideline, was adapted 

in response to students’ needs and emerging interests: 

 
Week 1:  “Exploration of Self” 
                   Exploring how movement is an expression of self and “others”  
 
Week 2:  “Where Do We Come From?” Part I  

Exploring identity by sharing the various ethnic backgrounds of the 
students and the teachers, and expressing this through movement 

 
Week 3:  “Where Do We Come From?” Part II 

Exploring different cultures through various world dances (Korean 
and African) and paying particular attention to the way these dances 
affect children’s perceptions of self and others 

 
Week 4:  “Exploring Props” 

Class 1- Exploring personally made masks and children’s movement 
responses to the masks  

  Class 2 - Exploring props (i.e., fabrics, ribbons)  
 
Week 5:  “Exploring Music” (children are asked to bring in their favorite music)  

Exploring how boys and girls respond to music and the nature of their 
choices 
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Week 6:  “Boys’ and Girls’ Movements” 
      Exploring children’s perceptions of gender in movement 
 
Week 7:  “My Favorite Role” 
  Exploring children’s perceptions of roles within families and society 
 
Week 8:  “Dancing with My Friends” 
  Exploring children’s interactions in a creative process 
 
Week 9:  “Dancing Community” Part I  
       Exploring children’s perceptions of our developing group identity and                   

working on a group dance 
 
Week 10:  “Dancing Community” Part II  
      Exploring children’s perceptions of our developing group identity and 

continuing work on the group dance 
 
Week 11:  “Creating and Refining the Identity Dance”  
     Exploring children’s perceptions of rehearsals and performances 
 
Week 12:  Follow-up after the final performance 
                Reflecting on the Meade Project and discussing the creative process 

and performing experiences after viewing the dance performance 
video  

 
          While the program proceeded with the above outline in mind, each session 

was altered based on the students’ responses to each lesson in order to tailor 

content to the students’ particular needs and to incorporate their responses and 

ideas into each session. The specific, detailed session content used is presented in 

Appendix B.  

 When they were required, casual and brief conversational interviews were 

arranged during or after class sessions with selected children. Interviews for all 

participants took place on the last day of the 12 week program in order to provide 

additional insights into the children’s personal experiences throughout the 

sessions and the evolution of their perceptions of self, others, and dance. These 
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interviews were audio recorded, open-ended, and centered on the core research 

question, which aimed to assess children’s perceptions of self and groups within 

the creative movement curriculum. The interviews were conducted using 

questions derived from my personal observations and experiences in the sessions 

in an attempt to probe for the children’s “lived experience descriptions” (van 

Manen, 1990) about their time in the creative movement sessions.  

To evoke the most authentic responses possible from the children and in to 

fully understand their viewpoints, I followed van Manen’s phenomenological 

approach to interviewing. While the questions varied depending upon the 

individual child’s responses, their content and formatting were similar. The 

following list provides a few examples of questions that I felt prompted to ask 

according to the children’s input:  

 What do you remember most about the dance class? 
 What were your favorite movements? What did they look like? 

How did you feel doing the movement?  
 What was your favorite session? What do you remember doing in 

that class? 
 Do you remember when you made up your own dance? What did 

you do?  
 What was it like to move with your friends in class? Who were you 

dancing with? What was it like to show your dance to your 
classmates?  

 Did you have a favorite part?  How did you feel dancing with 
others and dancing for the audience? 

 What did you notice about your friends’ dances? What did you see? 
 What was it like to see yourself on the video?  

 
 

The interviews and/or informal conversations clarified my understanding 

of the children’s in-class and performance experiences and further illuminated 
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both their perceptions of self and group expression and their engagement with the 

creative process. The materials from the interviews and/or informal conversations, 

as described above, were incorporated within the analysis as part of the 

participant-centered aspect of the Action Research method in order to ultimately 

reveal the participants’ experiences and their internal meanings. 

 
Analysis Pathways Informed by Action Research: Revealing Meanings and 

Implications 

Action Research is problem centered, action oriented, and involves the 

client system in a diagnostic, active learning, problem finding, and problem 

solving process (Johnson, 1976). I see this research method as a valuable tool in 

identifying teaching practices best suited to urban children. The main factors to 

determine are those that can either disrupt or encourage a productive learning 

environment. This is achieved through extensive examination of children’s 

learning styles, preferences, and backgrounds. While this approach inevitably 

focuses on the participants, the practical tools of reflective analysis are also a 

useful self-correcting mechanism for enhancing the effectiveness of my own 

teaching (Anderson & Herr, 2005; Burnaford, Fischer & Hobson, 2001). 

The data will be presented in Chapter 4 through narratives to illuminate 

the details of the acts of teaching and learning that took place. The specific factors 

of the teaching and learning and how they were identified will be presented in 

Chapter 5. The objective derived from the “Action” is to devise realistic and 

practical methods that enhance teaching strategies and improve the teaching and 
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learning environment. As Chapter 1 explains, this dissertation uses Action 

Research methods and in particular, is organized following Lewin’s (1958, p. 

201) Action Research steps, which involve three cyclic processes for change: 

planning (unfreezing), action (changing), and result (refreezing). For the analysis, 

I employed van Manen’s approach and selected, through a rigorous process of 

thematic analysis, the areas of concern that were most relevant to delivering 

effective teaching and learning to this particular population of students. This 

extensive analysis was followed by a similar analysis of my reflective 

observational journals, using the same highlighting approach, with specific 

reference to the areas of pedagogy that relate to the categories of themes drawn 

from the narrative analysis. The children’s drawings were reviewed separately 

using a method introduced by Dr. Karen E. Bond that I had used in a previous 

study of a similar population at the same school. This method uses a cross-

reference system by which I categorized each session’s set of drawings with 

descriptive words and further grouped them by the different themes of the 

categories they covered (See Appendix F). Upon finishing the analysis of the 

narratives and my own reflective observational journals, I revisited the drawings 

in an attempt to cross correlate the themes that had arisen in each set of analyses. 

Hence, Chapter 5 is a continuation of the changing stage as it illustrates the main 

categories that were identified during the extensive analysis of the narratives 

supported with the analysis of the reflective observational journals and the 

children’s drawings. In the result stage, I sought specific connections among the 
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categories and critically reflected on the teaching practices related to the 

categories that I had identified from the analyses in Chapter 5, as crucial to the 

effective teaching of this group of students.  

Figure 3-1 summarizes the steps that I took in using this concept in my 

research. Because action research focuses on change, in this case pedagogical 

improvement for young urban students, I began my cycle by recognizing and 

rationalizing the need for a better understanding of the children’s circumstances 

and needs, in order to develop improved teaching strategies. The first elements of 

the cycle include my preliminary diagnosis, based on observation and data 

gathered from teaching the children, and the identification of the need to devise a 

suitable teaching method for effective engagement. Noticing the need, I focused 

on understanding the urban children and developed a broad curriculum that 

focused on exploration of self and other. In the language of systems theory, this 

was the input phase, in which the problems or issues are broadly recognized but 

not articulated. The issue was identified as the consistent difficulty the children 

had with engagement throughout the creative movement teaching and learning 

process. The investigation of this issue was developed using a field study by 

teaching a curriculum class of twenty-four students with the aim of understanding 

their personal learning styles and preferences. This stage delved into the learning 

process, in the form of specific analysis that examined the role of the participants, 

their experiences and responses, my role as facilitator, and the roles of my fellow 

teachers. The goal was to explore and implement ways to support their learning 
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environment, which included understanding individual characteristics and 

behavioral issues I observed during the study. As shown in Figure 3-1, I saw this 

process as constantly going back and forth [illustrated as feedback loop A] in a 

constant exchange of information, which in turn provided the depth of the 

analysis. For example, when I was conducting the action stage I constantly found 

myself reverting to the planning stage by reflecting and focusing on the reasons 

behind the learning styles exhibited by the children. Included in this stage are 

action-planning activities, in this case the teaching and learning process, jointly 

carried out by the participants (children and teachers) and me, the facilitator and 

practitioner. During and after 24 sessions of creative movement curriculum 

teaching, these action steps were part of the action stage, which I call the 

transformation stage. This I analyzed in depth in Chapter 5, as outlined above.  

The result stage comprised implementing recommendations for 

improvement by highlighting the important factors from the action stage. This 

stage was a period of refreezing in which new ideas or concepts were suggested 

after reflection, and then analyzed with the goal of solving problems. This was 

done with the participants (students and teachers) and was action-oriented. It 

involved the processes of diagnosis, active learning, problem finding, and 

problem solving. Data were processed as feedback for each stage, and continuous 

reflection identified and ranked specific factors based on the participants’ needs 

and preferences, ways of learning, and interaction with the teachers. In other 

words, in this stage that is discussed in detail in Chapters 6 and 7, the data were 
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condensed to determine desirable adjustments in learning activities and 

recommendations for better teaching practices. Following the implementation of 

major adjustments, re-evaluations would reset the process to the planning stage 

for further changes in the program. Upon taking the action stage and moving on to 

the refreezing stage though critical reflection on the action stage [feedback loop B, 

as described by Lewin], I found I was led to a new unfreezing stage, providing a 

new starting place to consider and study the population [feedback loop C, as 

described by Lewin]. This is illustrated by the cycle of planning, acting, and 

measuring results shown in Figure 3-1 ( on page 75). My study illustrates that 

pedagogical issues, particularly in the context of the challenging urban teaching 

environment, need to be carefully probed and understood before realistic and 

practical plans for better teaching approaches are developed. 
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Table 3-1. My action research process. Adapted from “Group Decision and Social 

Change” by Lewin (1958).  

 

Realization (input)                                                            Transformation                           Implementation (output) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Feedback Loop A Feedback Loop B 

Feedback Loop C 

Actions 
 
Learning 
processes:   
Conducting 
teaching and 
learning for 24 
sessions. 
Action planning: 
Continuous 
planning as the 
sessions unfold, 
adjusting plans 
when needed 
upon reflection 
and peer 
feedback. 
Action steps:  
Constantly 
revaluating and 
moving into 
action during 
subsequent 
sessions. 
 
 
 
 
Changing 

Results 
 
Changes in 
behavior:  
Exploring the 
patterns of 
participants’ 
responses. 
Data gathering: 
Analyzing the 
data. 
Measurement: 
Categorizing 
issues and 
problems found, 
interpreting the 
reasons for these 
issues based on the 
data, and making 
recommendations 
for teaching and 
learning within 
this environment. 
 
 
 
 
 
Refreezing 

Planning 
 
Preliminary 
diagnosis: 
The need to 
explore teaching 
strategies for 
children.  
Data gathering: 
Teaching, video 
recordings of 
teaching and 
learning, audio 
recordings of 
children’s voices, 
and children’s 
reflective 
drawings.  
Feedback from 
results, 
observations, and 
insights. 
Action planning: 
Finding categories 
for observation. 
 
 
 
Unfreezing 
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

For this qualitative research, I observed urban children’s perceptions of self and 

others, as presented through creative dance. The research purpose was to examine 

suitable pedagogical approaches to enhancing pedagogy in urban creative dance 

education. To this end, I employed a constructive curriculum approach documented 

through a process informed by phenomenological hermeneutics and phenomenography, 

emphasizing the stage of Action Research. Equipped with these methodological tools, I 

conducted fieldwork from September to December 2008 in an urban elementary school in 

northern Philadelphia. Subsequently, I carried out data analysis from January 2009 to 

March 2010. The next two chapters present the findings derived from this multimodal 

approach. 
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CHAPTER FOUR  

THE JOURNEY TOWARD “WE ARE!” 

 

The following chapter traces twenty four children’s in-class experiences over 24 

creative movement sessions. It begins by reflecting on four years of experience with a 

different population at the same school, and continues with a sequential description of the 

24 sessions, that took place the following semester with a different group as it evolved 

from an exploration of self into a heightened sense of the wider community. As has been 

previously discussed, each session explored a broad theme that was adapted to suit the 

children’s evolving needs and interests. The curriculum incorporated pedagogical 

methods that catered specifically to a population of urban public school second-graders, 

focusing on their perceptions of self and others. The chapter describes the “Action” stage 

of the Action Research cycle, presenting session narratives in a manner that illuminates 

specific factors for discussion on practical methods for enhancing teaching strategies, 

which are examined in the subsequent chapters. 

 

A New Beginning 

In the small office lounge of this urban public elementary school, I reflect on my 

many previous movement sessions. The high activity level of some of the children, 

coupled with their lack of focus, has been challenging; classes have often ended with me 

screaming and frustrated. But then M approaches me: “Ms. Hannah, I love dance class! I 

like that we can move! I feel like myself when I dance!” Still, the children’s “daily 
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descent into chaos” is fresh in my mind as I begin anew. A few lines from last semester’s 

journals stand out:  

As we dance together as a group, I notice the children’s eagerness to move, 
suggest ideas, and dance … even J shows his engagement as his upper body sways 
to the beat of the music and he relates to J3, the boy next to him… I sense a warmth 
and unity as we huddle in a circle to dance at the end with our heads leaning close 
together…and I hear K whispering, “I am feeling it!” Without anyone leading, the 
group is moving together… moving in a circle to the low-volume background 
percussion music.  

 
 Such responses reinforce my belief that, given the opportunity, all children have 

the desire and ability to move and express themselves, and that they deserve to be able to 

do so. Unlike during the pilot semester, I now have an assistant, Ms.S., who has voiced a 

desire to focus on children individually while I guide the class. I have learned the 

importance of valuing each child’s movement preferences, individual voice, and 

expression; thus, Ms.S. and I have agreed to provide a flexible atmosphere that allows the 

children to respond to their personal instincts in accordance with the main objective of 

the creative movement class. 

Today, Session 1 will take place in the classroom, as the gym is unavailable. 

Ms.S. and I set up audio and video equipment, which she will operate. Ms. M., the 

homeroom teacher of the class I will be working with, has informed me that her presence 

is required by school rules in every class throughout the semester; she has also said that, 

while she will be observing from the side, she will take a disciplinarian role for the sake 

of consistency with other classes. Ms. M. has the children sit in an orderly fashion on a 

big, colorful, square carpet close to the bookcases, where they usually sit for reading 
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sessions. Their eyes turn to me as I make my way toward the center of the room. Taking a 

moment to look at the children, I am ready to begin. 

 

Session 1 — Introductions and sharing of self: “Are you…” 

Ms. M. shouts to quiet the students. When I ask for attention, A1 rolls his eyes 

and sighs. Ms. M. gives him a stern look and he sits up. I introduce Ms. S. and myself. 

M2 yells out, “Are you friends? Sisters?” I answer, “Yes, she is my friend, but not my 

sister. Do we look alike?” The majority of the children nod. I add, “She is also a teacher.” 

A1 blurts out, “Are you from China?” I reply that we are not from China but from Korea, 

so we look alike in some ways. I explain that, together with Ms. M., we will run this 

semester’s movement class on Thursdays and Fridays, usually in the gym.  

“When are we going to move?” V1 asks. “Soon,” I tell her. I ask if they remember 

the rules Ms. M. went over with them. Several children raise their hands. “We don’t copy 

others, we don’t run around,” R says, wide-eyed. I nod, adding, “In this class, it’s okay to 

copy someone else’s movement, and it’s okay to run around. The class will be about 

discovering who you are through movement. You will move on your own and with your 

friends as a group.”  

Several children start talking at once. To reinforce the rules, I call for “active 

ears,” putting my hands to my ears, opening and closing my palms quickly. “No active 

mouth,” I add, touching my lips twice. The children all mimic my actions. “There’s also 

one important rule in the gym,” I continue. “What does it feel like when you walk from a 

room full of chairs and desks into a spacious room?” N1 shouts, “Move and run around!” 
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“Yes,” I say. “Listen!” Ms. M. adds as more voices emerge. “Yes,” I continue, “you want 

to move around the space, but sometimes we need to be aware of the space, where we are 

and how we move so we do not hit each other or turn the class into disorder.” 

When the children are quiet, I tell them where to put their shoes, how to form a 

circle, and not to waste class time. Then I ask, “What is dance to you?” V1 responds, 

“You go to a party and you dance. You shake your body like crazy to pumping music.” 

She shakes her upper body, waving her arms loosely above her head. “Yes, that’s 

definitely dance!” I tell her. “Here we want to express ourselves through movement.” 

“Dance is exercise!” K1 calls out with a smile as he demonstrates handstands and 

pushups. “Yes,” I agree, “it helps you with posture and we will do some stretching. 

Good!” Looking down, B mumbles, “I want to do my own dance.” As he stands up and 

demonstrates an interplay of rhythmic footwork and angular, accented upper-body 

movement, I respond, “Yes! We will develop our own unique dance that we will perform 

at the end of the semester.” I look around. “So, do we know all the rules and what to do?” 

Some nod.  

I ask the children to form a circle, and a few get up quickly. Five boys—B, C, K1, 

M1, and A2—are talking and moving, doing chest bumps, handstands, and wrestling. 

With Ms. M.’s help, we complete the circle. I turn on some percussion music. Except for 

A1 and M1, whose focus is wandering around away from the group circle, most begin to 

respond, bob their heads, and gyrate their hips. Taking cues from the children, I guide a 

warm-up, exploring different body parts. J1 stands still and looks around, but then begins 

to move slightly as we shake and turn our heads. C suggests a swimming action for the 
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arms, which A1 mimics jerkily. E, who has not been actively moving, joins in as she 

moves her arms one at a time. “Nice, E!” A group of five girls follow without much 

energy. K2 raises his arm high. “Ms. Hannah, I can do this well!” He pumps his chest to 

the beat, moving from the waist. “Good, K2!” He continues to move this way with more 

energy. 

As we get to the pelvis, I hear from K2 and C, “I don’t like it! This is a girl’s 

movement!” D and V2 hesitate, but then move their hips. A1 laughs and stops moving. 

Noticing B moving his hips and initiating a march, I say, “Great! Let’s use our legs and 

march like B!” Everyone joins in, bumping into each other and becoming quite vocal. 

When I remind them of the circle formation, all but A1 start marching in place. Suddenly, 

with B initiating crouching by going down toward the floor, everyone makes animal 

sounds and moves like tigers, dogs, and fish. “Cat!” yells N2 We stretch our backs and 

meow like cats. Then, noticing the restlessness, I ask them to sit tall. “Like a mermaid!” 

K2 says. The Animal Dance comes to a close. 

Standing up, I introduce a Name Game, demonstrating a motion while saying my 

name and suggesting that we move clockwise around the circle. As we are about to start, 

the group becomes disorderly and I say, “Let’s be still for a moment! Freeze!” The 

children gradually settle down after A1, M1, and V1 are warned by Ms. M.; Ms.S. 

approaches them, suggesting movement ideas to focus them. Resuming the Name Game, 

K2 moves his pelvis and hops, saying his name and adding, “This is me.” B runs, 

attempts to slide on the floor, returns, and runs in place. When J1’s turn comes, he does a 

big jump with legs splayed. O spins towards the center of the circle and glides back to his 
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place. I praise them all. The children display genuine engagement with their movements 

as they show their ideas.  

 I ask everyone if they know what mirroring means. R responds, “It’s the thing you 

see!” I ask, “What happens when you move in front of the mirror?” “Umm…you see 

yourself moving?” K1 mumbles, smiling. “That’s right! Shall we practice becoming a 

mirror to our friend today?” “Yeah!” B says loudly. Others nod. 

 I ask J1 to be my partner. Facing him, I begin to move; he mirrors my 

movements, giggling occasionally but focusing intently. Then he leads with his right arm, 

moves both arms up and down, drops his right arm, switches to his left, and stretches it 

down to the side and across his chest.  I thank and compliment him. All the children pay 

attention except A1, who continues to shift his body beside Ms. M.  

 B calls out, “Are we doing this?” “Yes!” I answer. “Are we all ready to do the 

Mirroring Dance?” With 12 pairs seated on the floor, the mirroring begins. After a 

moment’s silence, M2 and R start; they are not in sync, but focus on one another’s 

gestures and eventually move in unison. N3 and V2 begin with their arms. V2 looks into 

N3’s eyes and asks, “Are you following my dance?”  She starts out a beat behind N3, but 

she gradually catches up. K2 follows J1 as they extend their arms high and then bring 

them down with sharp, quick actions. N1 uses both arms and hands together in a rapid S-

shape, and then he opens his hands and brings his arms to his sides while M1 follows.  

 Except for C and A2, who experiment with forming their bodies into large and 

small sizes, and angular movements in a quicker tempo, all of the children are using just 

their arms and hands. I ask if they can use body parts other than arms. V1 and G move 
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their shoulders, keeping their bodies close together. I suggest finding an ending, and the 

children grow still and look at me. We discuss the dance, I praise their efforts, and Ms. 

M. releases A1.  

For closure, we gather back into a circle and join hands. A1 pushes and pulls in 

his own weight-shift dance, falling down and not responding to my request to stand. The 

circle does not cohere, but we take deep breaths in and out together. Ms. M. firmly warns 

A1, who walks into the empty space, gives his entire body a relieved shake, and jumps up 

and down, yelling “Ahh!” 

 

Session 2 — Self-expression through movement: “My Dance!” 

 Today we start in the gym. The children face me, making a half circle. I notice 

that the boys and girls are seated separately by choice. While I suggest that they make a 

complete circle, O practices headstands on one side and N1 stands with his legs jittering, 

and then does a handstand and a rhythmic dance followed by squats and spins on his 

bottom. Ms. M. intervenes to stop the movement. N2 spins on his bottom while M1 gazes 

around, making subtle shifting movements with relaxed limbs.  

The children’s movements display energy and eagerness to dance. B, M2, R, J1, 

and C immediately begin to move when I start the percussion music in the background. 

While the others are still moving their heads, N1 shifts his weight from side to side, 

creating his own steps; he picks up the tempo with shakes, jumps, and intricate footwork. 

As the others explore their torsos and hips, J1, who has been participating passively, 

stops and stares at me.  
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R, M2, and E probe various points in space with their pelvic gyrations. K2 

declares, “That’s girls’ movement—I want to do my own dance!” C and M1 move their 

hips in slow, sluggish circles. On his knees, O starts bouncing and the boys engage more 

actively. As a group, the class steps to the beat. B makes sharp movements, moving 

quickly and precisely. M1 picks up the tempo, using his torso and legs. 

I suggest changing levels. K2 starts jumping: C does a high split jump, and B, J1, 

and R follow. I then propose exploring the legs. B starts kicking with small rhythmic side 

steps.  A few others imitate him and then do their own steps. M2 adds a shuffle and N2 

adds a turn. J2 barely moves and K2 is wandering about on his own, and Ms. M. shoots 

him a look. Most of the others participate. “Down on the floor!” I call out. Once there, we 

do a few legs and back stretches at R’s request.  

We return to yesterday’s mirroring activity, incorporating the much larger space 

available today. The children are all standing in pairs and start the Mirroring Dance on 

my cue. N3 and I begin with our arms down. Using a visual cue, I move both arms, and 

then we brush the air lightly, creating lines and circles as N3 leads me. 

All the pairs move in silence with subtle gestures and torso tilting. Some explore 

curved, flowing movements, while G and V1 make sharp arm actions, finishing with a 

thrust into a V. I call out a new focus for the mirrored movements—“Nose!”—and the 

dynamic changes. Many children bob their heads up and down. “Change levels!” I say. J1 

and N1 continue to jump, turn, and do intricate foot patterns; in stark contrast, the others 

explore squats and slow rises. As we change body parts, the group synchrony returns and 

the mirrored movements become more detailed. O and J1 step, turn, and jump.  
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 “Move your entire body!” J2 and E move their arms and legs in and out 

alternately. “Move however you want!” The duos move with greater fluidity, displaying a 

balance between legs and arms. D1 and D2 march and stomp. Most of the children move 

in sync with angular, abrupt rhythm changes. N1 and J1 perform rhythmic punches, 

elbows pointing in different directions. K2 and Ms. S. do slow arm extensions and 

gradual level changes. At one point, all the pairs display soft, smooth arm movements 

and end with arms and legs extended wide. 

After the Mirroring Dance, I guide the children to move across the floor, 

suggesting that they stop in the center to perform their own dance before exiting with 

their preferred traveling steps. B walks to the center, stops with his arms by his sides, and 

bends and straightens his knees while raising one fist and then the other, stating, “My 

dance!” R shakes one arm and then the other, does an abrupt split, then gets up and 

jumps. V1 walks with sideways hip thrusts and raises one leg after the other with a bent, 

outward-turned knee, torso vigorously shaking. Next V1 splays her legs on the floor, 

stands up, shakes her body, bends, and glides away. N1 runs in, plops down into a 

controlled headstand, and squats, swinging one leg in a circle; he does a flip and runs off. 

J1 walks to the center, turns, rolls on the floor, and flips. M2 cartwheels out, then drops to 

a split at the center of the space before twirling away. On the side, a few children talk and 

fidget. Ms. M. shouts a warning at them.  

Continuing My Dance, C rolls on his back, rises to his knees, stands, and flips. D1 

walks in, rolls on her back, and exits as she twirls. O runs to the center, rolls on his back 

and onto his head, and runs around the full circle. N3 and S walk out together and pause; 
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N3 steps and skips sideways, then runs in circles around S, who lightly spins around and 

asks, “Can we do this one more time? One more time?” I assure her she will get another 

chance.  

On the sideline, E and V2 hesitate, talking to each other. Ms.S. approaches them 

and suggests that they join her in walking with bent knees. Then they hop, face each 

other, bend down, and hop with arms pointed towards each other’s chests. Circling 

around with their heads together, they skip and turn away. E marches forward, goes down 

and up with a hop, and walks out. V2 does a leg split and skips quietly away. M2 lightly 

turns on tiptoe as she comes on, and then skips out.  

N2 walks to the center, where B rolls towards him, then runs around and flips 

over him. M1 comes out with his neck extended and back hunched, and then exits. Ms.S. 

comes out, extends her arms, and swings D2 around as she goes down to the floor, 

dipping on her knees and skipping out.  

During My Dance, some girls remain hesitant until I hop with M3, V2, and J2 

across the space, our arms linked. Time is up. M2 does one more run of her dance. 

“Beautiful, M2,” I say. The others put on their shoes and applaud. I end by congratulating 

them all on their dances.  

 

Session 3 — Exploring ancestral roots: “We are all American!”  

The children seem restless as I prepare the equipment for today’s lesson. First I 

ask them to explore their “personal bubbles,” swaying side to side with arms extended. I 

demonstrate, and R, V1, J1, E, and B mimic me. I introduce a drum signal, asking the 
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children to keep their eyes on me and respond without talking. We practice a few times 

until almost everyone (except for A1, M1, and K1) is focused.  

Today’s warm-up emphasizes fluidity. C, A2, B, and M1 talk while moving. 

When we transition to moving the pelvis, R adds her own actions by loosely tilting her 

head from side to side. Others pick up on this, including J1 and M2, who bob their heads 

as well. M1 is moving on his own on the side, displaying a balanced handstand. Ms. M. 

notices this and gives him a warning. 

Leg movements energize the group; everyone shakes and kicks in different 

directions except J2, who passively observes as the group creates a community of dancers 

and the circle becomes smaller and tighter. Some children make sounds and bump into 

each other. I bang on the drum. Everyone falls silent but A1, who quiets down with a 

look from Ms. M. Initiated by R, the children sing “Itsy Bitsy Spider,” using their fingers 

to create webs. R twists and sways in rhythm, shifting her shoulders as she does the 

finger movements. K2, M2, and A2 follow. With music, the children dance as a group—

including J2, who does not usually participate. As they clap the children become noisy, 

moving independently and out of sync.  

I bang on the drum. They all freeze except for A1. Ms. M. calls him out to sit by 

her side. B jumps and kicks energetically, karate-style. O joins him. K2, playing alone on 

the floor, shifts his weight to his knees, turns, and collapses on the floor, but stands up 

when Ms.S. gives him a stern look and asks him to focus. I call out, “High and low.” K2 

shakes his arms up high and jumps. The others follow, shouting.  On the floor, I lead the 

children in cat stretches as Ms. S. joins in, guiding those seated by her.  
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 When some of the children meow, O yells, “Cats!” N1, still on his belly, releases 

his body on the floor with legs extended in the air. Some, including M1 and N2, follow. 

New sounds and movements suggest other animals: M2 stretches her legs wide as she sits 

and reaches for her toes, calling, “Octopus!” B goes into a downward dog pose, barking. 

J1 jumps in a squat and says that he is a frog. Meanwhile, K1 does a handstand and O 

practices a headstand with both palms supporting his head. The group loses focus and 

Ms. M. yells. I bang on the drum and say in my loudest voice, “I am about to lose my 

voice. May I have everybody’s attention please?” I acknowledge and thank R, J1, and A2 

for responding immediately.  

Pointing to the world map on the wall, I ask, “Does anyone know what that is?” 

“It’s a U.S. map,” some of the children reply. “It’s a world map,” I correct them. “Can 

someone point to where the U.S. is?” R, O, and A2 point, and Ms. M. responds, “That’s 

exactly right!”  I then ask, “Who are your ancestors?” R smiles and says, “God.” “I know 

where my ancestors are from. They are from Africa,” says A2. D2 agrees. When I ask 

them to show me Africa, D2 gets up from her seat; with Ms. M.’s help, she eventually 

finds it. “Who asked me if I was Chinese?” I ask. “I did,” says M2. “Your skin is like 

Chinese,” B calls out. “Well, all Asians have skin color like me, and they are not all 

Chinese. We are from the same continent, but different countries. Ms. S. and I are from 

Korea; our ancestors are from Korea.” I ask the children to point to Korea on the map. 

Ms. M. explains that it is a small country far from the U.S. “You and Ms. S. speak a 

different language when you talk with each other. I saw that,” says K2. I respond, “Yes, 

you are right, and we speak Korean because that is the language that we speak in Korea. 
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All our ancestors are from different parts of the world. Ms. M.’s ancestors are from 

Ireland.” Ms. M. nods and adds, “Ms. Hannah is from Korea and that’s why her ancestors 

are from Korea.” 

N1 asks, “You are from Korea? How did you get here?” I respond, “I flew from 

Korea!” With his arms flapping up and down, he asks in amazement, “You flew?” I 

clarify, “Yes, I flew by airplane.” Ms. M. adds, “When you travel from different 

countries you fly on an airplane.” K2 asks, “What made you come here?” “I came here to 

train in dance,” I say. B asks, “To become a professional dancer?” M2 says, “I want to 

become a dancer like you!” I tell her, “You can become one! You are dancing already!” 

M2 smiles. I ask the children to find Ireland on the map. B approaches and Ms. M. helps 

him find it. R raises her hand. “I think I am from Jamaica.” D1 shouts, “I am from New 

York.” M2 says, “I am from Africa.” I acknowledge with a cheer.  

“Though we come from different backgrounds with different ancestors, we are all 

here in the U.S.,” I say. “Sometimes they call the U.S. a melting pot,” Ms. M. adds. I 

continue, “Yes, we may appear different in various ways but we are all live here together 

in the States! We have talked about culture, different countries, and ancestors, so we are 

going to try some cultural dances. Korea has a traditional dance. What dance represents 

Ireland? Can anyone guess?” “Irish dance,” says R, standing up quickly and kicking one 

leg at a time with her upper body erect. M2 joins the dance, humming Irish dancing 

melodies. “I was born in Philadelphia. My ancestors are from Philadelphia!” says M1. C 

adds, “I don’t know, ’cause we are all American!” A2, B, R, V1, and D1 nod. 
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“Let’s stand up,” I suggest. “All right, E’s ready, J1 is ready, K2’s ready. Wow, 

this looks great. It is quiet and a good circle. Thank you,” I say. “Can someone tell me 

what African dance looks like?” The circle breaks as children display different 

movements. N1 does intricate footsteps and dynamic robotic actions, with his headstand 

balanced in between. He also displays a swivel on his head while whirling his legs. B 

adds, “They dance a lot with their whole body shaking,” as he vigorously twists his torso 

and joins K1 in handstands. R and M2 attempt the same movement.  

Ms. S. stands next to M3, V2, and D2, who tend not to participate readily. She 

starts a discussion with them about African dance, but the girls say they do not really 

know about it. Arms linked, they move to the center and dance. M2, N3, and G dance to 

the beat of the music with smooth, lively jumps, hops, and leg circles and fluid hip 

movements. At this point, only a few are watching the dancing. “I know you want to 

dance, but it is also important to be a good audience. Let’s watch our friends,” I say. 

“Let’s try it again.” 

Different children participate. After the girls’ second try, B, A2, O, and K1 dance 

with flips and jumps. K1 states, “Break dance moves!” Next, J1, M1, N1, and C do their 

step dance, displaying complex rhythm and steps; each child moves in his or her own 

way, yet the rhythm is similar. N1 does a shoulder stand with angular leg gestures on his 

own by the side wall. V1, R, and D2 smile, and shake and undulate their torsos. Then, 

with their elbows by their sides and their hands in fists, they shout, “Wu-Tang Dance!” A 

few boys join them. 
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 Ms. S. asks the children, “What is African dance to you?” “I don’t know because 

we are American,” R replies. C adds, “Maybe it’s just dancing with rhythm. It’s a fun 

dance with a lot of moving of hips and chests and stomping, lots of cool movements!” 

“Yeah! That sounds about right!” B and A2 add. “Good, that’s right,” I tell them. 

“African dance usually uses the whole body with different body parts moving in different 

ways simultaneously. It is energetic and can look cool.” The children, once again, chat 

and fidget. Ms. M. remarks on the children’s lack of focus and excessive talking, so we 

end without a closing circle.  

 

Session 4 — Embodying images: “I am the Balloon!” “I like the Statue!” 

 As we sit in a close circle I notice the unrest and ask, “Have you ever blown a 

bubble? What does a bubble look like?” M2 replies, “Um…it’s round and it floats!” I say, 

“Good! So let’s make our own bubbles and see if we can stay inside them.” Raising my 

voice above the chatter, I say, “Let’s try to practice working together!” Ms. M. interrupts: 

“Listen up, guys!” 

B, R, and M2 jump and shake to the percussive beat. I go with this, guiding the 

class with active movements. V1 hops up and down, extending her body in different 

directions, shaking her upper body vigorously. N3 jumps as she attempts a full turn, 

keeping her upper body relaxed. B does several kicks while jumping. C copies the action.  

I introduce the concept of shape. “When I say ‘Freeze!’ you stop and make a 

shape. Here we go!” They jump and hop, with some yelling. We do several rounds of 

“jump, jump, and freeze!” The moment I call “Freeze!” there is a brief silence and then 
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some focused movement, except for G, who, after our third attempt, is still standing aside 

watching. N3 jumps energetically, her head bobbing as she forms a linear shape, legs 

either stretched out or bent together. She smiles as she performs with agile grace. R does 

handstands.  

Then, facing different directions, we throw our bodies into the air. The children 

become more involved. D2 moves lightly, hopping with knees together and arms at her 

sides. Next to her, V1 keeps her body straight as she hops. This is in contrast to D1, 

whose movements have a powerful urgency with accents on the hop.  

With each jump, I call “A quarter turn to your right!” On the first attempt, M1 and 

N2 turn around; others swirl on their own. Some, like K1 and O, turn left. “To your 

RIGHT!” Ms. M. yells. Ms.S. goes around and helps some of the children. By the second 

try, they are more coordinated. There is some giggling, yet they are uniform in their 

jumps and direction changes. We do this activity several more times until the space 

becomes chaotic again with M1, C, V1, G, and N1 away from the group, moving on their 

own. I ask the children to sit. We open and close our legs and arms, which I call making 

pizza slices. “Yeah, pizza slices!” A2 calls, opening his legs as wide as he can, then 

closing them sharply.  

On the floor, I scoot backwards and call out, “Walking with our hips!” V1 

immediately gets up and walks to the center of the circle using exaggerated hip 

movements. “I am walking with my hips! I am sexy!” she says. “Good! That’s a nice 

walk, V1! How about walking with our bottoms still on the floor? Move backwards while 

sitting!” V1 goes back to her place and attempts the sitting walk several times, then 
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speeds it up. Some boys, including B, K2, and O, giggle. K1, in keeping with his 

propensity toward the physical, suggests sliding with our bellies on the floor. Everyone 

joins in and the space becomes a hissing nest of snakes. Everyone participates except for 

K2, who lies on his back by himself, playing with his outstretched legs. “K2!” Ms. M. 

yells. He sits up. 

“Let’s stand up and get into groups,” I suggest. “You are going to gently poke a 

part of your friend’s body to help them start moving that body part.” I ask K2 to be my 

partner and to poke a part of my body. He gently touches my right shoulder. I move it in 

a circle. The children watch, except for O, who is doing somersaults off to the side.  

In pairs, the children start the Poking Dance. Ms. S. whispers instructions and 

pokes M3 several times, who responds with a shy smile, moving her hips to the side and 

stepping sideways; a touch on her chest causes it to curve inwards, and a touch on her 

right arm sets it swinging. M3’s movements are gentle and soft. Gradually, some of the 

children move on their own; including K1 flipping, G hopping, skipping, and crawling, 

and N1 sliding across the floor with bent knees. O joins N1 and copies him with more 

speed and power. B jumps up and down vigorously, while N3 energetically performs 

cartwheels. The space is increasingly frenzied.  

To focus the children, I initiate a dance using the balloon image. “What does a 

balloon look like? How does it move?” I ask. “It floats!” exclaims N3. “How light is it?” 

I ask. “Very light!” answers K2. “What happens when balloons bump into each other?” I 

ask. “They separate!” M2 demonstrates by moving sideways on tiptoes. “What happens 

when the balloon gets poked?”  “It dies and falls down to the floor,” answers B. “I am the 
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balloon!” he adds, moving across the floor on his toes with arms floating. Winding down, 

with a quick jerk of his shoulders and hips, he flops to the floor and whispers, “It dies like 

this!” “Good!” I say. “So let’s move like balloons!” “Balloon dancing!” adds B. 

With calm instrumental music, the Balloon Dance begins. J1, B, and O start 

running around. “Balloons don’t run!” Ms. M. yells. The boys slow down and G joins 

them. J1 begins walking lightly with his arms forming a circle. M2, R, M3, and V2 move 

swiftly on tiptoes with their arms raised in an oval. E moves with her arms up and N3 at 

her side. C does flips on the side. Everybody dances using circular movements. After a 

while, Ms. S. and I poke each child and he or she runs away with a shriek. This becomes 

a game of tag, the children screaming and yelling. V1, R, and N3, who have already been 

poked, are on their backs on the floor while the others still run around, dodging and 

yelling. “How does a balloon die?” I ask, as I sink down to the floor and demonstrate. 

The children watch, except for O, who is still flipping on the side. The poking of the 

balloons starts again. B sinks down slowly and, once down, jerks his torso as his fingers 

and arms gradually slacken. Soon, everybody is relaxed on the floor. We shake our legs 

and arms and, for a moment, legs fly everywhere. I propose dancing on the floor. 

Suddenly, the entire space is filled with a surge of bodies rolling and stretching, arms and 

legs pointing in the air, and upper bodies curving toward the ceiling. Ms. S., who is 

constantly whispering ideas to children and dialoguing with them through movement, 

joins the dance. 

It becomes noisy again. K2 plays in the corner, sticking his face in front of the 

camera lens. “K2!” Ms. M. calls. As he walks away, A2 approaches the lens playfully, 



 95

moving in front of it and looking right in. Ms. M. calls him out. I have everyone sit down. 

“Do balloons talk?” I ask. Several children shake their heads and mumble, “No.” “Let’s 

try not to scream here. I can’t hear you and you can’t hear me. We can’t enjoy each 

other’s dancing if that keeps happening,” I say. 

We return to our Balloon Dance. Hesitating, V2 follows Ms. S. with light steps on 

tiptoe. I dance with B and D1, keeping the “personal bubble” as I turn, jumping and 

hopping lightly as I move around them. E calmly weaves around, emphasizing her strong 

physique. N3 glides across the floor. N1 runs and pants. O joins him. J1 moves lightly 

with his arms up, smiling. Meanwhile, K2 is on the floor, doing shoulder stands and 

touching his legs. B and G chase each other, floating across the room. M2 rolls on the 

floor. B joins her with greater speed and tight movements. The music dies down and I ask 

them to pause. The children all stand in place. I notice R copying B’s shape in a big lunge 

position and quickly freeze them. 

“What is a sculpture?” I ask, noticing the sculptural poses they had already 

displayed. In response, B strikes a “V” pose with outstretched arms. M2 joins in, 

balancing on one leg with her upper body tilted. “Good!” I say. “Everyone, make a 

sculpture!” D1 stands with her arms and upper body stretched out towards the center. I 

join in. I call for another sculpture and move with the children into the center of the room. 

Several poses result in a group sculpture and we end up on the floor, except for N1, who 

is still practicing handstands.  

Finally, I ask, “How can we make one big sculpture?” “We can touch!” calls B, 

and demonstrates by placing his hands on A2 and curving his upper body. “We can touch 
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and link with each other’s bodies!” adds A2. “Let’s try that!” I say. I use my leg and 

elbow to touch M2 and N3. B attempts a touch with his head while Ms.S. uses her torso 

and signals him with a smile. I end the class as K2 touches and plays with my hair. K2 

makes an angular shape with his arms still touching my torso. G joins him, saying, “Your 

hair is so soft!” I suggest, “How about a different body part?” G and K2 stop touching my 

hair. C responds to the Sculpture Dance as he poses in a wide stance with arms up: “I like 

the statue!” R adds, “Yeah! We are making shapes together and we touch and feel each 

other! We are so close and connected! This is a cool feeling.” “Yes! Very Good!” I say. 

“Great sensing each other! That’s important in dancing! Good job being balloons and 

sculptures!” As everyone goes to the steps to put on their shoes, N1 runs panting around 

the room. “Time to put your shoes on,” I tell him. “Good running! Good energy, N1! You 

know, sometimes we need to learn how to control our energy.” Looking at me, still 

panting, he smiles. 

 

Session 5 — Individual floor-crossing dance: “Doing our dance!” 

We start the warm-up standing in a circle. N1 is jumping up and down, so I start 

with jumping and progress to full-body stretching. “Breathe in as you extend!” I call, 

emphasizing extension and fluidity. “Long bodies!” R stretches slowly up and down. 

Bending to the floor in a cat stretch, we walk our hands to our feet, and slowly stand up 

again. Then we warm up our feet, make isolated head, shoulder, and arm movements, and 

end by shaking our whole bodies. N3, E, A2, and M3 vibrate vigorously. “I love this!” C 

says, shaking his upper body intensely. “Good torso movement. Nice flow! Let’s move 
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our torsos!” I say. “Relax all your muscles as you shake!” All the children copy C’s 

action.  

Next, I propose a figure eight, first with our hands and then with our hips, using 

fluid motions. A1, who rarely participates, follows, laughing loudly, and says “Funny!” 

but a look from Ms. M. stops him. K1 passively moves his hips from side to side. “Move 

your hips!” Ms. M. calls out. O and N1 stand still, moving only their hands. Meanwhile 

A1 rolls on the floor. “Can you get up, please?” I ask. “A1!” calls Ms. M., going to stand 

beside him. We progress to hopping and marching, then start shifting our weight forward, 

sideways, and backwards. Most of the children jump, hop, and shout. Noticing V1 

chatting with S, and N2 interacting with A2, I say, “Hello! I’m waiting for those who are 

talking…” Ms. M. calls out the children’s names as a warning, and they spread out and 

become quiet and composed. As the percussive music starts, N2 and C start moving their 

legs, displaying intricate in-and-out and crossing leg movements in complex rhythms. N1, 

A2, B, O, and J1 start their “Frog Dance,” squatting, jumping, and hopping to the beat 

and moving away from the circle. V1 shakes her shoulders; A1 joins the circle, shaking 

his upper body with arms spread; D1 hops and jumps in place; J1 bounces half-heartedly; 

and J2 stands watching the others.  

Seeing a few children move toward the wall, I suggest, “Let’s all stand at the wall. 

Pick a wall!” B, A2, C, and O go back and forth between one wall and another. “Pick one 

wall!” calls Ms. M. Most of the children—including K2, M2, V2, M3, N1, R, A2, E, J1, 

and C—stand against one wall, while the rest stand against another. When asked about 
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possible pathways, children shout “Circle!” “Zigzag line!” “Straight line!” “Diagonal!” 

“Curvy line!” “Very good!” I say. “How can we move them?” 

S, who has been quiet in class thus far, volunteers to show us. I give her a cue, 

and she moves in a curvy line, looking down. “What pathway is she making?” I ask. 

“Curvy line!” the children respond. As the noise level increases, I call out, “One, two, 

three, all eyes on me!” “All eyes on you,” they respond. Everybody is against the wall. In 

the corner, G pushes N2 while D2, beside him, looks upset. V1 volunteers to show 

hopping in a circle. O raises his hand for a turn, while the children in the corner become 

noisy and distracted again. “I’m going to wait until everyone’s quiet!” I call. Against the 

wall, D2 and O dance as they move their limbs with backs attached to the wall. O kicks 

D2 as he actively moves his legs and D2 frowns.  

“Let’s move from one wall to the other in our own ways, making the pathways we 

like,” I say. V1 crawls from one wall to another. E, N3, and M3 run around and K1 runs 

and flips across. The space becomes a mass of noisy, moving bodies. Again, I ask the 

children to sit down and reinforce the importance of focusing in class for a productive 

creative process. As they grow calm, we stand back up and resume dancing. B and M1 

immediately do handstands against the wall. M2 and M1 roll and stretch on the floor, 

then get up. I pause, looking at them until I have their attention. “Remember the first day 

when we did our own dances across the space? I know B had shared that he wanted to do 

his own dance. I know most of you would like to move on your own too. Shall we try 

doing your own dance from one wall to the other?” B and C shout, in sync, “Yes!” and 

several others nod. 
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The Individual Floor-Crossing Dance begins as children perform and then run 

away: J1 turns and turns, E twirls shyly, K2 stops and shakes his whole body abruptly, 

and N1 runs several circles. When the dancing stops, they all stand against the wall 

fidgeting. “Does anybody know what we’re doing?” I ask. S raises her arm energetically. 

“Moving across the floor doing our dance!” Next to her, V1 keeps pushing N3, who 

shows no reaction. The children remain against the walls, some fidgeting, pushing, or 

pulling. To change the mood, I play a percussive song with a faster beat and lively 

melody. The space is active again with children jumping, turning, and running. K2 does a 

leg stretch in the center of the circle and waits until others join him. Together, they 

extend and fold their legs and arms, led by K2 and R.  

N1’s running becomes more vigorous. Others join him as they run in a circular 

formation around K2, who remains flat on the floor and then gets up and walks in a wide 

arc doing complex steps and articulating his upper body in a Michael Jackson-style 

moonwalk, as he calls it. Afterwards, he turns with a twirl and a flip. J2 walks cautiously, 

staying close to V1 and N3. V1 crosses the space, stretching her legs high with each step. 

B and O run with soft bird sounds and floating arms. “No running!” Ms. M. says. 

E skips. K2 turns and gets dizzy. The space becomes disorganized again with lots 

of talking. O runs vigorously without stopping. N3, G, and S move with their arms linked, 

skipping and hopping. Against the other wall, a group of girls remain—including V2, J2, 

and D2 —stretching and exploring the dimensions of their arms and legs in a kind of 

“Wall Dance” as they say. It’s time to end. “No time for a closing circle,” I say. The 
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space becomes louder, with K2, C, and N1 moving, flipping, and running. At Ms. M.’s 

cue, the children regroup to put on their shoes and leave the gym. 

 

Session 6 — The Korean dance: “The heel dance!” 

I realized after Session 3 that the children did not clearly understand the notion of 

ethnic or culturally specific dance, so we decided to show them actual Korean, Irish, and 

African dances, representing the three main ethnicities of our group. During a special 

extra class in Ms. M.’s classroom before this session, we watched the dances, talked 

about the movements of each one, and further discussed our diverse cultural backgrounds. 

We begin the session sitting in a circle. The children fidget and talk. K1, M2, and 

M3 are absent. “Let’s freeze!” I say. “Does anybody remember the video we watched 

yesterday afternoon?” “We watched an African dance!” says R. “Good,” I reply. “How 

were they moving?” “Like crazy,” A2 offers, “shaking their chests and hips and moving 

their legs fast!” “Yes!” I say. “They do move fast. What else did we watch?” J2 raises her 

hand. “A Korean dance,” she says very softly. “Yes, we spoke about ancestors, and 

dances that represent them. Some of you said your ancestors are African, and Ms.S. and I 

shared that ours are Korean. Ms. M. said her ancestors are Irish. Does anybody remember 

how the Korean dancers moved?” N1 does a handstand while R answers, “Slow and 

boring!” “It’s no fun,” says K2. “The music is weird! It has no cool beats!” adds B. “Yes, 

it’s different from what you’re used to. Different cultures have different dances and it 

may seem and feel different. Let’s see if it’s boring when we’re actually dancing it!” I 
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say. “Today Ms. S. and I will guide you through the Korean dance experience.” Ms. S. 

leads the children while I take her usual role of attending to individuals.  

“How is Korean dancing different from other dances?” Ms. S. asks. “It’s very 

slow,” B responds, “like you’re not moving much.” “It’s quiet. A lot of knee bending,” 

calls E. “What you’ve said is all true!” says Ms.S. M1 and B talk and do intricate steps, 

while J3 spins on his knees. “In Korean dance, we move very slowly with bent knees,” 

Ms.S. continues. “Our posture is not as upright as in other dances, and we curve our 

backs a little to show respect.” I add, “Remember, the costume covers our feet. In ancient 

Korea, they thought it was rude to show your legs. They also thought standing straight up 

looked snobbish. In Korean dance, we respect one another and our bodies. We hold our 

hands by our sides, move with our backs slightly curved as a courtesy, and bow when we 

say hello, like this.” I demonstrate with a 45-degree bow. “How do we say hello here?” I 

ask. B demonstrates. “We wave.” “So, let’s pretend we’re Korean today,” I call. “Girls, 

imagine you’re wearing the long, traditional Korean dress. Boys, you are wearing 

traditional Korean long, baggy pants. Let’s change from American to Korean dance 

mode!” M1 asks, “Americans dancing like Koreans?” I smile. “Yes, just for today!”  

“Turn to your right, standing where you are!” Ms.S. calls out. All the children 

turn to face the back of the person on their right. “Let’s walk slowly, like this.” Ms. S. 

demonstrates walking from the heels. They all attempt the movement. J3 hops, D1 walks 

on her toes, and G stomps. Ms. M. calls, “Heels first, G!” The group falls silent, all 

focused on the steps. They walk slowly in a circle, their upper bodies loose. J1 carefully 

places his heels first and bends his knees deeply. C breaks the flow by constantly bending 
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his knees and accenting each step in a syncopated manner, stating, “My kind of dance. 

It’s hip-hop style!” The music stops.  

“Let’s sit!” Ms. S. commands. “Open your arms wide!” All the children sit cross-

legged as Ms. S. demonstrates. “Right palm up, left palm down. Slowly alternate, starting 

from your shoulder.” J3 watches the children closest to him, looking lost. I correct his 

position, and then do so for the other children. “Let’s try to listen to the music and move 

to it,” Ms. S. suggests. “Korean dance music is slow, so you need to listen well! Right 

hand, right palm up; left hand, left palm up!” she calls. “Now, as you move your arms, 

stand up.” She introduces another arm movement: brushing past the ear with alternating 

arms. I help E, C, B, and M1. B asks, “Ms. Hannah, why does this feel so weird? Is this a 

dance?” I whisper, “Yes, it is dance too. A different kind of dance. We call this an ethnic 

dance.” E performs the gesture carefully and precisely, almost touching her ear with each 

movement.  

“Now open your arms to the side,” says Ms. S., “and bring them down, wrapping 

one arm in front and the other behind. Change arms each time you bring them down, and 

don’t forget to bend your knees.” J2 sticks out her tailbone with each knee bend. “Turn 

slowly once, then bend your knees and drop your arms as you return to face the center. 

Then bow.” Ms. S. bows deeply, her head almost touching the floor as the children 

follow with their hands on their foreheads. K2 releases the position: “It hurts!” As B puts 

his head down, he peeks at the others and Ms. S. sits and claps. “Thank you, you did a 

beautiful job! That was amazing,” I say.  
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Ms. S. asks them to stay seated while she goes to demonstrate. “Walk slowly from 

the corner, doing the walk we just did. In the center, open your arms and turn three times: 

one, two, three. Then put your arms down like this.” She wraps her torso with one arm in 

front and the other in back. Then she walks again, moving her arms up and down and 

bending her knees. “Do we all know what we’re doing?” A2, K2, and a few other boys 

answer, “Yes!” as do R and E.  

K2 turns slowly in place. M1 hops on one leg with the other bent. Ms. S. leads N3 

toward the center, guiding her into the knee bending and arm opening with a slow, light 

dance quality; smiling, she follows Ms. S. with her own soft, distinct movements. “I want 

to try! Me! Me!” children cry out. B runs to the corner, followed by A2, M1, K2, N1, and 

J3. “We need an audience, though,” I say. “Remember, we’ll all get a chance to dance.”  

E, G, and V1 lead the girls to the corner. E and B take the stage next. E’s gestures 

are loose, her arm wandering before she drops it down. Her knee-bends are stiff but her 

upper torso is curved and relaxed. B emphasizes the heel-first action with rigid 

movements. In the corner, G, V1, and N2 argue over who will go next. “You’ll all get a 

chance!” I remind them. “Let’s be a good audience.” M1 and V1, who are poking each 

other and chatting, get pulled out by Ms. M., while K2 and O remain seated. Then K2 

gets permission to dance again. 

Ms. S. helps the next group with counting and movement cues. “Slow and soft,” 

she instructs. G pauses as she walks toward the center with her partner, N2, then she 

continues the dance with light arm gestures and loose, free turns. N1 and J3 perform the 
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heel walk, in sync, except that J3’s arms are angular while N1’s are flowing. Ms. M. 

releases V1 from the steps and she comes to the center, shaking her body and frowning.  

I join D1, M3, and J2 in the corner, where Ms. S. is guiding them. Our group of 

five moves swiftly with light arm gestures and steps, attentive to each other as we move 

together. Our turns create a smooth swirl before we return to the corner. K2 and C follow, 

steps weighted and upper torsos tight. They turn quickly and sharply, and then exit 

without doing the walk. 

Ms. S. leads all the children from the corner. As they trace a circle I join the end 

of the line. Once in a full circle, Ms. S. reviews the arm gestures. The children flip their 

palms, alternating arms, and brush their ears. R giggles at C as she notices him doing the 

movement with beat and rhythm in a rigid arm position. “You’re not doing it right!” J2 

moves her arms tentatively, stopping sometimes. Ms.S. emphasizes the heels-first walk 

and directs the bow. B asks, “We’re done, aren’t we?” upon seeing a few girls still with 

their knees and heads on the floor. I say, “Yes, we are finished! Good job being Korean 

dancers!” The girls finally lift their heads, smiling. V1 comments, “I like the bow. 

Different from ours!” 

 After class, as usual, the children form two lines to return to the classroom 

upstairs. As I wait for them upstairs while setting up for the drawing session, I notice the 

children walking slowly with soft and focused energy, as their heels hit the ground first 

with no one talking. I comment, “Wow, you are practicing the Korean Dance even when 

we are done!” Ms. M. whispers to me that everybody followed M1’s lead, adding, “They 

haven’t made one sound!” M1 confides eagerly, “I started the heel dance!” I say, “That 
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was wonderful! Good job, M1!” Afterward, Ms. M. notes that she might use this to escort 

her students to different classes; she has tried walking them like cats and it worked, 

except that some would meow. She adds, “This seems even better; they were so 

concentrated on the movement!” 

 

Session 7 — The mask dance: “It’s uncomfortable!”  

The children sit in a circle, this time with masks with their names written on the 

back in front of them. They had an opportunity to create masks that they think represent 

themselves during an in-class session with Ms. M. using paper plates, colored pens, and 

some yarn. Each mask has two big eyeholes and two strings hanging by the sides for 

them to tie on the back of their heads. Over some chattering, I remind the children about 

the rules of the space. K1 and M1 play with their masks, and I warn them to focus with a 

stern look, asking them to be still. While everyone else sits, A1 skips and runs around the 

circle, laughing. Ms. M. reprimands A1 and G for moving around inattentively. 

N1 is staring intently into space and making distinct linear arm movements, his 

torso alert and responsive. I hear talking and see that many of the children are not paying 

attention. After a moment, I suggest, “We want to move actively but not talk actively, 

unless you absolutely need to while dancing together!” N1 is still moving, now with 

curvy, snake-like movements from head to torso. M1 walks around dragging his feet 

while the others sit. I play some percussive music, and everyone responds with bobbing 

heads and moving shoulders. Sitting with our right legs out in front, we start the warm-up. 

Since M1, N2, N1, and G are still squirming, I ask, “What does sitting still mean? Can 
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you show me?” With a bright smile, R does an exaggerated version of sitting up with her 

back stretched. “Very nice, R, good spine extension!”  

All of a sudden, G stands and runs in place, shaking her arms and fingers. Still 

seated, the rest of the group resumes the warm-up. After making circles with our heads 

and shoulders and individual movements in different directions, we do arm swings. C 

begins fast swings from one arm to the other. A2, B, and M1 mimic him, adding energy 

to the group. Verbal responses accompany the motion, and I guide the focus inward by 

moving to facial expressions: “Let’s make the smallest face possible! And… biggest!” 

The children frown and grow silent. Some giggle. M1 and G barely respond. “We’re 

warming up our face muscles like other muscles,” I demonstrate with wide mouth and 

eyes. Several boys and V1 and G make sounds and shout. Ms. M2, a school supervisor, 

enters the gym and, after a brief conversation with Ms. M., removes A1 for behavioral 

testing.  

“Let’s pick up our masks!” I call out to start the stretches. Demonstrating a peek-

a-boo action, I move my mask up, down, and sideways, stretching my arms and back as I 

float it upwards. The children mimic me; M1 and B almost lift off the floor. N1 holds his 

mask, shakes it, and moves his shoulders and torso.  

G suddenly stands up again, holding her mask by the strings as she floats it 

upwards, and then sits down. With our legs and arms outstretched, we hold onto the 

masks and trace big circles, reaching up, sideways, down, and to the other side, floating 

and vibrating them. N1 lets his go and catches it a few times, playing with its lightness 
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and letting it fly. Before lowering it, he mimics the motion with his upper body and arms, 

using a flowing quality he has never shown before. 

As the music plays, I suggest we make poses, resting our upper bodies on our 

knees as we go down and stretch our hands out on the floor. After a downward dog 

stretch to extend the backs of our legs, I suggest lifting one leg and then the other. B, N1, 

and K2 kick up into handstands, and R copies them. We move on to balancing with one 

arm up and the other down. J1 balances with one leg and one arm in the air. C kicks into 

a handstand and a balance. We close with the child pose. 

N1 lies flat on his back, panting. I touch him and whisper that he should get up; 

he reaches his hand out, and I take it to help him. I ask the others to stand, and K2 starts 

jumping. We take up his action, jumping, squatting low, and jumping again. The children 

involve their whole bodies in each jump, some calling out loudly or adding arm 

movements as they suggest ideas. O jumps with wide arms, one leg bent and the other 

outstretched, urgent. C jumps in an upright and compact posture. M2 and R float on 

tiptoe with a carefree quality, arms at their sides. J2 jumps lightly with bent knees, 

smiling. The music stops and I ask the children to put on their masks by tying the strings 

behind their heads. 

K2, V1, and V2 ask me for help tying their masks on, while Ms. S. and Ms. M. 

help others. Then the children begin to move, talk, or play with their masks. The space 

becomes louder. N1 is already dancing: with a dynamic torso, he crawls on his knees and 

shrugs his shoulders, then transitions to accented head actions accompanied by an 

intricate foot dance with leg openings and crossings, and light hops. Finally, dropping to 
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the floor, he shuffles on his bottom, moving his head. Ms. S. smiles at him while Ms. M. 

glares. He does not notice. Some boys crawl with their masks on, growling and barking 

as they move on their hands and knees, bouncing and jumping. K2 leaps while B and C 

interact aggressively. S attempts to discard her mask, mumbling and frowning. A2 and a 

few girls go to Ms. S., complaining about their masks. O comes to me and asks, “Do we 

have to wear these?” “It’s uncomfortable!” adds K2. Noticing the children’s discontent, I 

say, “What are some different ways to dance with the masks?”  

I cue the music and join the circle, waiting for stillness. After a moment there is a 

lull. I suggest we squat and rise, moving our heads with masks on or while holding them. 

I ask them to move one body part after another. When we get to the legs, J1 opens his 

wide, lifting each leg higher as he shifts his body. D1 moves softly as she bounces to the 

beat in a wide stance.  

I continue, “Show us who you are with your mask on or dancing with it. What are 

you like?” “Strong!” C replies, posing in a broad stance with arms wide, biceps flexed, 

hands in fists. “Wild!” says K2, shaking his body and head loosely. “Beautiful!” V1 says 

loudly, smiling and moving sideways on her toes with floating arms. M2 says, “Pretty!” 

as she twirls in place and E adds, “Elegant,” as she slowly opens her arms. “Great! Let’s 

dance it as you move!” Music plays in the background. “I’m strong!” I say in a strong 

stance, showing my muscles. C demonstrates his strength by balancing on his shoulder 

with legs held open and bent. “I’m wild!” announces K2, coming to the center of the 

circle and loosely shaking his whole body. 
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 B asks me for help with his mask. “This feels weird. Can you help me put it back 

on, Ms. Hannah?” I help him but also reassure him and others that they can dance without 

wearing their masks. G and M3 take theirs off, and G throws hers on the floor. I ask them 

all to go to the back corner and do their dance with their masks. B skips around 

vigorously with bent knees and a shaking upper body. R comes to tell me that her mask 

does not feel right and does a floor slide in the center without it. “How about finding a 

different way to dance with your masks?” I suggest. 

 “Now, wearing or holding your mask, show us your own Mask Dance! Ready?” I 

call enthusiastically. Children flock into the space from the corner. As the music plays 

they respond, most with masks off. Ms.S., M3, E, and V2 hover over each other as they 

move, stamping to the beat. C and K1 flip in a straight line across the space and back. O 

and N1 run with speed and energy. K2 is on his back in the corner, moving his legs in the 

air. S, with her mask back on, floats around the space on tiptoe, her arms slightly lifted at 

her sides. I join the group, turning and changing directions as I do a hovering movement 

around a group of children in the center, following R and M2. Everyone gradually moves 

closer to the center. K2 slowly rolls toward us and participates in our “hover” dance. O is 

still on the side, doing cartwheels. J3 joins him to practice cartwheels and flips, swinging 

his arms for momentum. Then O, who has not joined the circle before, comes to the 

center, stamping his foot to the beat of the music. J2, who usually stands to the side 

observing, finally joins us beside Ms. S., following her movements. While J3 remains in 

the corner practicing flips, the rest of us end the dance in a circle, stamping to the beat 

and moving our torsos until the music ends. As I guide the children in slowing the tempo, 
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eventually the group, including J3, is still. I say, “That was a good moment of silence!” 

and end the class. 

 

Session 8 — The fabric dance: “Floating fabric!” 

Before the class, Ms.S. and I lay out large panels of light blue fabric in an 

enormous square, covering most of the space. As the children enter, they react with oohs 

and aahs. They spread out evenly along the edge of the fabric and sit down. Suddenly, O 

gets up and dances, shifting his weight with rhythmic foot shuffling and stomping. Then 

N1 does what he calls a “break dance,” with complex steps and flowing head and torso 

movements. Ms. M. gives both dancers a stern look, and they become still. Some children 

want to touch the fabric, so I suggest that everyone reach out and feel and respond to it. 

The children’s hands move to the cloth. Some again respond with “Ooh…” 

Next, I ask the children to hold a piece of one of the panels with a partner and 

explore its flow. O flings his up and down, creating a rapid, uneven wave with his partner. 

“We’re making waves! It looks like water!” calls K2, as he and M2 move their panel in a 

similar way. Still seated, I guide a warm-up; I suggest lifting the material up as we shift 

our weight slightly to the right, creating arm and waist stretches. “Do we all know what a 

see-saw is?” I ask, holding a panel with K1. B replies, “Yeah, one goes down and another 

goes up!” “Good,” I say. “The person on this side holds the cloth while leaning back; 

your partner on the other side is pulled forward. Then we alternate!” B jumps up and 

down instead of leaning forward and back, and C follows. K2 stands and squats. After a 

few moments, I ask the children to grasp the fabric tightly and use it to warm up their leg 
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muscles by squatting all the way down and coming back up. A2, B, K2, and V1 

participate with grins and groans. With music playing, I notice the children already 

experimenting with the fabric in small groups. O lifts the cloth up and lets it glide to the 

floor. J3 rolls on his panel as his partner drags it away. N1 and O twist theirs into a rope 

and swing it up and down so that it undulates. D1, M2, and K2 do a fabric dance as a 

trio—the two girls hold the fabric while K2 wraps and unwraps himself. They whisper to 

each other, suggesting ideas and giving directions. Then D1 takes a turn, draping and 

undraping herself. 

About eight groups of twos and threes move with pieces of cloth that flow, roll, 

fly, and collapse. Some disputes, suggestions, and squeals of excitement are heard as the 

panels change form from ropes to waves to shawls. “I like playing with the fabric!” says 

K2. A few others respond with a “Yeah!” V1 and D2 shift between playfulness and 

aggression as they throw and twirl the fabric and skip. D2 says, “Floating fabric!” K1 

adds, “Yeah, it floats and twirls!” “Yeah!” says C. Paired with J2, Ms.S. makes a waving 

motion with the cloth. J2 mimics her action with a smile and gradually becomes more 

playful as she explores the movements. “I am waving,” she whispers. I walk around, 

noting what each group is creating. O turns with the material around his face and his 

partner, J1, stares and giggles. O then twists and swings his panel repeatedly to form a 

rope. N1 and K1 move theirs up and down, exploring the flow. N2 wraps and unwraps 

his body by slowly turning one way and then the other. I notice B, A2, and V1 being 

pulled out by Ms. M. for misbehaving.  
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Afterwards, the children once again spread their panels before them. K2 and O 

start squeaking, and Ms. M. warns them to stop. There is more noise and fidgeting. I wait 

for quiet and then call out, “Now let’s dance across the floor with the fabric with your 

partners from the corner! What are some different ways to dance across the floor? You’ve 

shown me you can dance gorgeously in our previous classes! Today we are dancing with 

our partners finding ways to dance together, so this is different. Listen to your partner!” I 

assign each group a number and call out, “One group at a time!” J2 removes herself from 

her group and sits down. 

 In the first group, K1 and J1 make the fabric float, flip, and turn. J1 walks away 

shyly, eyes on the floor. In group two, D2 and N3 spread their fabric out and slowly walk 

sideways as V1 curls underneath it. In the third group, D1 and M2 unwind the fabric 

wrapped around K2, running lightly as they do so. In the fourth group, N1 and M1 create 

waves while walking. Group five does a lively skip as Ms. S. flips the fabric and C 

follows with increasing sharpness in his movement. E and M3, the sixth group, sway 

their fabric gently and walk carefully. Group seven, R and J2, performs a windmill action, 

flipping and twirling the fabric while hopping. Finally, the children in group eight, O and 

J2, run and hold the fabric without much energy. By now six children are sitting by Ms. 

M., pulled out for unruly behavior. 

After the children have danced, I say, “How about moving across the room some 

other way besides walking?” After some of the noise has died down, K2 approaches me, 

wanting to go first. I reassure him he will get his chance. S skips while O creates waves, 

moving from side to side. “Very good!” I tell them. M3 covers her face with cloth and E, 
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N3, and V1 follow, moving the fabric up and down, crossing the space swiftly with skips. 

R and J2 also skip as they hold their panel before stopping in the center and running away, 

dragging the fabric. N2 glides with the panel as D1 turns and twirls. K1 twists his panel 

and C hops over it. Ms. S., finding V1 distant from the group, approaches her and offers 

to move with her. V1 frowns and walks passively away from the group to sit by Ms. M. 

for the rest of the class. The space grows louder, with bodies moving and fabric floating. 

I remind the children of the importance of watching others dance instead of talking. M2, 

whose group attempts to run across the room once more, wraps and unwraps the fabric. 

At Ms. M.’s time signal, I end the class, initiating quick breathing with a small 

arm gesture as I stand in a corner with the children. C adds a movement of his shoulders 

as he breathes, and a few others follow. We bring the energy to a close. 

 

Session 9 — The ribbon and fabric dance: “We transform the fabric!” 

Today’s class takes place in a classroom. We start without Ms. S., who is late. I 

give A1 a stern look as he keeps moving and making sounds. N2 asks, “Where’s Ms.S.?” 

R adds, “Yeah, where is Ms. S., Ms. Hannah?” I say, “I am not sure. Hopefully she is on 

her way! Who remembers what we did last class?” K1 says, “We had fabric!” The other 

children respond, “And it was blue!” “Light blue!” “Sky blue!” I ask, “What were you 

doing?” V1 stands up and turns, waving her arms. O says, “We were doing tricks.” K2 

responds, “We were wrapping it with our body and spinning it the other way—to get 

out!” E quietly says, “We were playing with fabric. I felt free.” “Do you want to play 

more with the fabric today?” “Yes!” K2 responds loudly. A few other children nod. I ask 
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what they think of the different room. K2 and B reply, “It’s smaller!” A2 adds, “But we 

can still dance in this space too!” I say, “Yes, there are many ways to dance with the 

fabric! Good!”  

 We form our usual circle. In the corner, A1 fidgets. K1 hits B. Ms. M. tries to get 

control. I say, “Okay, we are having a problem here. Are we in a circle? Our personal 

bubbles?” I wait for silence, and then start the music. We begin by stretching toward the 

sky, then make balls of ourselves. The children say, “Up-up-up!” with me as they stretch. 

I ask them to notice how we rise and stretch. I notice the girls are on one side and the 

boys are on the other. N3, E, D2, M3, and R extend their fingertips upwards. A2, N1, and 

C stretch their arms more passively and languidly. We move our heads, shoulders, hips, 

and legs. D2 shakes her shoulders and steps in time with the music. O wiggles his 

shoulders rhythmically. Several variations of hip movement take place. N1 moves his 

legs in and out with intricate steps and controlled hip actions. M3 gently moves side to 

side. B and O step with their legs, finding the beat with their chests and shoulders. 

The circle breaks as many of the children move in their own way. B arches his 

back as he steps and kicks. I suggest, “Shall we look at everyone’s dance?” R responds 

with a loud “Yes!” and others agree with a nod. K2 begins by shaking his whole body. C 

displays light and bouncy footsteps, each step crossing over the other. A2 does a quick 

turn in the air. B demonstrates hip circles, and the boys say, “Oooh!” R swings her arms 

and bobs. N1 bounces up and down with his knees bent as his upper body responds. A 

few children continue to move about instead of watching. Ms. M. says, “When your 

friend is showing, let’s watch. Your turn will come!” A1 responds with “La la la” and 
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continues to move. When Ms. M. looks at him, he stops. N3 makes the shape of a hawk 

by raising her arms and placing one leg in a passé position, balancing carefully. G slowly 

squats down toward the floor. Ms. M. says, “Yes, movement can be this slow!” J1 hops 

easily with one leg bent. D2 stands stiffly and then does the splits. A few girls mimic her. 

K1 and O giggle and say, “Girly!” E turns lightly with her arms slightly out. M3 sways to 

the side with a hint of a smile. O bounces up and down with both knees bent in a wide 

stance and his elbows by his sides, with fists clenched, and his chest pumping in and out. 

R says, “That’s a Wu-Tang Dance!” “Yes, it’s really cool-looking. It pumps your body 

up! Cool beats!” adds A2, as he and the others mimic O. Everyone is pumping, bouncing, 

and shaking. K2 sits on the floor and uses his momentum to turn on his backside. “Yeah, 

this is dance!” I hear from a few voices. 

As the energy subsides, I say, “Come back to the circle and have a seat!” I throw 

ribbons into the center of the circle to cries of “Ah!” and ask the children one by one to 

pick a ribbon. G takes a brownish one; the other girls choose light purple or pink, calling 

out, “I want a pretty one!” The boys select dark or neutral ribbons. I suggest, “Shall we 

dance with our ribbon?” The children demonstrate ideas. B moves quickly with his hands 

as he kneels, arching his back. N1 turns on his knees. O waves his ribbon toward C. I say, 

“Take the next few minutes to move the ribbon so that your partner can move in time to it. 

Each take a turn!” I ask J1 to be my partner. I tell them, “One person moves the ribbon 

and the other moves like the motion of the ribbon!” As J1 and I begin, my head goes back 

and forth as J1 moves his ribbon. We switch and he mimics my movement as he tilts his 

head and upper body, reflecting a flowing, angular motion; then, as I shake the ribbon 
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quickly, he shakes his head. M1 says, “He’s getting hypnotized!” 

The children dance in pairs to soft music. A2 moves his head in a jerking motion. 

G waves her ribbon and V1 uses her upper body to mimic it. M2 bobs her head up and 

down intensely; R shakes her ribbon up and down quickly. N1 grasps O’s neck with his 

arm and releases. O moves his ribbon from side to side and N1 responds with his torso. 

V1 hits N2 with her ribbon and Ms. M. approaches her. Ms. S., who has arrived during 

the dance, asks, “What are you doing?” V1 looks down at her feet. Ms. S. adds, “Are you 

angry?” V1 nods. Ms. S. says, “How are you angry? Show how you are feeling through 

your dance!” V1 giggles, stands up, and moves both hands; making fists, she raises one 

and then another as her chest responds to the beat of her fists pumping. Ms. S. responds 

to her movement with her upper torso and arms. “Good, V1!” N2 moves his chest in time 

with his own ribbon’s motion. M1 shakes his upper body and, as A2 creates a straight 

line in the air with his ribbon, freezes. K2 asks, “Can we do the Fabric Dance like last 

time? I like being a rolling log!” “Yeah, we transform the fabric!” adds A2. Several 

children nod.  

I ask them to sit and bring out the fabric: “Let’s do the Fabric Dance and find a 

way to move in this smaller space.” C and J1 undulate their fabric like waves. J1 sways 

side to side and shrugs his shoulders. N1 runs rapidly, the fabric trailing him like a tail. 

M2 sits on her fabric, and J3 and D2 drag it to one side. A2 holds his on the floor while O 

and K2 roll on it as if on grass. G and M3 wear their material like robes. V1, M2, and R 

hold theirs and move in a triangle. Much chattering develops and Ms. M. cues for the 

class to end as I remind the children that the time to express themselves is when they are 
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dancing; otherwise, they must sit and listen. The noise dies down as most children nod in 

agreement. 

 

Session 10 —  The boys and girls dance: “That’s cool-looking!” 

As usual, the children are in a circle. It is noisy, so I ask who is ready. Once the 

children are quiet, we stand up and sit down a few times in the hopes of gathering energy. 

Next I ask, “What is this class?” B and M2 answer, “It’s a dance class!” I continue, 

“What is dance?” B responds, “Dance is movement!” Smiling, he crawls on his knees, 

stands up, and rotates his right leg. O says, “Dance is dance!” He swivels his body in a 

cross-legged position. M2 says, “Dance is rock and roll!” V1 says, “Dance is hip-hop!” C 

adds, “Handstands and flipping! I love it! That’s dance!” M1 slides on his belly. “Like a 

snake,” he whispers. K2 is in “Zen” mode. R and S continue to talk, but after Ms. M. 

reminds them of the rules they quiet down. 

B says, “I can walk on my hands!” He bends his legs and slowly flips his body 

upward. N1 becomes a whirl of legs and upper-body movement supported by his arms. J3 

performs his handstand off to the side. G turns with her arms at her sides, and kicks her 

legs forward and backward. I start the music and assure them that we will have time to do 

our own dances later. We warm up by starting with our heads and moving down to our 

toes. J1 moves his whole body to the beat, his legs stepping lightly. We reach the middle 

of the warm-up and M1 moves on his own, attempting a handstand balance. Ms. M. 

shouts, “M1, sit!” Now we are on our feet, jumping and hopping. B does a leg movement 

with a wide stance; he shifts his weight, projecting his upper body toward the center of 
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the circle. We do some stretches on the floor using imagery of throwing balloons, and the 

children call out the colors of their imaginary balloons. I ask, “How can we move our 

upper body softly and gently?” B sways his chest gently from side to side. “Good, B!” I 

say, mimicking his movement. The group follows. “How about adding arms? Fluid 

arms!” R waves her arms back and forth. We become a circle of gently waving arms. B 

asks, “Can we move roughly? That’s more exciting!” We end the warm-up with some 

more vigorous movement. I continue, “Shall we do our own dances now?” Most children 

respond with a loud “Yes!” Without verbally instructing them, I group the boys toward 

one side of the room and the girls on the opposite side. 

The boys begin: J3 flips as he walks, J1 lightly hops, N1 runs energetically in a 

circle, K1 does a turn on his bottom, and A2 and K2 wrestle with one another. Some of 

the girls twirl but R, N3, and S do a “Crunk Dance,” squatting in a low, wide stance with 

their arms vigorously pumping toward their sides and their hips shaking. S adds, “It’s 

Wu-Tang!” J2 watches from the side. G is on her own, turning around and occasionally 

adding cartwheels and hops.  

While the girls work with Ms. S. on their group dance, I gather the boys: “What 

do you want to do for this dance?” C asks, “Can we do flips? I want flips!” I say, “Show 

me.” He does a flip with both arms and attempts a second one, one arm flailing before he 

flops down. “Good!” I say. O yells, “Break dance! We should do break dance! That’s 

cool-looking.” Supported by his shoulder, he vigorously moves his legs around in the air.  

Most of the boys do flipping and break dance movements. Some try walking on 

their hands. M1 is on the floor trying to hold his body up on his elbows while A2 
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balances on top of him in an upside-down position. K2 holds J1’s body with his legs in 

the air, lifting him further upward while J1 slowly lowers himself back to the ground. B 

says, “I want to do a stretch dance!” He demonstrates a back bend and moves in that 

position. C, O, and J1 join him.  

The girls twirl. M2, R, and E explore a low, wide leg stance and continue their 

“Wu-Tang Dance.” M2 notices the boys’ “Stretch Dance.” “That’s cool!” She, D2, M3, R, 

S, and G copy it. N1 says, “This is our cool dance!” He runs around, doing an occasional 

handstand. M2 leads the girls to focus on their hips. M3 tries to swirl her pelvis. Ms.S. 

coaxes a reluctant J2 to join in, but she sways lightly from side to side instead. Most of 

the girls move their hips while shaking their upper bodies. G runs around, occasionally 

bumping into N1 “Okay, let’s share our dances!” I ask them what it means to be a good 

audience. The children respond: “No talking! No moving! No yelling!” “Good!” I say. 

“Let’s keep that in mind as we watch others dance.” 

With M2 leading, the girls begin twirling and skipping; with the exception of J2, 

still observing from the side. G does cartwheels, flips, and handstands. R shows her splits 

with a bright smile. All the girls except G now gather together, forming a circle, lightly 

hopping and rotating clockwise, arms linked. R starts skipping clockwise. M3, J2, N3, 

and V2 display more energy than usual. M2 and R do their “Wu-Tang Dance,” joined by 

V1 and E. They end with a runway walk. R says, “We are as beautiful as models!” We all 

applaud loudly. 

The boys present their dance. A2 and M1, and J1 and K2 perform their duets. C 

leads the others in handstands and flips. N1 continues running around, with occasional 
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flips. The boys end their performance with what A2 calls “Stomp Dance”: they jump 

around with strong, rhythmic stamps and end by striking different poses. There is 

applause. Some of the girls shout, “Boys suck!” Ms. M. is displeased by this and, with a 

loud, stern voice, reminds the class that respect is very important. I also insist that they 

think about this before the next class. 

 

Session 11 — Seasonal dances: “Scarecrow! Blossoms! Beach dancing! Sports 

dance!” 

Today there is less fidgeting and noise. Ms. M. notes that she reminded the 

children about class etiquette and rules. We focus on shapes, doing circles and lines with 

our heads and shoulders (suggested by A2 and S).  With our torsos, we make squares. B 

says, “Torso forward, right, backward, and left.” The children follow the chant. B adds, 

“Ooh! It feels good!” When we get to our hips, K2 suggests, “We can do a square shape 

for this too!” O says, “A D1!” He makes his legs bow-legged. R adds, “We can close it!” 

and straightens her legs. B asks, “Can we add arms?” making a D1 with his arms above 

his head. V2 and M3 draw star shapes with their feet. 

R says, “We can make a circle with the leg!” as she stands on one leg using the 

other to trace a circle. M2 adds, “We can make a rectangle with the legs!” She makes a 

wide stance and calls it a rectangle. C says, “You can jump like that!” All the children 

attempt to jump in a rectangular position. N1 hops about in this configuration. We freeze 

in our favorite shapes, as suggested by K2. I ask the children to call out their shape. 

“D1!” “Circle!” “Rectangle!” “Square!” “Oval!” “V!” All are actively participating—
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even J2, who makes a V-shape with her legs spread and her hands touching the ground.  

I say, “Make the shape of the first letter of your name.” S asks, “How do you 

make an S with the body?” J2 asks, “How do you make J with the body?” We offer some 

movement options. S discovers she can make an S by lying down: “OK, this is an S!” J1 

jumps with his legs bent backwards. J2 balances on one leg with the other leg bent 

backward, arms out and head bent down. M1 lies on the floor with open legs and knees 

bent: “‘M’ for M1!” E says, “It’s awesome how our body can make different kinds of 

name shapes!” Others agree. B says, “Yeah! And we can move these letters by flipping, 

too!” as he demonstrate two flips as he shouts, “For a B!” 

 I ask, “What season are we in?” A2 answers  “Fall!” “How many seasons do we 

have in the year?” B says “Four seasons!” I ask what they are. S answers “Spring.” R 

adds “Summer!” K2 adds  “Fall and winter!” B says “And we can do a season dance 

too!” The children become loud, making verbal sounds and moving about. I am about to 

divide the group but the space is becoming disruptive so Ms. M. gets up and calls out 

groups, designates spaces, and asks everyone to be quiet. With assistance from Ms. S. 

and Ms. M., the children separate into groups based on the season they like most. 

K2 and J1 are in the Winter group and J3 and E are in the Spring group, leaving 

two other, bigger groups. K2 appears discontented: “I want to dance about skiing and 

throwing snow balls, but J1 doesn't want to.” He looks at the Fall group. “I want to join 

the Fall group. Can I?” J1 also joins the Fall group. No one is left in Winter. Ms. M. 

guides the Fall group and Ms.S. the Spring group. I take the Summer group. Each group 

takes fifteen minutes to discuss ideas that represent the season and to explore movements 
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together, then we come back to show our seasonal dances. 

The Fall Group Dance, led by Ms. M. — Scarecrow Dance 

This group includes C, S, R, K2, J1, D2, G, O, and M1. R says, “We like 

scarecrows, and the fall leaves and crops.” The group starts in a clump in the center of the 

room in a shape that resembles a scarecrow with its arms to the side. J1, M1, and A2, 

slowly come out and become “trees,” as A2 puts it. They sway side to side, blown by the 

wind. J1 says, “We are leaves!” C and K2 perform flips; G does cartwheels; D2 and S 

lightly walk and sway, smiling; and R hops, turns, and swirls. They all join R’s endless 

swirling action with arms raised. D2, O, and R start turning vigorously, slowly speeding 

up and eventually ending in the center where they become scarecrows again, this time 

tilted to one side and smiling at one another. 

 

The Spring Group Dance, led by Ms. S. — Moving Blossoms and Amazing Dance 

This group includes only J3 and E. Ms.S. explains that E likes blossoms and that 

J3 explored his own movement, calling it “an amazing dance.” Ms. S., J3, and E start by 

lying on the floor with their feet toward the center of the room. They slowly sit up and 

stretch with arm gestures that come together and spread toward the sky. Then, Ms.S. and 

E face each other and hop sideways, making wave gestures that get bigger and bigger 

while J3 flips about and does cartwheels on his own, saying, “An amazing dance!” J3 

continues to flip as Ms. S. and E turn with their floating arms. E says, “Like a flower 

blossoming.” 
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The Summer Group Dance, led by me — Beach Sand Dancing and Sports Dance 

N2, B, K1, A2, J2, D2, V2, and N3 form the Summer group. The girls talk about 

the sun, going to the beach, having picnics, and being outdoors. I ask them to turn some 

of these activities into a dance. D2 and V2 do a circle dance, calling it “Beach Sand 

Dancing.” 

The boys rebel against this. B says, “That’s too girly! We want to do OUR stuff!” 

They talk about football players and how they move, saying that outdoor sports remind 

them of summer. I encourage them to dance together, but they resist. So I let them 

explore individual dances. A2 insists that they will do a “Sports Dance!” The boys huddle 

with their heads together, legs bent and hands on their laps. “One, two, three! Yes!” They 

run out, hopping sideways and moving forward and backward, giving the illusion of 

playing catch. Smiling, the girls join them and perform a circle dance in the center of the 

room, slowly turning counter-clockwise. They leave the circle and, led by D2, skip 

diagonally across the stage. D2 says, “We’re girls skipping under the sun!” 

I say, “Good job showing your Seasonal Dance! What did you see?” B answers, 

“I saw people dancing in a group!” C says, “I want to see more flips!” R adds, “I was a 

scarecrow and from other groups, I saw flowers, carefree dancing from girls, and boys 

doing soccer!” A2 says, “We can dance seasons!” 

To close, we form a circle that spreads backward, each holding the other with our 

torsos stretched upward. It ends with R exclaiming, “Like a sunflower!” 
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Session 12 — Music and dance: “Can you play REAL music?” 

 In order to explore the children’s own culture and musical inclinations, I ask Ms. 

M. for a list of their favorite music: artists include Chris Brown, Alicia Keys, Madonna, 

Beyoncé, Lil Wayne, Lil’ Bow Wow, and Soulja Boy. I chose not to use these songs, due 

to their explicit words, but noticing the similarities among the songs that they chose, I 

decide to use the session to explore various kinds of music and investigate the children’s 

experiences and responses.  

In a circle, we start in a pushup position, then explore flowing shapes, focusing on 

full-body movements. As usual, B offers suggestions. He calls out, “I am a starfish!” and 

soon we are all on our bellies stretching. As we release the pose, I play some music. All 

the children focus on their own dancing. The warm-up ends as we listen to our hearts and 

inner voices, sitting with our legs crossed at R’s suggestion.  

I ask, “Does anyone know what ‘rhythm’ means? What is rhythm?” The moment 

I ask, B gets up and demonstrates intricate steps and stomps. “Good! Very nice! Let’s all 

make rhythms with our hands!” I say. The children join in. “M3, show me rhythms!” 

“Boom-bo-boom-boom,” she demonstrates. “N3?” I ask, and she responds. K2 beats his 

hands on the floor. “Stomp-stomp-clap. Stomp-stomp-clap!” R and M2 join in and make 

the rhythm bigger with stomping leg gestures. Suddenly, on their lead, all the children are 

singing “We will, we will rock you…” while clapping the rhythm.  

 Next, N2 suggests “Boom-boom, boom, boom-bo-boom-boom!” I follow him. 

“Good! Yes, we can dance to those rhythms just as you showed naturally with ‘we will, 

we will rock you’! Can we make movements to the rhythms?” The space fills with 
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clapping noises as we fall in and out of the groove. I call “Freeze!” but V1, C, N2, and 

A2 chatter over my words. I say, “I am so happy to see that you love to move and you 

have so many ideas, but we need to learn to listen to and be aware of each other!” I 

continue, “When you think about dance, does music come into the picture?” This leads to 

several demonstrations. “What’s your favorite music?” I ask. “Hip-hop!” “R&B!” “Rap!” 

“Rock and roll!” “Have you danced to them?” I ask. “Yeah, always!” says D1. “When I 

hear music, I just dance. It makes me fun!” says V1. “Hip-hop is the best to dance to,” 

adds M1. “Good!” I say. “Anything else?” Noticing the quiet, I play an excerpt from “Air 

on a G String,” a classical piece. M1 blurts out, “Can you play REAL music?” I say, 

“This is music too. It’s classical music.” “Play something else, please?” he asks. I smile 

and continue, “You will be hearing different kinds of music today. Shall we listen 

carefully and dance to it?” Several children nod. 

Playing an excerpt from “Spanish Dance,” I ask, “When you listen to this music, 

what comes to mind?” The children spread out. Four girls stand side by side, lightly 

shaking their hips and shoulders. J1 slowly moves his hips in a figure-8 pattern, while C 

and K1 turn flips and cartwheels, detached from the music.  

I then play an excerpt from Sugarhill Gang’s “Apache,” a style similar to hip-hop. 

Even before it begins, the children are moving. Many boys display intricate prowess, 

including flips and break dance movements with controlled upper-body and leg 

maneuvers. J1 dances with a synchronous, flowing motion, his upper body responding to 

his light leg steps. R gyrates her hips energetically, while M2 steps from side to side, 

bobbing her head. V1 and J2 respond by bending their knees lightly and bobbing their 
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heads. The music changes to “Inner Awakening,” a meditative Indian song with chanting. 

Suddenly, the energy from the previous selection disappears and the dynamic changes to 

limited movement and what appears to be great inner concentration. Next, to an excerpt 

from “African Dance Heavy Drums,” the children move enthusiastically, with the 

exception of J2, who steps lightly from side to side. A few girls along the wall sway and 

move about. I approach them and initiate a movement while asking, “Any suggestions for 

moving?” V2 smiles and adds upper-body shaking. We follow. After this, to the tender 

tone of “Arabian Nights,” we all move more slowly. B begins a slow walk, pumping his 

fists like a locomotive. He traces a big circle, and soon others are following him. Finally, 

I play part of “Asian Underground,” a percussive piece with an Asian aura. “What does it 

make you feel?” I ask. “Scary!” “Karate!” the children call out. K2 and B start a karate 

kick-dance conversation.  

I ask everyone to sit. “This is our next piece! What are you hearing?” I play a 

section from “The Seahorse Water Ballet” (“Sonata in E Major” by Scarlatti). “Sleepy-

time dance!” R responds. The children fade to the floor. C strides around with his arms 

slightly out, “like a night watchman on the beat,” he says. A group of girls curl up on 

their sides, moving softly from side to side.  

I ask, “What were you doing as you were moving? What did you feel?” C 

responds, “I don’t like weird music! I want to hear hip-hop or R&B.” B says, “I was still 

moving anyways! I liked it.” “It’s good to know what you like!” I say. “There are various 

kinds of music though! Shall we move from one space to another for our last dance?” 

Several children nod. I play “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.” “What does this music 
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make you feel like?” I ask. “Happy,” J1 answers with a smile. “Free,” adds R. I say, 

“Good! Let’s think about that as we move!” 

We travel from one side of the room to the next in a group, following B’s lead. 

A2 steps toward the corner, lightly, to the music. Then R comes out to the center, going 

downward toward the floor as the group follows. We sit and absorb this. I lead as we 

move our arms lightly with upper-body swaying, easy and free, with meditative 

stretching and breathing. “Very good job today! Hug yourself for your creativity and 

movement!” I say. The children cuddle their chests and sway from side to side. I continue, 

“Hug each other! Send warm energy to the one at your side.” B opens his arms and, 

noticing it, I say, “To everybody! Yes!” We all take a deep breath together. As I walk to 

the corner to collect equipment at the end of class, J1 shyly whispers, “I like the last 

music that you played! It made me feel happy!”  

 

Session 13 — The youngest, middle, and oldest Dance: “I am the oldest and I feel 

big!” 

Realizing the need for extra assistance in helping the children focus, I decide to 

add a drum. I play it and say, “Freeze!” O somersaults a few times and sits. N1 fidgets as 

he moves his torso in an angular fashion, with accents and head bobs, his hands and legs 

moving, about to do a handstand. Drum. “Freeze!” Everybody stops. “Today, each time 

you hear the drum, it means you freeze. So, what happens if you hear this?” “Freeze!” the 

children answer loudly. “Let’s stand in a circle,” I say. 

M2 leads as we slowly raise our arms and link hands. We explore tension and 
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release as the children, especially O and K1, push and pull each other with force and 

weight. B says, “I am using my muscles in my arms and legs! I feel it!” The music stops 

and the children plop down. We stand again to warm up. R and B bob heads and shake 

shoulders to the beat of the music in the background. We explore different body parts and 

move to the drumbeat. “Good!” I say. “Shall we try to do it with partners?” B says, “I 

want to do a bridge!” I accommodate his idea as he approaches me and bends backwards. 

I support him, holding his back as he holds my legs. I walk slowly, supporting his back, 

and he continues to walk backward in this position. Soon the space fills with pairs 

moving as single entities, except J3, who is flipping, bouncing, and squatting. “Frog 

dancing!” he says. “Warm-up over!” I say. After a moment of exploration, I guide the 

partners to sit, noticing that a few girls are already seated. 

“Let’s talk about where we are in our families,” I say. K2 says, “I am the oldest! 

And I feel big!” “Who else is the oldest?” I ask. “Middle? Youngest?” Ms. M., noticing 

that some children seem confused, intervenes and directs a few children to designated 

groups: the youngest go to Ms. S., the oldest to Ms. M., the middle children to me. As 

they move, more noise develops. I shout, “One, two, three, all eyes on me!” The children 

repeat, “All eyes on YOU!” 

The 12 middle children are in the center, with most of the boys running around 

and playing catch at N1’s instigation. I ask them to have a seat, grabbing M1, N1, and B, 

who are running around in a circle. J2 and V2 cuddle me. I lead a discussion. “You are 

the middle child in your family. You have older and younger sisters and brothers, so what 

do you do?” C says, “I help my little brothers and I play with them.” B says, “I take care 
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of my little sister!” J2 adds, “I feel free! I like playing with my big sister and brother and 

also my little sister!” O practices his headstands on the side. I say, “Let’s stand up! How 

can we show our Middle Child Dance? What do you want to show in our dance?” B says, 

“We can show that we are free! Move the way we want! I like being in the middle! We 

can also move in this middle space!” I suggest, “So, some of you said that you feel free 

and some of you said that you need to take care of things. Shall we make our dance about 

that?” Boys and girls separate instinctively: the boys begin running again, with C flipping 

and keeping his eyes on the other boys, while the girls move playfully with their arms 

linked, skipping and running in a carefree manner around J2 in the center. 

Ms. M. has four children in her oldest child group. She asks them, “What do you 

do as the oldest sibling in your family? How do you feel about being the oldest?” K2 says, 

“As the oldest, I have to watch the younger siblings all the time!” M2 says, “I take care of 

my little baby sisters. It makes me feel like I am the big sister! I sometimes have to feed 

the little ones! Not with bottles, but just by spoons!” Ms. M. asks, “How should we make 

the dance?” K2 suggests, “There should be a part where we have our hands over our eyes 

like lookout poses and a part where we shake our fingers to our little ones showing that 

we give attention to them!” M2 adds, “We should be rocking a pretend baby to show that 

we take care of our little sisters and brothers!” They stand up and practice these gestures.  

The three youngest children are quiet. Ms S. tries identifying with them as she 

says, “I was the youngest in my family! I used to sing and dance in front of my parents 

for attention. How about you?” E says, “I like being the youngest. I help Mom.” Ms. S. 

begins moving. J1 cries at the side with his head down and does not participate. 
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According to Ms. S., he did not understand where he stood in his family, and Ms. M. 

corrected him sternly when he walked toward the middle child group, making him upset 

at himself and reluctant to move with the group.  

Now it is time to see the dances.   

Dance of the oldest children 

K2 and N2 come out with their right hands to their foreheads. K2 looks out 

diagonally to the right, N2 to the left. They meet up and get closer before separating; they 

leave looking determined. The girls swirl into the space in unison to form a circle, then 

plop down on the floor and make cradling gestures. As they slowly get up, they continue 

these movements and leave swiftly in different directions. 

“Good! Let’s give applause for the Big Brother and Sister Dance! Who’s ready to 

go now?” E has her hand up. “Okay, let’s have the youngest!”  

 

Dance of the youngest children 

The two girls, M2 and D1, walk out into the space guided by Ms. S., who 

whispers the movements with her eyes glued on them. They hold their gazes steady and 

follow Ms. S. as she skips, turns, then stops. E starts an arm gesture that leads them to 

form a circle, and they dance as they go around. There is a moment of stillness while they 

sway from side to side. They draw closer to their inner circle, and then expand away from 

it. Finally, they jump outward. J1, still upset, does not participate; he sits in the corner 

watching, even after Ms. S. makes a few attempts to console him. 
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Dance of the middle children 

The boys and girls whoosh through the space. “We are free!” N1 shouts as he and 

O begin a fast-paced run. G follows and B joins in, too. They try to catch V1 and V2, 

who stand inside the circle with their arms wrapped around their bodies, swaying side to 

side. I join in the circle to dance with J2, N3, and M3. C shows off his flipping skills 

across the floor. Soon N1 is out of breath and pants: “I think we are done!”  

We applaud them and come back into a circle. As we cool down to the steady 

rhythm of the drum, I congratulate the children. K2 approaches me and says, “Ms. 

Hannah, I like being the oldest! I feel proud and confident and big! And that’s how I felt 

when I did the dance!” 

 

Session 14 — The “I Am” Dance: “I am crazy!” 

 Thinking about how children respond in distinct ways to different teachers has 

made me interested in how they perceive themselves and others. In a drawing exercise, 

Ms. M. instructed the children to divide a piece of paper into four boxes and draw her, 

Ms. S., me, and themselves, describing each of us in a few words. Reviewing these 

drawings before the session, I notice that the children have depicted distinct traits in each 

box. As a result, Ms. S. and I have planned an “I Am” dance for this session. 

As the children fidget and talk, I sound my drum: “Freeze!” Eventually, the entire 

group stops as I repeatedly hit the drum. Ms. S. and I start the warm-up, focusing on 

small and large movements. The children suggest twisting our shoulders, a swimming 

action for the arms, and twisting and tilting our torsos. Soon, a few boys begin to giggle. 
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With his hands on the floor, J3 taps a rhythm to the music playing in the background, his 

upper torso and shoulders bouncing along. A few more children join in, and soon the 

space fills with rhythm. I suggest paying more attention to the movement. N2 starts 

adding leg movements as M2, R, and D2 start moving their heads and shoulders more 

actively to the rhythm. After a bit more rhythmic exploration, I notice a few children 

losing steam, so we end by shaking our feet and arms in the air. A few verbal noises 

accompany the shakes, notably from M1 and N2.  

For the full-body warm-up, I introduce a new concept, asking, “What are 

symmetry and asymmetry?” S replies, “Equal on both sides?” A2 stands ramrod-straight. 

“Good!” I respond. “Can we all show symmetry through movement?” I get on my knees 

and call out, “Symmetry!” Then I perform different body postures that reflect the concept: 

a circle with my arms, a straight line, tilting my head toward the floor while reaching to 

the ceiling. N1 balances on his shoulders with both legs open. C also balances on his 

shoulders with both knees on his shoulders.  

Then I call out “Asymmetry!” Ms. M. adds, “The opposite of symmetry, so not an 

equal shape!” V1 sits on the floor with one leg bent. D1 also sits on her hands and knees 

with one leg up. I call out for the class to explore symmetry versus asymmetry. N1 

creates symmetry by rolling backwards with his legs on top of his face. S also does a 

back bend, her head touching her toes. R and M2 try to imitate her, but fail, sighing and 

saying, “That’s hard!”  

“Remember the sculptures we did? Shall we try this in groups?” Ms. S. and I 

stand with our backs together, holding hands. With an arm lifted to one side, we lift our 
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outside legs. The children call out, “Symmetry!” Then we do a shape in which I lift my 

leg and Ms. S. does not. “Asymmetry!” some children call out.  

B’s group volunteers their sculpture first, but they do not understand the activity: 

B, J1, and O stand in a line and demonstrate handstands. Ms. M. instructs them and they 

try again, this time facing each other while attempting handstands, their legs shooting out 

at different times. Not grasping the concept, they return to the circle and wait until they 

have seen a few more groups. At the drumbeat, V2 and Ms. S. hold hands with J2 in the 

middle. Then, V2 and J2 make an O with their arms and Ms.S. positions herself in the 

middle. The first trio of boys comes back, calling out, “We can do this!” This time they 

do.  

After a pause, I ask, “Remember when you did the drawing about Ms. S., Ms. M., 

you, and me? Who are you? What do you like to do? Shall we dance about that?” A2 

responds, “Yes!” as other children bob their heads. Ms.S. starts by saying, “I am a 

ballerina!” and doing an arabesque. I say, “I am tall,” and stretch my arms up in the air. 

A2 joins in. As he says, “I am strong!” he bunches his arms up into a strongman pose and 

closes his mouth tightly. N1 says, “I am powerless!” and does a weak arm punch towards 

the floor with his knees bent. The children make their poses: “I am pointy!” (B); “I am 

flexible!” (J1); “I am wild!” (K2); “I am a turner” (M2); “I am a hip-hop dancer!” (R); “I 

am a ballerina!” (V1); “I am shy!” (J2, who mumbles this as she walks away); “I am a 

bouncer!” (J3); “I am a skier!” (A2); “I am a princess!” (R); “I am pretty!” (D2); “I am a 

reader!” (E). The room begins to get noisy as the children shout and make their shapes.  
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Suddenly B raises his arms and shouts “I am crazy!” and starts running around 

with his arms waving and head shaking. He yells, “Ahhhhhhh…” The rest of the children 

follow him with an echo of “Ahhhhhhh, I am crazy!” and run around the space with their 

limbs akimbo.  

 After a moment of whirling, the group energy dies down. “Okay, you have just 

shared who you are in various ways! What do you like to do?” I ask. “I like to dance!” “I 

like to ski!” “I like to read!” “I like to run!” “I like to skip!” They mimic the motions they 

state. Soon, however, several begin to move, chatter and fidget. “Let’s freeze!” I call out. 

“Have a seat! We’ve just discussed what we like to do. Shall we dance about what we 

like to do? Let’s move across the floor!” The children make their way to either side of the 

room. The group still does not focus. Ms. S. and I stand at the front, waiting, yet still 

many children fidget. Even with Ms. M.’s stern voice and my attempts to call for 

attention, the group does not settle down. I wait for a moment, watching and noticing no 

change, and then, looking at them with clear disappointment, I say, “We are going to stop 

here. Put on your shoes on and make your way back to your classroom.” 

 

Session 15 — “She is/He is” and “We are” Dance: “Hip-hop dancer! Crazy! 

Powerless! Pretty! Wild!” 

 Even with a drum to get the children’s attention, it is a constant challenge to keep 

them focused. I decide to try a bigger drum for today’s session. I also keep in mind the 

children’s love of music, their eagerness to move to “Somewhere Over the Rainbow” in 

Session 13, and the way it influenced them to dance together and helped them remain on-
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task. Today, with my bigger drum, I tell the class, “When I hit the drum, you will be quiet, 

sit, and freeze with your legs and arms crossed.” As I say this, I point to the words posted 

on the wall. I hit the drum, and the children plop down onto the floor with arms folded 

and legs crossed. We repeat this once more. “Good!” I say, acknowledging their quicker 

response. 

The warm-up begins with facial expressions. “Smallest face, biggest face…” The 

children all follow. We then move on to the head, and a few children offer suggestions: 

moving the head out and in from the neck, tilting it from side to side, circles, and nods. 

N1 is turning in place, moving his upper torso and legs, but he does not participate with 

the group. Ms. S. stands next to him, acknowledging the intricacy of his movement, while 

Ms. M. shouts, from the corner, “Nasir, I have to pull you out. Let’s go!” He goes to sit 

beside her on the steps. Still hearing noise, I hit the drum. The children sit down and 

attempt to freeze and be quiet. Then we take some time to explore shoulder movements. 

Hitting the drum once again, everyone plops down to the floor, except for K2, who rolls 

on his back and freezes. I call, “Big leg gestures!” The space becomes wild with children 

trying splits and handstands with jumps and hops in between. With one last big hit of the 

drum, the warm-up is over. This time the children respond on the first try, with no one 

moving. 

“Does anybody remember what we did last time?” I ask. “Symmetry and 

asymmetry!” calls C. “That’s right, we did that as we warmed up our bodies!” I say. 

“What else did we do afterwards, when we danced?” “‘I Am’ Dance!” says A2. “And 

what did you say you were?” I ask. “Hip-hop dancer!” (R); “Crazy!” (B); “Powerless!” 
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(N1); “Pretty!” (D2); “Wild!” (K2). “Good. In our last class you showed who you were. 

This time shall we show who your partner is?” Seeing the resulting chaos, I hit the drum. 

The children pair up but some children still look confused. Ms. M. says, 

“Whoever your partner is, show that to everybody through movement and words.” I wait 

for M1, C, and N1 to freeze along with everyone else. B and N1 volunteer to go first and 

approach the center of the circle. B mumbles, “He is…” and then stands and fidgets, 

looking confused. I say, “Share what your partner is like, and let’s show it through 

movement.”  

We have another try. B looks at N1 and mumbles, “He’s… a runner,” and starts 

running. N1 follows him. N1, in a quiet voice, says of B, “He is strong,” and jumps up 

and flips down. V1 and O come forward and fidget. V1 says, “He’s a jumper!” She jumps, 

but O just stands. “You must both do it!” Ms. M. says, so O joins in the jumping.  

I sense that the children are not quite grasping this concept, but only a few are left, 

waiting their turn with their eyes on me, so we go on. The group is becoming increasingly 

restless; again, I hit the drum and wait. E and R come to the center and start bouncing. 

“You didn’t say anything!” B tells them. E looks at me and says, “She’s a jumper!” and 

they continue bouncing in a squatting position.  

After all the children have had their turn, I ask them to stand. The noise builds 

again, and I hit the drum. “Perfect!” calls Ms. M. when all the children obey the drum 

rule. With the children seated in a circle, I suggest, “Take a deep breath, in and out, and 

listen to your heart as you stand up. Nice!” I say, noticing their effort. Then I ask, 

“So…we have shared who you are and who your partner is. Who are WE?” The children 
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shout: “A class!” “The class of 103!” “A team!” Standing upright in the center, B calls, 

“We are mammals!” He makes an animal face and sniffs with his mouth tightly closed. 

At this, one by one the children squirm about and move around the room, some on hands 

and knees, making different animal sounds. “Mammals? Nice.” I ask again, “We are…?” 

and hear more answers: “Dancers!” “Family!” “American!” “A class of movers!” “Free!” 

“Creative!”  

Since I see children moving, I say, “Last time, a lot of you commented in your 

drawings that you love the tune “Somewhere Over the Rainbow,” so I am going to play it 

again for you. You also told me you love sculptures and just showed them! Shall we 

think about who we are and do Sculpture Dances?” B and J1 lead the children in a loud 

“Yes!” With the music in the background, we call out the different words we just 

mentioned, and create a pose for each. For “We are dancers,” all but J2 move in place, 

performing motions with energy and flow. For “We are family!” B initiates a group hug. 

For “Team!” R creates a group circle. For “American!” B raises one arm in the air while 

R salutes. Others mimic the gesture. “We are creative!” whispers M2 as she goes down to 

the floor with one leg up. M1 crawls. B attempts a handstand along with C. The others 

make creative poses. “Mammals!” The children make animal sounds. N1 goes “Woof!” 

and G “Sss…” There are a few meows. I hover in a wide stance, pretending to be a lion 

with a snarling face. Ms.S., on tiptoe next to J2, suggests that they hop together like a 

mother and baby kangaroo. “Free!” I shout. All the children relax and show flowing 

gestures that contrast to their mammal poses—except for S, who is on the floor looking 

unhappy. Then I call out, “Slowly move into…friend!” N3 starts this one, placing her 
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arms around others with a smile. “A team, class 103,” says B. Ms.S. starts linking arms, 

and as a group we begin connecting to each other. “Slowly move the sculpture?” I 

whisper. R responds, “We’re a team!” while looking around at her classmates. We walk 

slowly, staying together. The shy girls smile as they join the group. Suddenly, B and M1 

push and pull and the entire group collapses to the floor. S gets hurt and almost cries. 

Ms.S. gets B to sit up and pulls S out to comfort her.  

We continue our Group Dance to the music, and I raise my arms as we move. I 

feel pressure as K2, V1, and S lean into me and I start moving the group slowly toward 

the steps in a cluster. A2 and N2 become aggressive, hitting each other until they end up 

on the floor. Ms. M. gives them a stern look and they relax. The music fades. Ms. M. 

cues me to finish and, without time to form a closing circle, the session ends. 

 

Session 16 — Halloween dance: “The ghost dance!” 

 Ms. M. has warned me that today’s class might be rough: “It’s Friday and 

Halloween. They will have had lots of sugar.” I ponder about how to proceed. Ms. M. 

also has said that she would read a Halloween storybook, Rattle Bone Rock, to the 

children right before our class, so I have asked for a copy to connect the story and the 

holiday theme to the session. The book is about different characters—skeletons, bats, 

owls, witches, ghosts—and the general spookiness of Halloween. Illustrated with rhymes, 

it accentuates how these creatures move and make noises. In a meeting right before class, 

Ms. S. and I decide to incorporate these ideas in hope of maintaining the children’s focus. 

Ms. M. also informs me that B can’t participate today, as he is being punished for his 
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parents’ failure to supply a consent form that was due more than a month ago. K1 

approaches me before class, saying, “Ms. Hannah, today is Halloween, candy day! Do 

you have treats for us?” With a light smile, I answer, “You will get one when you do well 

today!”  

As we begin the session, O kneels with his eyes focused inward. N1 generates 

rhythmic movements through his head, torso, and legs as I play some “spooky” 

percussive music for the warm-up. I ask the children about the characters from the book. 

I hear about skeletons, rats, and bats. I ask, “Shall we be the skeleton?” A2 answers, 

“Yes!” I say, “Let’s move our heavy skeletal head! How does it move?” R and M2 shift 

their heads from side to side. We work our way down the body. K1 suggests shaking the 

arm from the shoulders, and K2 makes a dangly arm movement. K2 begins making the 

sounds from the story, “Tik-tak-tik-tak-click-clock-click-clock.” The whole class starts 

chanting as they move their arms, gradually adding their torsos. M1 and A2 hit each other 

and Ms. M. pulls them out to sit by the stairs. M2 moves like a snake. Smiling, J2 lightly 

shakes her head and shoulders. D1 is already adding her legs as we move our torsos in 

and out and side to side. C observes, “Skeleton torsos can’t move much!” K2, K1, N1, 

and N2 join in with heavy movements. All the children do the remainder of the warm-up 

with great enthusiasm. 

We continue to explore the movement of the other creatures from the book. M2 

starts the “Wu-Tang Dance,” saying she is a “crazy skeleton.” R, O, and K2 join in. They 

make ghost sounds and float with their arms stretched out in front. I ask, “How do ghosts 

move?” J1 glides through space with his arms out. I see B, who is seated by the steps 
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observing his classmates, bouncing up and down as he sits, moving his torso and 

shoulders to the music. V1 moves slowly, her arms reaching upward as if she were in a 

trance. G and N2 join her to form a trio. V1 gallops across the room holding an imaginary 

broomstick: “I am a witch! On a broomstick!” N1 joins the “Witch Dance” and says, “I 

am a ghost!” D2 passively moves with her arms by her sides. I hear, “Wooh-ooh” and 

“Keak keak.” In rhythm with the eerie music, they do what N1 and A2 call the “Ghost 

Dance.” 

J1 floats with his arms in front of him and his eyes slightly closed. O makes a 

zigzag path. V1, D2, and A2 link their arms and circle, with D2 jumping slightly. V1 flies 

with her arms: “Oooooh.” C becomes “an acrobatic ghost” with a flip, and then walks 

with his arms out. J2, M3, and V2 timidly walk across the floor. N2, who was buoyantly 

jumping with his arms floating about, now begins going down to the floor.  

I say, “Shall we slowly rise from the ground as your own character?” I dance with 

J1, who begins to fly as a ghost. They all make the noises of their characters. A2 and C 

make bat noises and run with flapping arms. 

  M2 and A2 dance like cats on their hands and knees. “Meow!” I start a calm 

downward movement, swaying side to side with the arms of a skeleton. M3 and E join in. 

As a trio, we dangle our arms and eventually link them and move about, responding to 

each other’s shoulder motions. V2 says, “Hoo-hoo” as she dances like an owl with small 

steps, arms slightly extended backwards. V1, her arms widely extended, becomes a big 

bat.  

With C and A2 leading the way, the children follow in a ghost chant, floating 
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about the space, gliding across the floor, or jumping and hopping. They look at each other 

as they breathe and move. They watch C and A2, who say they are bats. This brings the 

children to the center of the space. Standing next to A2, I make the “personal bubble” and 

remind them to create space around themselves. E begins swaying her arms side to side to 

check her personal space. There is a sudden lull; we shake our bodies and hop side to side. 

I ask, “What body parts are moving?” K1 says, “The whole skeleton!” More 

shouts follow: “Floating wrists!” “Floating heads!” “Dangling arms!” “Dangling legs!” 

Each child engages in the movement of the body parts as they all make the skeleton noise, 

“tick-tock-click-clock!” The fluid movement of J2’s ribs is visible. Finally I say, “Arms 

out!” for another big stretch. J2 displays an undulating circular movement of her ribs. 

Listening to the spine-chilling music, I begin an upper-back stretch followed by a 

hovering movement. R says, “Ooh! Ghost spirit!” I call, “Dangling legs like a ghost!” We 

float our legs upward from the floor. C holds a focused balance for a second. To the 

meditative music, I sit with my legs crossed and touch my hands to my chest one more 

time. “Spread your energy from inside to out!” The children slowly extend their arms. 

There is silence, with the whole group moving arms and breathing in unison. I say, “You 

were very good at being the Halloween characters today. Happy Halloween!” 

 At the end of class, a whirl of children approaches me for treats. With the help of 

Ms.S., I distribute pieces of Hershey’s chocolate with Halloween stickers. B, N1, K2, V1, 

G, and O sit by the stairs looking despondent, having been pulled out by Ms. M. After the 

others have left, I approach and ask why they were sitting there, making them promise 

not to misbehave again. I take hold of each child’s hand with four fingers together as we 
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stamp our thumbs together, a Korean children’s gesture that represents a solemn promise. 

Wide-eyed, V1 says, “That’s cool! Now I want to tell my friends about the Korean 

promise gesture!” With each promise, I offer a chocolate treat and a sticker. K2, the last 

to receive it, complains about the treat, asking for a differently shaped sticker; he wants a 

cat instead of a pumpkin. I firmly say, “I am sorry, dear, but you get this or nothing!” 

With his eyes glued to the floor, he accepts the pumpkin.  

 

Session 17 — Sharing and exchanging movement ideas: “Me! Me!” 

The children sit in a circle. C is doing a handstand, pointing his legs upwards and 

sideways. G pokes N2, as she often does, instigating a fight. Ms. M. notices this and 

approaches to warn her. R says, “Echo!” as she plays with her voice to mime an echo. A2 

joins in. K2 says, “Ms. Hannah! You look pretty today!” commenting on the dress I am 

wearing. I play the drum to draw the children’s attention away from the chaos. They all 

freeze, except J3, N1, and C, who fidget. I ask, “What are we supposed to do here when I 

play the drum?” The children say, “Freeze, be quiet, and sit with legs and arms crossed!” 

I bang the drum again. C, M1, and G move. I try it again. This time, they all respond 

appropriately. 

I say, “Let’s respond to the drum with our own movements! Our own dances!” D2 

says, “Huggy Dance!” She wraps her arms around herself and twists. O adds a leg twist. I 

ask, “What can we do with our entire body?” J1 poses with his arms in a square. G poses 

with her arms raised. M2 wraps her arms around her face. V2 reaches to her right as she 

stretches with a smile. V1 says, “We can make this shape!” Her arms form an angular 
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frame. O adds, “We can jump!” He bounces while still seated. K2 shouts, “Like 

Superman!” R adds, “Like an elastic stretching to its maximum!” 

 J2 shrugs her shoulders. I say, “J2 just did a shoulder movement like this! Up and 

down! With her entire torso!” The children respond, moving in a staccato manner. M2 

says, “Stretchy!” She twists her back. I ask, “What are some shapes we can make with 

our torso?” M2 suggests, “Twist! Circle!” M1 adds, “Triangle!” A2 says, “We can move 

the shape!” Led by A2, the children walk with their hands, and the circle gets smaller. C, 

meanwhile, tries to balance between his downward dog poses and keeps falling. “Notice 

what we did? We made a shape and we moved the shape! What are some ways to do it?” 

M2 and N1 ask, “How can we make an ‘I’?” They lead and we fall on our bellies, our 

arms reaching towards the center of the circle. A2 says, “We can balance with our arms 

up! Flying.” Everyone flies. N1 tries moving the pose in a circular manner, eventually 

going onto his knees. V2 and D2 move into the circle and turn with their feet on the floor. 

We stand up and move our heads sharply, to the right, back, left, and forward. O states, 

“Like a goose!” Then we move our shoulders. A2 makes a chicken noise. The children 

swing their arms, circling forward and backward, responding to the music. This leads to 

full-body swings. “Good!” I say. “Swinging freely!” We move on to shaking our knees 

and legs. I ask, “What is a movement quality different from this?” N2 says, “Balancing!” 

We bring the warm-up to a close with stillness. 

I continue experimenting with shapes and movement quality by introducing axial 

movement (moving in one spot) and locomotive movement (moving through space). B 

suggests the downward dog position walk for locomotion, and a handstand for axial 
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movement. Most of the children follow, attempting these ideas. Noticing their eagerness 

to experiment, I introduce different ways of moving through space and making spatial 

designs. As I ask for different ideas, several children raise their arms: “Oh, I have an 

idea!” “Me! Me! Me!” I reassure them, “You will all get a chance!” 

S walks from one corner to another in an S-shape. J1 plops down to the floor, 

squatting “frog-like,” leaping from one side to another and creating a half-moon design. 

A2 does a back flip, moving straight from one spot to another. B says, “We can do this in 

partners! Can we try them? Can one be a ball and can we move the person through 

dancing?” I ask him to demonstrate. B asks A2 to be his partner and to squat down into a 

ball shape. Together, they dance a duet, moving through space as a unit. 

 M2 tries giving weight to D2. Standing upright, M2 simply falls towards her, 

giving her all her weight. I suggest that D2 find a way to move that will still support 

M2’s weight. D2 slowly drags M2 around. 

 Some resist dancing with a partner and move by themselves. As usual, N1 and O 

are running around the space; occasionally doing handstands, headstands, and flips. C is 

dancing with V1; they lean on each other as they walk across the space with bodies tilted, 

saying they are “logs moving vertically!” Then C stops and joins the boys, attempting a 

handstand and trying to walk on his hands. T joins in and cartwheels across the floor, 

saying, “I love cartwheels. They make me feel powerful and free at the same time!” N2 

moves from one corner to another, flipping. The space becomes a laboratory of 

locomotive movement from both individuals and duets. M3 and D2 link limbs in an 

angular manner and keep the shape as they glide and skip sideways with their backs 
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together. When the space is momentarily clear, K2 tells the others to watch him as he 

slowly rolls from one side to another. “I am coming!” he shouts. “I am rolling and rolling 

free!” I say, “Good rolling, K2!” As more noise develops, I hit the drum one last time. 

Everyone but M1 and G, who are standing in the corner poking each other, responds right 

away, staying where they are. Ms. M. warns M1 and G sternly once again.  

 We form our ending circle and do cool-down stretches. N1 does a deep exhalation 

and all the children follow, taking time to breathe. I guide them, saying, “Extension of 

our breath!” We end with our arms linked together, supporting each other’s weight and 

looking upwards. The children vocally express their breathing stretch, led by R and B. 

We end with a release shake. 

 
 
Session 18 — Reflecting shared experiences: “The amazing dancers!” 
 
 Ms.S. and I, aware that the performance date is soon, discuss how to put together 

a dance piece that will capture the children’s voices and expressions. We decide to ask 

them what they remembered and enjoyed most from previous sessions and use these to 

shape the performance. With this in mind, in this session we hold a casual discussion to 

explore the children’s perceptions of and preferences for movement. 

Today’s session takes place in the auditorium instead of the gym. As I set up the 

equipment, many students move around. I bang the drum. “Find your personal bubble, 

please, and join me on stage.” I begin by reviewing what we have done over the past few 

months. “It is almost time for us to end our dance classes. We have only a few sessions 

left and our performance is approaching.” “We are performing for real, Ms. Hannah? 
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That’s cool!” says C. “I am excited!” R adds with a smile. I continue, “Yes, you will get a 

chance to perform in front of your parents, classmates, and teachers. I know you all will 

look wonderful! So, we danced and moved together throughout the semester. What do 

you remember the most? Can you tell me? What did you like the most? Let’s brainstorm 

what we want to present during our performance!”  

I hear many voices. K2 says, “Ms. Hannah, Seasonal Dance! I was doing the Fall 

Dance. I was a scarecrow!” D1 adds, “I remember when we talked about ancestors and 

did different Ancestral Dances. That was strange at first because it was new, but it was 

good dancing like Koreans and Africans ourselves.” M1 says, “Umm… but I like dancing 

like myself, not other dances.” B agrees, and so do other children with a nod or a “Yeah!” 

E says, “The Youngest and Oldest Dance! I remember doing that. I was in the youngest 

dance group because I am the youngest. I like dancing like a little girl. I feel secure.” 

“Statue!” calls J1. “Yeah, when we made sculptures together and making shapes,” adds C. 

“That was cool! Moving together like that! It makes us feel like we all belong.” B says, 

“Yeah, me too! Statues!”  

“Fabric Dance!” M2 calls out, “It was fun to dance with fabric, feel it, play with it 

and find ways to dance with K2 and D1 with it!” “I remember the ‘I Am’ Dance!” says B. 

“Oh, yeah! When you did the Crazy Dance!” adds A2. “Yeah, that was neat! We should 

include that in our dance!” says R. “We should add the ‘We Are’ Dance, too, ’cause we 

are great together. We are a TEAM!” says M2. Ms.S. asks, “What did you think of the 

Mask Dance? I know it was uncomfortable, but would you like a second try with a newer 

version in which you just hold the mask? I know some of you told me you wanted to try 



 147

with a comfortable one.” B says “Yes, let’s give it a try!” and so do a few others. I make 

a note. N1 suggests, “We should do break dancing! And upside-down stuff. It’s cool!” C, 

T, and M1 agree as C stands up and displays two crisp flips in a row.  

I say, “We’ll be performing soon; when performing it’s important to show who 

you are as a mover and as a person. Remember, that’s how we began our first dance 

sessions. In the few minutes we have left, we’ll explore some of our own movement 

possibilities! What do you want to show the audience? What’s your favorite movement? 

Some of you boys already have shared your ideas. Can we try those and see if we can do 

them well? Which is your favorite?” Accompanied by light percussive music, the 

children experiment with their own movements. The space becomes active as the children 

move and practice on their own. R stops and poses with her arms up and one leg bent, her 

foot pointed toward the floor; soon she cartwheels, spins, and exits the stage. They 

continue with their favorite movements until they begin to bump into each other and 

grow restless, at which point I suggest that everyone experiment with melting. The 

children all respond. B melts as he loosely sinks towards the floor, but right when it 

seems he is finished he twitches and flops again, saying, “A glitch before final melting!” 

A few children giggle at that. 

Remembering how the children enjoyed sculpture, I continue with that 

exploration. “Staying where you are, let’s form a three-dimensional sculpture like we did 

last time. What kind of sculpture are you? Are you in groups? Alone? What is sculpture? 

Does sculpture move?” The children become occupied creating their own multi-person 

movements and sculptures.  
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As the class ends, I ask the children to think about movements and to show them 

to one another. M1 and C do cartwheels and flips. N1 gestures a curvy line in the air 

while balancing on his head, bending his legs slightly, then gradually glides through the 

space in a slow, controlled manner. I ask everyone to end with a final pose as I pretend to 

take a picture. “A final Kodak moment! Be you!” B shouts, “The amazing dancers! We 

are a team!” Everybody poses except for J2, who has chosen to stand by the side 

observing the group.  

As usual, I ask the children to form our closing circle. We link arms and take a 

moment to breathe together, “focusing on the group’s breath,” as I say. “I hear the breath. 

I feel it!” N1 shouts aloud, wide-eyed. “Good! Let’s feel it throughout our body!” I say, 

with a whisper and a smile. “Focus…” 

 

Session 19 — Getting ready: “We were flying with the fabric!” 

Because of the time constraints of developing a performance piece, we gave the 

children the following assignment after the last session: think about two or three 

movements that you like the most, ways to put those movements together, and how to do 

them along different pathways. After the last session, K2 asks if his group can do their 

Fabric Dance, and D2 insists that she be included. During the drawing session, I quickly 

ask if anyone wants to do the Fabric Dance. “How about Ribbon Dance, Ms. Hannah?” B 

adds as he gets up and pretends to hold a ribbon and move it with his hands, to an 

accompanying sway of his torso. A few others nod. I ask, “Should we do one more 

exploration of fabric and ribbon to include in our dance?” At their loud “Yes!” I assure 
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them that we will have another opportunity next session and ask them to come to class 

ready to show their fabric and ribbon exploration with their favorite movement ideas. 

Warm-up starts in the usual circular formation, and a few children eagerly lead 

with movement ideas. N1 does his shoulder shakes and R does her hip movements, 

circulating and undulating with inward focus. J1, his lower body deeply grounded in a 

wide stance, sways his upper body with feet firmly on the floor, quietly saying, “My body 

can move! I can feel it!” A2 and B shout, “Yeah! We can dance, man!” The two display a 

motion B calls a “Robot dance,” moving their heads and torsos in an angular manner and 

isolating the movement side to side. R says, “My body can move too!” She shakes her 

hips with a giggle. Ms. S. and I hand out the fabric to each group and agree to give the 

children enough time to explore their Fabric Dance. 

In B, M2, and K2’s group, M2 jumps over the fabric as the other two hold it from 

opposite sides and swing it in the air. Sometimes one slides under the fabric as the other 

two hold it. K2 begins turning his body, wrapping the fabric around himself. D2’s group 

is next to them. While D2 holds the fabric and V1 places it on her head, V1 explores the 

fabric by moving her head. N3 then grasps the fabric and becomes the leader. The other 

two follow her lead with a skip and a hop, and together they turn the fabric into a rope 

that N3 and D2 swing and V1 hops over. The two holding the rope run off as V1 makes 

one last jump. N1 is with E and M3, who hold the fabric still as he attempts a headstand 

on it. He holds the position while they try to move the material beneath him; for a few 

seconds he manages his pose, but then rolls over and gets up. Meanwhile, B and A2 run 

around with their fabric playing catch. J1 hops, holding the fabric with J2. After some 
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exploration, I ask the children to sit down. 

“What have you been doing with the fabric?” I notice that each group is 

connected through its fabric. M3 covers her knee with her fabric. R twists it. C makes a 

triangular shape with his. K2 says, “We were rolling on the fabric and standing, Ms. 

Hannah! We can move and play with the fabric!” B says, “We were flying with the 

fabric!” D2 adds, “We turned the fabric into a rope!” O says, “Yeah, us too! That was fun 

to jump over it!” R says, “It’s cool to dance with the fabric and with each other! We were 

still doing our own thing, but playing with the fabric together, cueing off of each other. 

We kind of read each other!” I say, “Great! Yes, we can sense each other as we move 

together! Very good!” I ask the children to close their eyes and think about what they did 

in the fabric exploration. The children close their eyes for a moment and V1 says, “We 

should include what we just did with the fabric when one of us was jumping over it! And 

we were touching and feeling it too!” O says, “Fabric as a rope. That’s cool!”  

I ask, “How is using a ribbon different from using the fabric?” M2 responds, “It’s 

much lighter and shorter, so we can be more free! We can move more with the ribbon and 

we can dance on our own!” We continue exploring, with ribbons this time. R grabs hers 

and skips as she swirls the ribbon in the air. M2 holds the end of the ribbon with both 

hands, making linear shapes, curving and straightening her back. While the motions seem 

free, I notice limited movement options, mostly hopping and skipping and a swirling or 

slashing action favored by a few boys, including C and M1. I say, “Nice dancing with the 

ribbon. Let’s think of our ribbon as a friend. How can you dance with this ribbon?”  

R imitates the motion of her ribbon as she says, “My body can move the ribbon!” 
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C and J1 interact and respond to each other’s moves. C reacts to J1’s angular ribbon 

movement. E and M2 exchange moves, making their two ribbons seem to be one. We 

divide into Ribbon Dance groups. Ms. S. joins E and M2. N3 and V2 skip with arms 

linked, shouting, “Whee! Light horse!” 

 C and N1 also join them, but with vigorous running. N1 runs around, holding his 

ribbon in one hand. B runs, alternating cartwheels and shaking the ribbon. A2 marches 

with his; J3 glides through the space while he drags his; and T attempts to jump rope with 

his ribbon, but trips and falls. 

 I guide the children to make sculptures while still holding their ribbons. I ask 

them to keep in mind their own ideas and feelings towards sculpture. “Respond to the 

drum beat, with a freeze in a sculpture,” I tell them. “Here we go!” I hit the drum. 

“Boom!” The children stop. R, whose right arm is held up high towards the ceiling with 

the ribbon, is noticeably different from the rest, who mostly hold it by their chests or 

toward each other. N1 is on the floor, balancing on his head and holding his ribbon with 

his fingers. C attempts a handstand. “BOOM!” B faces the corner and reaches out. A2 

and T are on the floor in crawling poses. “BOOM!” M2, D2, D1, S, and R are in a group 

looking directly forward with their arms around each other’s shoulders. B, A2, C, N1, 

and J3 create a pyramid shape. K2, E, N3, J1, and Ms.S. form a circle with their heads in 

different directions and with J1’s head hanging down.  

 It is time to finish, so I say, “Towards the steps where your shoes are!” “BOOM!” 

They head towards the steps with A2 and M1 leading. “Slow!” B says, “We are moving 
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bodies doing statues!” I bang the drum one last time. The children freeze with a giggle. 

A2 says, “Us statues, by the shoes!” Ms. M. reminds him, “Sculptures don’t talk!” 

 

Session 20 — Developing ideas and getting ready: “Ancestor Dance! Statue! Balloon 

Dance! Break dancing!” 

Remembering that in Session 18 the children agreed to a second try with more 

comfortable masks, we decide to try out the masks that Ms.S. and I fixed by replacing the 

strings with a stick in the center for the children to hold. To save time and avoid 

disruption, we lay the masks, with the children’s names on the back, upside-down on the 

floor so the children can easily find them later. 

As we begin, I ask, “What is your favorite dance?” R answers, “Ancestor Dance!” 

J1 and M1 shout, “Statue!” M2 and E say, “Balloon Dance!” M2 adds, “I just love being 

a balloon!” E and R agree with a nod. I say, as I take notes, “We’ll put this in our dance! 

What will we call our dance?” B says, “‘TAD: The Amazing Dancers’, cause we are 

amazing!” C suggests, “U.S. Kids! Because we’re American, and we’re kids!” R says, 

“America’s Top Dancers! We are all Americans!” T says, “Flippers! We all love to flip!” 

M2 adds, “I like The Amazing Dancers because we are amazing!” Several children nod 

and respond with a “Yes,” and we decide to vote on it later.  

 C yells, “Break dancing! Start with break dancing.” Most children agree. N1 

moves his mask from side to side, with its face down. As the children fiddle with theirs, I 

say, “Masks ready?” As the drumming starts, E, T, R, and M2 hop in place, and C jumps, 

back and legs bent, mask at an angle. N1 also tilts his mask, moving it to the beat; his 
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head bobs as he steps with bent knees. K2 steps with his legs bent and moves his arms to 

the beat. R swings her mask and jumps from side to side. I go across the floor and a 

group of children follow, forming a line that moves in a circle, hopping, jumping, running, 

and twirling. I ask, “What are some ways to move using masks?” S skips. B crouches and 

T and C copy the movement, then everybody crouches. The children respond to each 

other’s movements with masks, maneuvering with them as they move about. M2 tries a 

peek-a-boo action, moving the mask in an opposite direction to her face, while R suggests 

skipping as she flies the mask like a kite. R says, “We are moving and moving with our 

masks dancing in the space!” I say, “Well done, everyone!” to acknowledge their 

movement. 

 “Okay,” I continue, “shall we do our own Mask Dance, moving across the floor?” 

The children regroup in the corner and A2 starts. He walks slowly, sliding his feet and 

holding the mask by the side. B hops with his palms forward while J1 runs stiffly across 

the room, his mask shifting. M1 glides and C hops from side to side. I say, “Okay! What 

are some different ways to dance with masks? You’re running across, what are some 

different ways to travel across and dance with it? We’ll try again. This time, let’s stop in 

the center and show your dancing on the spot with the masks and then travel away in 

your own ways.” I demonstrate with my mask, and we resume.  

A2 takes the floor, turns as he hops swiftly in the air, stops in the center, kicks his 

legs one at a time in a sharp and direct manner, and then cartwheels away. B walks 

almost weightlessly, shoulders bouncing, before dropping into break dance moves, 

balancing on his shoulders and twirling his legs. R jumps with her legs bent and arms at 
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her sides. She bends, does a swivel turn, pauses, and hops offstage, smiling. M1, holding 

the mask, runs out, stops, and, with mask on one hand in the air, does a handstand in the 

center with the other as he kicks up both legs and then glides away quickly. V2 turns 

slowly on tiptoe, looks at the camera for a moment, and then walks off dragging her legs. 

K1 runs with a loose upper body, using his mask in a peek-a-boo gesture, then does a 

headstand, swivels his legs, gets up, and jumps away. G turns away shyly with a little 

right-hand punch. C slides with a sense of urgency, stops sharply, and then flips away. E 

does a few twirls in the center with light arms and skips off.  

M1 does a movement where he looks “hanged,” with one arm dangling in an 

angular position and the mask to his face, swinging one leg, then the other, and then he 

cartwheels away. G comes out upstage, smiling and waving to the camera, making faces. 

Ms. S. shoots her a look, and Ms. M. warns her. R jumps up, making faces to the camera 

and showing off. V1 keeps her eyes down and walks heavily across the floor with the 

mask loosely covering her frowning face. N1 walks towards the center and dances. He 

moves the mask in an even rhythm as he steps out in different directions, with accents in 

his fingers and hands, and then slowly inclines his head toward the floor and balances on 

it with his leg lightly opened outward. After a moment, he rolls up and runs away. J3 

does a lively sprint, shifting his torso. D2 keeps the mask firmly over her face as she 

skips lightly across. M2 walks with exaggerated weight shifts, goes back to the corner, 

and then twirls to the center with one arm raised. D1 hops sideways, occasionally turning 

with the mask loose by her side. J2 takes her time, swaggering across with her shoulders 

low. S turns in circles, gradually speeding up as she spins.  
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N3, walking to the center and then around, sways her torso and unveils her face as 

she spins away. T does side-to-side steps ending with cartwheels and a flip. K2 moves 

from side to side, arms swinging, and ends with a cartwheel. J1 does a cartwheel too, 

lands on both feet, and stamps as he looks into the camera and runs away. B then appears 

on stage again, walking out to do a handstand with legs hanging loosely from the knee, 

then springing onto both feet, flipping backwards, and running offstage, looking pleased. 

J3 runs out, squats down, and bounces up and down as he travels away with the same 

motion. He later calls the action “frog jumping.” N2 plods to the center, gives a sideways 

smile to the camera, and glides off, leaving the stage empty. B, N1, and others ask for a 

second round of movement exploration and we resume. 

Percussion music plays. B is first; he tries some cartwheels with and without his 

mask. N3 holds the mask tightly to her face with one hand and moves on tiptoe with 

swinging hips. C does flips with his mask in hand. T and N2 lie on their bellies, throwing 

their masks up and catching them. T tosses his high with both arms, turning over so that it 

lands on his belly. N2 flings his mask like a Frisbee, runs to fetch it, and returns. N3, V2, 

and M3 skip lightly toward the right. E and J2 stay in their own space: E turns and 

occasionally does a peek-a-boo while J2, staring and confused, holds her mask loosely 

while shifting from side to side. With a few others, V1 and D1 hop and skip in an S-shape. 

R cartwheels to the left, drops and picks up her mask, and skips around N1 and K2, who 

kick alternate legs in a kind of jig. T sits on his heels and then frog leaps. B flips.  

As I start drumming, I walk around the circle. The children follow, dancing as 

they go. E marches at a slow tempo that others copy. T starts hopping behind the line and 
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B jumps with both legs bent, still holding the mask and smiling with head tilted. Then he 

bumps J3 (who glares at him) and returns to his flips. The dance begins to disintegrate. 

We sit in a circle and do our cool-down stretches. “Belly on the floor!” I say. N1 

says, “A seal!” C shouts, “A tiger!” A2 growls. As I guide a neck stretch, E says, 

“Giraffe!” and extends her neck upwards. A few animal sounds are heard as children join 

in the stretch. We become still and breathe. I say, “Good work! Positive energy to you 

all!” M1 giggles as he stares at the others. “Time to go back to the classroom!” calls Ms. 

M. 

 

Children’s perception of dance, and mapping out the performance 

Ms. M., noticing that we might need more time to make our final plan, generously 

offers an extra 40 minutes this afternoon for further brainstorming and discussion of the 

structure and order of the upcoming performance. With Ms. S. absent, I use the time to 

explore what dance means to the children and to hear about their experiences throughout 

the semester. Keeping in mind their thoughts about the same issues in our first sessions, I 

ask, “What does dance mean to you?” This question opens a discussion about performing 

and sharing dance with an audience. Without hesitation, N1 blurts out, “It’s in your 

blood!” O adds, “Yeah, it’s in your spirit.” B says, “It brings your energy up!” M2 says, 

“It’s all about showing!” The children become animated. “Dance is about being strong!” 

M1 says, and then D2 pipes up, “Dance is good for you!” Following these exuberant 

exclamations, E adds bashfully, “It’s moving in various ways,” and, with a smile, J1 says 
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quietly, “Dance is showing that you are flexible.” N3 adds, “It’s showing what you have 

got!” 

Ms. M. and I nod our heads in agreement. Just then, in a quiet moment, N1 jumps 

up from his seated position and, eyes slightly closed and knees bent, lifts his arms in a 

slow and flowing manner, whispering, “Dance is the movement of silence.” Some in the 

crowd giggle as I say, “Very good, N1!” With a joking smile, Ms. M. adds, “Yes, N1 

dear, some day I want to see you doing the movement of silence!” 

 Continuing the discussion, the children agree that they should participate in the 

Mask Dance together while each does an individual dance—“like we did in class with our 

own masks!” states R. B, who suggested we include the “I Am” Dance in Session 18, 

also proposes that he end the “I Am” Dance section by saying, “I am crazy!” J1, K2, M2, 

R, and E also want to be included in this dance. After the session, N1 suggests including 

the “Dance Is” Dance and offers to end the section; N3 and O also express their desire to 

join. All agree that they love being balloons, being poked, and poking others, so we 

decide to include the Balloon Dance. However, as usual, C asks, “Can I do my own flip 

during the Balloon Dance?” R, J3, S, K1, and T also want to flip and call themselves 

“flippers” during the Balloon Dance; they want to be the “pokers” for the balloons later. 

D1 and her group want to do the Fabric Dance; some others voice discontent with the 

idea. The trios of K2, D1, and M2 and of D2, V1 and N3 want to do the Fabric Dance, so 

we decide to include it for them. I notice that K2 has been pulled out by Ms. M., looking 

unhappy. Ms.S., who had positioned herself near K2, later tells me that he was upset by 

being pulled out, since in reality it was G who was being disruptive.  
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 Everybody agrees to take part in the Ribbon Dance, both moving the ribbons 

and being the ribbon. As suggested by A2 and B, who state that the class as a group is “a 

team,” we include the “We Are...” dance. J1 expresses his inclination towards the 

“Statue!” and sculpture; many also voice ideas about the “We Are...” dance explored and 

presented in Session 15. N1 suggests that we end the performance on our bellies, “Flying, 

doing angels on the snow, and airplanes,” as he says, “because we will fly! And we want 

to show it! And we will rise!” “Great! Very good! We will include it!” I respond. After 

the class, K2 approaches me and tells me, “That’s unfair! I should have been still part of 

the class!” Ms. S. comes to console him as they walk out.  

 

Session 21 — The rehearsal: “Go monsters!” 

 With the performance fast approaching, we need to set the structures of the 

dances. The children have difficulty maintaining ongoing explorations and struggle to 

work together. They tend to express their own opinions and movements without much 

awareness of the overall setting of the total show. Ms. S. and I, therefore, decide to create 

a dance map based on the discussion in Session 18, my observation notes from Sessions 

18 through 20, and the children’s responses about their evolving understanding of dance 

during the extra “brainstorming” session.  

 When preparing the map, we ask the children what music they want to use. B 

states firmly that he does not want to use any music from the music exploration session, 

calling it “strange!” Most children agree with a nod. When I ask what music they want to 

use, C calls out, “Hip-hop!” and R adds, “Rap!” but since most of the music they have 
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suggested is inappropriate due to its explicit lyrics, I propose the percussion music we 

often use in class, consisting largely of African drum beats, which the children have 

responded actively to.  

 Ms. S. and I have noted that the children are most eager to express their 

individuality through movement; thus, we shape the order and structure of the 

performance to provide a loose guideline that allows their own voices and movement 

styles to shine through. The broad structure emerges as follows: Mask Dance; “I Am” 

Dance; “Dance Is” Dance; Balloon Dance; Happy Monsters Rising from the Ground 

(from the Halloween session); Fabric Dance; Ribbon Dance; and “We Are” Dance. With 

this established, we are now ready to review and rehearse. 

Before the class, Ms. M. tells me that the children have come up with a title for 

the performance. When asked for options, the children’s responses were: Teamwork 

(D2), 103 Can Dance (R), The Flying People (C), Superstars (M2), Crazy Statue (J1), 

The Amazing Dancers (B and E), Flipping Dancers (C and G), Happy Monster Band 

(N3), and Meade School Has Class (N1). When the children voted, ten chose Crazy 

Statue and seven chose Happy Monster Band. Hearing the results, they suggested putting 

the two titles together and calling the dance “Happy Monster Band’s Crazy Statue.” B 

said, “We are happy crazy monsters and we love statues!” Ms. M. also tells me that 

several children added, “And we love to dance!” She then hands me the poster she has 

made featuring one of O’s dynamic movement drawings, as well as the newly created 

title. The performance is just around the corner and, as Ms. M. reports, the children are 

anxious to prepare. 
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To begin our rehearsal session, the children gather on stage, except for N2, who 

was sent to the principal’s office after hurting Ms. M. and calling her a “white nigger.” 

When Ms. S. asked him to rejoin the class, he said he could not, which made him sad; his 

mother was supposed to come and watch.  

Today we skip the warm-up, because Ms. M. does not think we will have enough 

time, and begin rehearsing. The children have had difficulty memorizing the order of the 

“Dance Is” section, so I review it with them. I call out, “Dance is!” Ms. M. cues N3, who 

calls out, “Showing what you’ve got!” and cartwheels and tumbles, arms out slightly. 

Next, O takes the stage and mumbles, “Spirit.” I tell him to speak louder; he yells 

“Spirit!” and does his signature movement, squatting down and turning with one of his 

legs extended. He flips to exit. N1 ambles in, saying, “Is in YOUR blood!” He does a 

cartwheel and a “movement of silence,” a soft, flowing walk with both arms floating at 

chest level. “Good!” I call. “What do we do then?” R answers, smiling, “We go out and 

do the Balloon Dance!” I review the last section, in which the children call out who they 

are. They read from the poster on the wall: “Family! Team! Americans! Friends! 

Mammals!” I ask, “Last but not least?” to which they scream, “Class 103!” As we review, 

Ms. M. interrupts, “You should know the order by now!” As the children leave the stage, 

she says “You are not in line! Stand still! Get in line; button your mouth and get in line!”  

The music begins. Looking at me, D2 spins, squats, rises, and walks away. S 

comes out, turns a few times, and then leaves quickly. J3 flips and spins in the center. V1 

turns, holding the mask over her face, drops her head, and uses the momentum to turn, 

bowing as she looks forward. A2 ambles towards the center, runs around, then kneels, 
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comes up and tumbles away. O walks out, swaying from side to side, and runs off. M3, 

mask firmly over her face, runs and sways, looks back, and walks off gingerly. D2 skips 

in and out. V2 walks out bashfully, pauses, turns rigidly, looks back, and walks away. N3 

makes a quick spin and walks off smiling. E spins and spins, as if defying gravity. R turns 

and spins, then hops away. G comes out with a frown, hesitates, and exits with a 

lumbering march. N1 walks out, rhythmically moving his shoulders and feet, and 

executes a controlled headstand. J1 runs out, squats, and displays intricate leg movements 

supported by his upper body with hands on the floor. T smiles shyly and abruptly runs off. 

C turns and squats down in a movement like J1’s, and then walks into the wings. D2 does 

flips and cartwheels that lead into spins. K2 turns and sways, then puts his mask down to 

roll on the floor; he looks annoyed when Ms. M. shouts at him not to leave his mask there. 

B comes out energetically in a rhythmic walk, looking stern, then shifts into a lively jog. 

M1 comes out, looking at Ms. M. and Ms. S. for guidance; he stands in the center and 

moves his mask up and down, side to side, in a semblance of peek-a-boo. Then he turns 

in the air, drops, and walks out bashfully. 

Drum beats sound. The group forms a circle, holding or wearing their masks. B 

leads as they hop along, changing directions with each hop, and exit. The circle ends with 

J1’s light hops and K2’s weighty ones; both continue hopping until the group disappears.  

“I Am!” begins the next section. J1 executes an outstretched leap, shouting 

“Flexible!” K2 calls out “Wild!” and does frog-like jumps. D2 spins out, mumbling, “I 

am dizzy,” and then leaves with a cartwheel. R strides on and calls out, “I am strong!” 

showing her muscles. E shyly turns to the stage, sways, and says, “I am a reader!” before 
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skipping away. B pauses and says, “I am crazy!” He conquers the space with a wide 

stance and big arm gestures. After a big “Ahhh!” he shakes his body and runs around in a 

jittery way while the others join in.  

V1 shakes her body to the idea of craziness. “Dance is!” is heard from backstage. 

N3, O, and N1 do what they practiced earlier, now with more clarity. As N3 swirls, turns, 

skips, and flips, she says, “It’s showing what you’ve got!” D2 runs around until Ms. M. 

calls out, “Are you supposed to be there?” at which point she timidly retreats. N1 exits, 

stating, “Dance is a movement of silence,” and the others float out with arched arms 

overhead.  

Downstage, C does flips and cartwheels, followed by M1, S, R, J3, and T. They 

exit and reappear to “pop” the others who float around like balloons. R and S also come 

out to poke. The “shy girls,” J2, D2, M3, and V2, flee from the pokers, joined by V1, A2, 

and K2. The space becomes chaotic, everyone screaming and running, until the drum 

cues the next section. Again, Ms. M. interrupts, telling the children not to play balloons 

the whole time. “Once you are popped you’re down on the floor,” she says. “Yes, let’s try 

being balloons again,” I say. This time the children form better balloons. Once they get 

“popped,” the pokers flop down and fill the space. In the front of the stage, R pokes M1, 

who gradually accelerates his shrinking; he lands, belly down, with a deep sigh.  

B slowly rises with arms forward, the position he displayed while reviewing the 

Ghost Dance section, which he insisted we perform. At this cue, the children rise slowly 

and walk around “like mummies floating like a group of ghosts,” as R says, toward the 

right corner. M2 and R dance together, slowly raising their arms rigidly, lightly touching 
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each other’s shoulders. I play a drum signal for the cue and shout, “In five counts, get off 

the stage! Yes?” 

D2, M2, and K2 come out for the Fabric Dance. M2 jumps over the cloth panel 

held by K2 and D2. Ms.S. helps K2, who is having trouble holding the material. M2 stops 

and stands by D2 as K2 rolls himself up in the fabric; she hesitates, but I tell them to keep 

going. Now M2 gets her turn to hold the panel as K2 unrolls it. Next, V1, D2, and N3 do 

their Fabric Dance, the latter two rolling themselves in the cloth, bumping into each other, 

and unrolling. V1 hops over the fabric then slides under it on her belly. D2 and N3 link 

arms to drag it behind them, pulling V1. From the side, O laughs. Ms. M. gives him a 

stern look.  

R comes out, hopping and turning, to start the Ribbon Dance. T runs around the 

stage, swirling the ribbon in his hand. At each of five drumbeats, the children form 

sculptural shapes in impromptu groupings. Each group links arms or faces one another 

for each pose. By the fourth sculpture, all the groups are standing; at the fifth, they are on 

the floor. Cueing one another, they fling their ribbons to the ceiling. 

“We are!” the children scream, cued by Ms. S. They fidget in space. “Show me!” 

Ms. M. shouts. Together they yell, “Family!” and form five clumps. A group of girls link 

their arms to indicate a team; at the next cue, they shout “American!” and strike a pose 

that shows it by standing in an upright posture with a gesture of salute. The next group 

yells “Mammals!”and pose accordingly. “Friends” follows, everyone hugging. Finally, 

they call out, “Class 103,” and form a sculpture on the floor. They finish on their bellies, 
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making “angels in the snow,” then move as though flying airplanes, and rise, shouting 

“We ARE rising!”  

Noticing the children’s attention wandering, I beat the drum; everyone sits down. 

“I enjoy watching you dance, but we need to be able to listen as a group, or it becomes 

chaotic,” I say. “Folks, it just looks like a mess if you do not focus!” adds Ms. M. Most 

children nod as they gaze at her. “We don’t have much time and need to use it wisely to 

get our dance prepared, right? Let’s try to help each other by being good students!” I say. 

We form a circle and take deep breaths. There is silence. C exaggerates the exhalation 

and reminds us of the balloon image. We shrink like balloons dying, as he describes it, 

and expand again spontaneously like balloons being blown up, and then we close with 

angular arm movement shapes suggested by K1 and C, closing with upper-body side 

stretches.  

 We resume with the discussion about the performance. “Ms. M. told me that you 

viewed the video of the rehearsal from yesterday. Did you all see it? Were you talking? 

Playing with curtains?” “No…” a few children mumble. Ms. M. intervenes, “It honestly 

looks like you don’t know what you are doing!” I explain about looking confident like 

the professional dancers they saw in the videos we watched before the session. “I want to 

do my own dance!” protests B. “You are doing your own dance,” says Ms. M. “We are 

just giving you some structure so we can show it to the audience.” I add that we share 

positive energy. “What should we say? We are…” O shouts, “A team! Go monsters!” I 

agree, “Okay, one, two, three…” “Go monsters!” we scream, arms linked. “Time to go!” 

I say. The children jump off the stage, with N1 making a flying hop from the floor, and 
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depart. K2 runs towards me and asks, “Was I good today, Ms. Hannah?” reminding me 

about his unfair situation last session. “You were very good today, K2!” I respond with a 

big smile.  

 

Sharing energy: the afternoon session 

Noticing the children’s fatigue before the afternoon rehearsal, I start a discussion 

at the center of the stage, looking toward the audience seats, where they are sitting. “Are 

you ready to perform?” I ask. “Are you ready to show your special dance or, as N3 would 

say, ‘what you have got’?” Cheerily I improvise a Shy Dance and a Proud Dance, 

embodying these emotions. I ask how the Shy Dance looked. The children giggle. “No 

good!” calls out N1. Demonstrating ways to perform confidently, I assure them that Ms. 

S. and I enjoy seeing them dance. “To me,” I say, “performance is being myself!” I move 

around the stage with modern dance shifts of weight, turns, jumps, leaps, and rolls. Some 

of the children giggle again. Ms. S. later tells me that many, including N1, were 

enthralled with my improvisation, eyes glued to my movement.  

I ask the children to think about the rehearsal as an actual performance. Suddenly, 

I am bombarded by questions. E asks, “What kind of dance did you just do, Ms. 

Hannah?” I briefly explain my training and how it informs how I move. “Ms. Hannah, 

can someone record what you just did and put it on the screen?” B asks. I acknowledge 

his idea and explain that this is already done and that it is called dance videography. M1 

and A2 ask whether I danced in Korea and whether I choreograph dances. After talking 
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about myself, I remind the children that the performance is about them. They express 

excitement. 

 

Session 22 — Growing through performance: “We will fly when we dance!” 

An hour before the show, we are on stage reviewing the order, section by section. 

Everyone but J2 and N2 is present; Ms. M. tells me that J2 will not be coming because 

she is afraid to perform and that N2 is still suspended due to his misbehavior yesterday.  

The solo mask dances go by quickly, most children executing their movement 

phrases faster than rehearsed. N1, in particular, speeds through. When he is finished, he 

runs off stage shyly. “Beautiful job, Nasir,” I shout, “but you can take your time!” B is 

unusually passive in his “I Am” Dance, missing movements he had mastered. “Ms. 

Hannah, I am scared,” he tells me later. “It is scary to think that this empty place will be 

filled with people just watching us!” I tell him that the audience will be his classmates 

and teachers, and that he will dance beautifully. We go over the parts he missed, and this 

time he leaves nothing out. E also hesitates to demonstrate her “I Am” solo, and when she 

finally does it, she moves slowly and reluctantly. Ms. S. suggests that she actually hold a 

book for her Book Dance; she tries the movements again, with more ease and flow and, 

afterwards, smiles calmly. “I liked dancing with the book,” she says. “It makes me feel 

more real and connected to the book!”  

After the run-through, several children tell Ms. S. and me that they are scared. We 

gather in a circle on stage. “You have been wonderful,” I say. “You’ve suggested great 

ideas, and you all move beautifully. Now is the moment for you to show what you have 
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all been doing so well throughout the semester.” I look at the circle of faces. “Now, what 

did you say we were?” I ask. “A team!” M2 responds. “And class 103!” R adds. “We’re 

amazing dancers!” B shouts. “Yes, you are a wonderful team, and class 103 is full of 

amazing dancers,” I say. “Remember that during the performance, okay?” Everyone 

smiles. “Yes!” N1 says loudly, eliciting giggles. “We will fly when we dance!” he adds. 

“We will be great!” C calls out. 

I take a moment to make eye contact with each child, and suggest that we hold 

hands and take deep breaths. After a moment, O shouts, “Can we call out a ‘Go Team 

103’?” He places his hand in the center of the circle. “Great idea! Are we ready?” I ask, 

placing my hands on top of M2’s. B leads us in, “One! Two! Three!” All together, we 

scream, “Go Team 103!” as our hands fly towards the ceiling. “We are the Monsters!” 

K2 says, hopping out of the circle. 

The performance 

The auditorium fills up quickly with students, teachers, parents, and the principal. 

After an introduction by Ms. M., Ms. S., and me, I return to the audience to play the 

music and give cues. Ms. M. and Ms. S. remain in the wings. A few children peek 

through the curtains.  

The performance begins. I notice V2, who is supposed to be the first dancer, 

approach Ms.S. in the wings instead of coming out. After a long pause, V1 finally 

appears on stage. There are many such pauses; when they do enter, the children dance 

timidly. I try to look animated to reassure them. In the wings, V2, D2, G, M2, and M3 

make their way toward the exit; these girls, like J2, had begged not to do the Mask Dance 
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alone. Finally, Ms. S. pushes N3, D2, and M3 out together. They walk slowly across the 

stage, holding their masks tightly, and complete a “shy” Mask Dance, as M3 will call it 

later.  

The dance order was to be: Mask Dance; “I Am”; “Dance Is”; Balloon Dance; 

Happy Monsters Rising from the Ground; Fabric Dance; Ribbon Dance; “We Are.” As 

the children begin what is supposed to be the “I Am” dance, I realize that Ms. M., from 

the wings, is accidentally cueing them into the Balloon Dance. She eventually realizes 

this and, after the Happy Monsters Dance, she and Ms.S. lead the children in the “I Am” 

Dance again. During the Ribbon Dance, I notice Ms. M. walking on the stage once and 

moving around and back a few times; suddenly I see her with her arm around V1, whose 

lips are bleeding heavily. 

At the end of the performance, when the students are on their stomachs doing the 

Flying Dance, I hear a few children in the audience whisper, “He’s moving like a bird! 

She wants to fly!” The dancers seem free and less timid than they did at the beginning. 

The dance ends with the performers screaming, “We are flying!” as they rise up, balanced 

on their bellies.  

After the performers line up to take a bow, the principal comes on stage and 

speaks about the importance of sharing work, valuing creativity, and supporting one 

another. He encourages the children to share and show, reminding them to keep 

developing their personal voices. The students listen silently; J1 and E’s attentiveness is 

especially noticeable.  
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Once the audience leaves, Ms. S. and I congratulate each child for his or her 

courage. K2 runs up to me first, as usual, for a hug. “Ms. Hannah, did I do well?” he asks. 

“Yes, K2, you looked wonderful during your ‘I Am’ Dance, and you did a very beautiful 

job in your trio with the fabric. Nice flow!” I say. He beams. S approaches, crying. I ask 

what is wrong. “My mother promised me that she would come to see me, but she didn’t,” 

she mumbles. “I was disappointed and didn’t want to dance at first, but am glad I did. I 

feel more powerful.”  

I realize that I have not seen T or V1 since the moment I saw V1 bleeding on 

stage. “What happened?” I ask Ms. M. and Ms.S. after the performance. Ms. M. explains 

that V1 and T bumped into each other accidentally during the “I am crazy” section; V1 

started bleeding from her lip and had to rush to the school nurse, while T hurt his 

forehead. She assures me that they are fine, and shares what she heard from the children: 

after the accident, V1 confronted the situation by stating that she was “so focused on 

being ‘crazy’ for the crazy dance” that she even lost her sense of space and bumped into 

T. Ms. M.’s face lightens up when she tells me this.  

 After the performance, over refreshments in the cafeteria, the principal 

acknowledges Ms. S. and me, remarking on the children’s growing confidence and ability 

to show teamwork, even before a large audience. He also expresses the importance of the 

performing arts for the self-esteem and creativity of these children in particular. 
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Session 23 — Viewing and discussing the dance: “Yeah! I want to do it again! I felt 

special!” 

 Before class, Ms. S., Ms. M., and I discuss how we will use the session to view a 

video of the children’s performance on Friday and have them share their experiences. I 

have already prepared an edited DVD of their performance.  

 When Ms. S. and I walk into the classroom I notice the children’s high energy and 

the need for a brief warm-up. I decide to use the carpet they are sitting on, which has a 

big U.S. map on it. To help with the recording of this session, Ms. S. sits in the corner 

with the camera. Having the children sit cross-legged in a circle, I begin an arm stretch, 

calling out, “In a seated position, let’s reach out both arms toward Texas!” In response, 

several children shout out in loud voices, “Can we reach California? Texas? Mexico? 

Washington?” The stretching continues.  

 N1’s kinesthetic energy is again visible; as everybody else reaches toward 

Washington, he stretches out with his head, doing a quick headstand and holding it for 

few seconds. I acknowledge this by saying, “An interesting way to reach Washington 

with your body, N1 Good!” I respond to his initiative by suggesting: “Reach toward the 

clock!” as I point to the clock in front. “Reach toward Ms. S.!” Suddenly, the children 

begin making verbal affirmation sounds, “Ah… Ms. S.!” Their alert focus is noticeable as 

they reach upward and downward with the whole body while making sounds.  

 Finally, I ask for stillness, “Let’s come back to our seated position quiet and 

frozen.” “Like we would do with the drum cue?” B asks. “Yes, that’s right; but no drum 

today because we will watch the dance that we performed a week ago Friday!” “It seems 
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like I haven’t seen you for a while!” B says. “Where were you? You didn’t want to see 

us?” I answer with a smile, “Why would we not want to see you? Remember what day it 

was last week? It was Thanksgiving, so you didn’t have school because it was a holiday! 

Remember?” The children clamor, “Ah… that’s right. It was turkey day; did you have 

turkey, Ms. Hannah? Do you have turkey day in Korea?” Suddenly, initiated by B and A2, 

the colorful carpet becomes a pool of gobbling turkeys. B, A2, and R’s movements stand 

out as they squat and jump around with arms curled into their shoulders. “Wow!” I say. 

“You truly dance like turkeys—but let’s be still turkeys for a moment! Yes, we do have 

Thanksgiving in Korea; but it is not a turkey day because we don’t have turkeys! Instead 

we eat rice cake soup to celebrate.” “Rice cake soup? What’s that?” ask T and M1. “It’s 

made out of rice; it’s like chicken noodle soup, but with rice noodles and beef broth 

instead of chicken broth.” Still looking suspicious, T and M1 nod, “Oh…”  

 All of a sudden, B blurts out, “Ms. Hannah, do you have chicken pox?” while 

staring at the surface of my hands. A bit startled by his sensitive eye and unexpected 

question, I look at my hands and see a rash with many small red circles. I answer, “No, I 

can’t have chicken pox because I had it when I was a child. I have eczema, a skin 

condition caused by my sensitive skin. It is NOT contagious!” “Do all Chinese people 

have sensitive skin?” asks K1. I answer, “Well, remember, I am Korean. And this is not 

about skin color but about skin type.” 

 “All right, let’s take a moment to think about the show and what you remember 

the most!” “Umm, I remember being so nervous!” B says. “It was weird; I was excited to 

perform my dance for people, but I was so nervous because my mom and too many 
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people were there!” J1, from a corner, calmly states, “I felt proud and happy…” V1 

responds, “I was happy until I bumped into T and had blood all over in our Crazy Dance! 

But I loved the Crazy Dance anyway!” I say: “I am sorry to hear that you were hurt but I 

am so proud of you! Anybody else?” E answers, “I was just happy to be on the stage by 

myself and show what I love to do, read!” “Yeah! I want to do it again! I felt special!” 

says N1.  

 During this sharing, I place my laptop on the table and ask the children to come 

close. With their eyes glued to the screen, necks sticking out and upper bodies leaning 

toward the computer, they all try to see better. I hear them giggle as they call out the 

names of the performers. The moment they see B leading the “I am crazy” Dance, their 

laughter becomes louder. A2 states, “We ARE running around like crazy!” As everyone 

watches intently, I hear, “Where are you? There you are! Our bodies are all… we look 

crazy and wild!” 

 Afterwards, I pull out stamps with pretty shapes and continue the discussion by 

asking, “What did you see? What was your favorite part of watching yourselves dance?” 

B calls out, “I liked watching myself lead the Mask Dance. I felt powerful, like I owned 

the space and the group!” I invite him to come up so that I can stamp his hand. Noticing 

this, the rest of the children respond for stamps on their hands. C says, “I liked watching 

myself doing flips; this is my favorite thing to do in dance and I never get to SEE myself 

doing it. It was cool!” J1 replies, “I loved doing the ‘I am crazy’ Dance, being onstage by 

myself, and dancing for my dad. It was special.” V2 adds, “I liked seeing myself moving 

around. I liked the ‘I am crazy’ Dance even when I got hit and was bleeding. I remember 
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it the most because I physically felt the hurt, but cannot remember it!” K2 says, “I love 

the Crazy Dance when all of us are running around together.” The last few children agree 

that they enjoyed running around and being allowed to “scream” on stage. E shyly 

confesses: “My favorite dancing moment was doing the Balloon Dance; I felt happy 

watching myself moving like a balloon, surrounded by my classmates… dancing together 

as a class, floating.”   

 Noticing that it is time to end, I say, “I am so proud that you danced so beautifully. 

I want to thank you for your courage and your wonderful dancing. You should feel proud! 

Let’s move on to our drawing session!”  

 

Session 24 — Our last class: “Dancing together. I will miss it.” 

Today’s session is divided into two sections. In the first part, the children have a 

last chance to dance. Next, personal interviews give each child the opportunity to voice 

his or her personal experience throughout the semester. Ms. S. is unable to be present 

during the first part of the session, so I organize it by myself for the first time. Because it 

is the last day, I decide to walk from the classroom to the gym with the children. 

 “Ms. Hannah, is this our last class?” K2 asks. “I will miss dancing.” I hear 

expressions of discontent from the children. I respond, “Well, you can always dance! You 

are good dancers in my eyes! So, let’s make this dance class more special! How about 

that?” The children are quiet on their way to the gym and, as we arrive, I notice that they 

are unusually reserved and still.  
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We link arms and stand in a circle. As I call out, “Let’s start warming up,” D2 and 

A2 resist holding hands with D1, who stands in between them. “Today is the last class 

and in the last session you said you were a team and friends,” I say in a stern voice. “We 

have discussed respecting each other several times in the past, and now I see this?” I wait 

for a moment. D2 and A2 frown a little, but they grab D1’s hands. I keep looking at them, 

and they finally stop scowling. “What do you remember the most from this class?” I ask. 

M2 states, “Dancing together and just being able to move like yourself. I will miss it.” C 

adds, “Yes, moving like myself and doing flips. I will miss it. And we are a team! 

Dancing together is a special feeling.” E mumbles, “I like dancing together. I don’t like 

dancing by myself.” I say, “So, let’s dance together!” The children respond with an 

enthusiastic “Yes!”  

I ask a volunteer to initiate our moving together. M2 willingly starts bouncing her 

knees to the beat, and the others follow. As K2 adds a light head-nodding motion, the 

other children mimic him. The circle gradually moves in sync with the music as bodies 

respond to the beat. D2 suddenly suggests, “We can move the circle!” and slowly skips 

counter-clockwise as the other children try to skip along. However, as C and A2 start to 

skip, their overexcited energy causes the circle to break. I say, “Remember moving slow 

and light? Let’s try to use this time to grasp each other’s energy so that we move together! 

Unwind like the music! Are you listening to the beats?” I hear the music slowing down. 

M3 shyly says, “Yes, I like moving to the music.” With our arms still linked, we expand 

the circle as much as we can and revisit our “sunflower stretch.” The children bend their 

bodies backward using counterbalance. “We are a happy sunflower bunch!” M2 yells 
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with a smile as she attempts to balance on one leg. K1 says, “I like this because I am with 

everyone and I feel big! It’s a big group sculpture!” Drawing in closer to the center of the 

circle, I ask the children to release one another’s arms and focus toward the group. K1 

slowly walks away from the center, moving backwards with his heels. “Like Korean 

Dance!” he says. I respond, “Good! You are remembering the dance right!” I smile at 

him. I say, “Let’s take a moment to ‘see’ each other.” For a moment, there is a sense of 

focus as we look at each other walking backwards.  

The music then changes to a lively, upbeat melody, and K1 starts to run around 

the space. The children follow, joining his energy. I move with them, asking, “Are we 

listening to the music? And to other people?” M2 asks, “Ms. Hannah, can we be balloons 

for one last time?” I accept her suggestion and guide the Balloon Dance. “I want to be the 

poker!” shouts R. “Me too, me too!” some of the boys shout. The children glide around, 

floating, skipping, hopping, and twirling. V1 and G do a fast-paced and powerful run 

mixed with weighted hops and bobs of the head and shoulders. C, T, and M1 also start 

running around doing forceful, frequent flips and cartwheels, then start chasing and 

poking the girls. As in the past, the dance evolves into a grab-and-catch game. 

“Remember that a balloon does not run away when it gets poked!” I remind them. “And 

it floats? Light and flowing?” The girls finally return to floating like balloons and 

gradually sink down to the floor; some pile on top of each other. M2’s shoulder touches 

M3’s hand as they connect with a gentle touch. She says, “I feel you!” and giggles. A few 

children respond by reacting to the body parts that are being touched. The boys 
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aggressively run around the space until I finally say, “Let’s finish the Balloon Dance!” 

and they gradually fall to the floor one by one after C glides down.  

With calmer music, the children cuddle by themselves, lying on one side, and then 

sit up slowly with their heads coming up last. I ask, “Is there anything else you really 

want to do before we finish our last dance?” J1 shyly says, “Statue!” as he takes on a 

warrior pose; K2 links his shape with J1’s. Little by little, the children fit themselves into 

the sculpture, with the exception of G, who remains apart. I ask, “What kind of sculpture 

are we making here?” R calls out, “It’s a class 103 sculpture with Ms. Hannah.” “The 

Meade Monsters!” yells C. Suddenly, the children make growling sounds and the 

sculpture shape expands, with larger gestures initiated by C and A2, who lunge in big, 

wide stomps. K2 calls out, “We are moving monsters!” K1 descends to the floor, and one 

at a time the children follow his lead. The group squirms and floats in a three-

dimensional clump as enormous arm gestures hover above. M3, V2, and N3 smile and 

whisper, “We are together.” “I like this. This is warm,” says E. As our bodies get closer 

together, we whirl around. The Sculpture Dance transforms into a morphing of group 

motions. As the music stops, I call out, “Ending pose!” The children strike a pose where 

they are, except for C, who comes out of the clump doing flips: “Ta-da! We are good!” 

 I ask the children to sit down again for our closing circle. With our legs crossed, 

we put our arms to our chests. M2 begins breathing deeply with her eyes slightly closed. 

For a moment there is silence, with only the sound of the children breathing. I say, “Let’s 

listen to our hearts and each other’s hearts!” After a moment of quiet, C makes a heart 

pumping sound. The children giggle, still poised. Then I slowly open my arms, and M2 
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says, “Sending our energy to?” I smile and say, “Who should we send it to?” “To us, to 

us!” C says willingly. “Yes, to all of us!” “Let’s send each other energy as we hold 

hands,” I suggest. D2 volunteers to start. One by one, we “pass the energy” around the 

circle by squeezing hands in a chain reaction until the energy returns to D2. I warn, “No 

cheating! Sensing!” The children try to bring their focus inward. R whispers, “Sensing! I 

am sensing! My heart is sensing too!” The children call out, “Team 103!” We end our 

last dance session as the children release hands.  

 Ms. M. graciously offers us afternoon time to interview the children. Ms. S. and I 

conduct these informal conversations, each interview lasting a few minutes and taking 

place across from the classroom. We ask the children about their memorable moments: 

How did the dances make them feel? What did the dances mean to them? How would 

they describe themselves while dancing? What was their experience of dance throughout 

the sessions? Upon finishing the last interview, Ms. M. invites us to join her in the 

classroom. The moment we enter, the children call out our names. As a treat, I bring in a 

small Ziploc bag filled with Korean candies and crackers for each child. The children ask 

many questions about the treats and about the characters on the cracker package. Ms. M. 

explains to them that they are Korean characters. K1 says, “I prefer popcorn to this 

Korean cracker.” I explain that it’s a popular snack like popcorn in Korea, and that 

different cultures have their authentic food and snacks as well as different writing. There 

are a few questions about Korean characters; I write my name in Korean letters on the 

board and show a few children how to write their names. Finally, we assemble for a 

group picture. “This needs to look good!” I say. “Strike a pose with a smile; let’s show 
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who you are in the pictures with the best pose of yourself!” Ms. M. invites a secretary 

from the office to take a picture of us all. As the photographer says, “One, two, three!” I 

hear, “Smile! Room 103!” We take two pictures: one neutral one, and one with a dance 

pose, as suggested by R. After a few takes of the group picture, the children come up to 

me and Ms. S. for a last hug, exclaiming, “We will miss you. Come back, Ms. Hannah 

and Ms. S.!” We answer, “We will miss you too! Keep on dancing, team 103!” 
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

Throughout the 24 sessions described above, I was able to maintain the broad 

outline of the proposed thematic lessons, focusing on the participants’ perceptions of self 

and others as reflected through their voices and movements. Particular attention was paid 

to how the children’s creative choices evolved from session to session, revealing a 

constant tension between their impulses of personal style and my desire to engage them 

in larger themes concerning the exploration of self and other.  

 Sessions 1 and 2 introduced the class to verbal and physical expression, while 

sessions 3 through 6 dealt with cultural self-discovery. Session 4 addressed the students’ 

lack of collaborative spirit and examined ways to create group focus. Sessions 7, 8, and 9 

introduced the exploration of props, specifically fabric, masks, and ribbons, offering 

opportunities for the children to exchange ideas through what R called ”play.” Sessions 

10 through 16 involved role-playing and the exploration of themes such as gender, 

seasons, musical styles, family identity, self-identification, and Halloween characters. In 

sessions 17 through 20, collective voices and movement ideas emerged, evolving into a 

more cooperative sharing of movement and expressions. Sessions 21 and 22, which 

involved rehearsals and a performance, illustrated the roles of dance and performance. 

During these sessions, evolving personal styles became more crystallized.  Sessions 23 

and 24 focused on the children’s reflections, on the performance in particular and on the 

class in general. Throughout the sessions, the children revealed preferences for certain 

types of movements and music. For instance, most children engaged in what R called the 

“Wu-Tang” dance, and many voiced a preference for hip-hop or rock music. 
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In observing the children as individuals who willingly expressed their own ideas, 

movements, and dance preferences, I was able to see them become more sensitive to 

group energy and ultimately refer to themselves as a “team.”  

The two other teachers involved in the dynamic flow of the process provided both 

support and challenges to my pedagogical approach. Over time, three different primary 

roles emerged.  Ms. M.’s discipline was useful in that it helped focus the children’s 

attention, but sometimes it limited my approaches and led me to question my own 

objectives as a creative movement teacher, in that I sought to support individual 

expression and creativity. Ms. S. provided the children with the personal attention that I 

was not always able to give them in my role as facilitator. This balance of roles made the 

classroom a structured yet dynamic environment.  It was an ongoing challenge to 

maintain order within a vital and vibrantly creative environment, but the children’s 

willingness to dance and express themselves through movement allowed for an 

increasing and deeper bond between participants, students, and teachers. The exception to 

this bond was J2, who showed resistance in class and did not participate on the day of the 

performance. Nevertheless, over the 24 sessions, the children’s perceptions of self, of 

others, and of the group as a whole grew and evolved, often in surprising and rewarding 

ways. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE IMPACT OF CHILDREN’S PERCEPTIONS OF SELF AND OTHER ON 

TEACHING DYNAMICS 

 

This chapter analyzes common themes derived from the narratives, illuminating 

the children’s traits, preferences, and learning styles that influenced the teaching dynamic. 

The chart below highlights the structure of the chapter. The analysis presented within it is 

divided into three main thematic sections: Personal Style, Group Response, and Teaching 

Dynamics.  Each section supports its theme through the use of research data including 

lived-experience documents, selected reflective drawings that best represent the theme, 

quotes and statements included in the children’s drawings, selected children’s 

contributions to transcribed interviews, and observations and thoughts from my own 

reflective journals on pedagogy. 
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Figure 5-1. Elements that influenced the dance pedagogy with the urban children  
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of Action Research, which is to challenge traditional social science by moving beyond 

reflective knowledge created by outside experts. I also aimed to move beyond sampling 

variables in favor of active moment-to-moment theorizing, data collection, and inquiry 

into emergent structures. I conducted my analysis based on Torbert’s (2001) notion that 

“knowledge is always gained through action and for action” in order to eventually 

develop “well-informed action.” The suggested pedagogical methodologies were 

informed by this analysis and are covered in more detail in Chapter 6 which analyzes the 

Action Research cycle. 

Introduction 

 While the following analysis focuses primarily on the descriptive narratives 

generated from the 24 dance sessions, it also includes transcriptions of audio and video 

recordings, interview scripts, children’s drawings, and my own reflective journal. Based 

on Somekh’s concept of the “researcher inside” (as cited by Milinki, 1999, p. 89), which 

involves shaping data into coherent narratives and reflecting upon participants’ 

experiences in order to intuitively generate ideas, the study proceeded through several 

writing cycles. This process eventually resolved inchoate ideas into a comprehensible set 

of organized concepts or themes. The extensive research process, which included data 

collection, analysis, reflection, data-driven action, and a redefinition of the research 

concept, helped me to critically analyze my own observations and subjective experiences 

to inform my pedagogical process (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1982). I employed an aspect 

of phenomenology that uses rich description and narration to detail the children’s 

perceptions through examples of their experiences, and applied these to Action Research, 
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aiming to “integrate the development of practice with the construction of research 

knowledge in a cyclical process” (Somekh & Lewing, 2005, p.89). I sought to investigate 

and discover better teaching practices, which enabled me to draw upon my own 

knowledge and experience with children and dance-teaching practices to critically 

analyze the research findings and other collected data. 

 In order to devise the most suitable teaching strategies for this group, the study 

employed a type of interpretive inquiry known as thematic analysis, a method of 

hermeneutic phenomenology (van Manen, 1990), to develop thematic categories to aid in 

understanding and identifying the core issues and topics for improvement in teaching 

particular participants. This method of analysis allowed me as a researcher to remain 

sensitive to the emerging themes garnered from the children’s experiences (Jackson, 

1992; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Moss, 1996; Richardson, 1994; van Manen, 1990) and 

ultimately to provide a richly textured description of each student’s lived experience in 

response to the teaching program. In this way, the analysis provides themes to critically 

analyze the students’ perceptions of self, reactions to their peers, and interactions within 

the group, in order to optimize the teaching strategy.  

As detailed in the methodology chapter, the analysis process involved what Lewin 

refers to as unfreezing, changing, and refreezing. The process highlighted here focuses on 

research leading to social action (Lewin, 1948, p. 202-3), and includes “the systematic 

collection of information that is designed to bring about social change” (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1992, p. 223). In this case the process is used for enhancing teaching strategies, 

with a focus on the learners’ backgrounds and needs. I re-immersed myself in the data 
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from the sessions, as presented in Chapter 4, including the children’s reflective drawings 

and writings, my own reflective journals, and my notes on participants’ casual 

conversations and interviews. I re-investigated the practices utilized and sought evidence 

in the form of thematic analysis and categorization. This process was the second stage of 

the Action Research cycle, what Lewin refers to as the “Action” or “Changing” stage. I 

identify this as a transformation stage, because it requires the researcher to delve into 

action to drive change. In line with Lewin’s description of the research process, I made a 

spiral of steps composed of planning, action, and fact-finding in response to the action 

that took place. The action, in this case, was the 24 sessions of children’s creative 

movement teaching and learning. 

 I arrived at the categories for consideration as teaching enhancements through 

thematic analysis, which I used to understand the responses of participants. As van 

Manen explains, themes are not generalizations; rather, they are “more like knots in the 

webs of our experiences, around which certain lived experiences are spun and thus lived 

through as meaningful wholes” (van Manen, 1990, p. 90). Of the three approaches to 

thematic analysis outlined by van Manen, the selective (or highlighting) approach best 

fits this research because it allows the sorting of a heterogeneous and extensive collection 

of data. The selective approach helped me to understand the children’s self-perceptions 

and their views of the group. The children’s comments, phrases, and movement responses 

revealed telling signs about their perceptions of the lessons. These responses were coded 

as experiential structures concerning the children’s perceptions of the dance process. Van 

Manen’s approach provides a foundation for analyzing the group as a whole, so that the 
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established themes can then be integrated within the intuitive and reflective process and a 

more suitable teaching practice can be identified (McIntyre, 2000, 2006; Penuel & 

Freeman, 1997; Tuck, 2009). 

Three common experiential structures were identified as “essential themes”—

personal style, group responses, and teaching dynamics. Each of the “essential themes” 

was then divided into sub-themes. Personal style, for example, was defined by the sub-

themes of:  

a) preferences based on contemporary pop culture and  

b) self-motivated discovery versus resistance to motion and participation.  

Group responses were defined by the sub-themes of: 

c) inclusion versus exclusion,  

d) gender perceptions,  

e) student autonomy, and  

f) inclination to embody animals and/or characters and props (fabric and ribbons). 

From observations, information and reflection based on the first two “essential 

themes,” the third “essential theme” is intended to provide the structure for teaching 

improvements under the sub-themes of: 

g) three different teacher dynamics, 

h) role of the drum signal, and 

i) roles of rewards and punishment.   

These categories were chosen after a careful process that began with reviewing 

the descriptive narratives using the highlighting approach. Next, the drawings produced 
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by the children at the end of each session were reviewed, along with the interview scripts 

from the in-person interviews conducted with each child at the end of the last session. 

Finally, I chose exemplary drawings and statements from those interviews to parallel the 

thematic significance generated by the narrative texts. While aware of my own subjective 

stance “inside” the phenomenon, I reviewed the data objectively, guided by Merleau-

Ponty’s concept of phenomenological perception, which asks one to “relearn perception, 

to set aside the prejudices of science and common sense and let ourselves be carried 

along by the current of existence, attending carefully to what reveals ourselves when we 

remain open to the richness and variety of sensory perception” (Merleau-Ponty, 1993, 

p. 182).  

The descriptive narratives went through several cycles of reduction, after which 

they were utilized as my starting point. I returned to key sections of previous versions of 

the narratives in order to find more comprehensive descriptions of the children’s 

movements and voices as well as drawings and quotes from interview transcriptions that 

exemplified my findings for each theme. Although the process was at times tedious, its 

rigor allowed me to identify the fundamental qualities of the descriptions, to illuminate 

the meanings that emerged, and to highlight factors that needed to be considered for 

developing possible approaches for teaching creative movement in an urban setting. 

During this time, I also focused on my own awareness of the processes of writing, 

translating, and transferring meanings, and I articulated my own intuition through 

writing, keeping in mind Richardson’s idea of writing as a method of inquiry or “coming 

to know” (Richardson, 2000, p. 516). This dual method of attentive self-consciousness 
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and objective analysis created a spiraling process similar to the cyclic action of the 

research process itself. Like some of the children, who insisted on doing their favorite 

flips again and again until they had perfected the move in their own mind, I found myself 

constantly reviewing the data at hand, writing and rewriting, doubling back through 

different modes of data to create a coherent narrative from my experience with the aim of 

focusing on the children’s interactions and their perceptions of both each other and the 

teachers. My analysis of their responses to each other in the context of content covered 

ultimately revealed appropriate teaching methods and approaches for this population.  

 
 

Theme One - Perceptions of Self: Personal Style 

  During the 24-session creative process, which focused on exploring self and 

others, the children expressed their own “personal style,” a term Bond (1994; 2008) uses 

to refer to personal preferences, including movement, musical tastes, and other individual 

traits that shape people. The findings indicate that these particular children’s preferences 

reflect their exposure to contemporary pop culture. They manifested their artistic 

preferences, interests, and curiosity through their movements, which emulated the types 

of movements to which they have been exposed. When introduced to new subjects or 

concepts, the children’s responses included both discontent and pleasure as they 

commented on what they saw, felt, and heard, sharing thoughts and suggesting ideas. 

Over the course of the class sessions, the children revealed their knowledge of dance and 

movement, ethnicity, various musical styles, characters, roles, cultures and personal 
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traits. All of this influenced the way I managed the classroom, creating pedagogical 

challenges and opportunities.  

 

Preferences Based on Contemporary Popular Culture 

 At different times throughout the sessions, I asked the children to describe their 

feelings about dance and movement and what these things mean to them. In the first 

session, their responses varied from “It’s like going to a party and dancing; you have to 

shake your body like crazy” and “It’s exercise” to “[It’s like] doing my own dance,” 

which was accompanied by a move in which the child balanced on his shoulder with his 

torso and leg raised off the ground. Halfway through the semester, I posed the question 

again, and their answers were similar. One boy said that “dance is movement,” while 

another boy simply stated that “dance is dance!” For one girl, dance was “rock and roll,” 

while to another boy it meant “handstands and flipping.” These responses reflected the 

concepts of movement that the students had demonstrated throughout the semester.  

The children strongly associated movement and dance with actions such as 

shaking, bouncing, undulating their bodies, executing handstands, performing cartwheels, 

and flipping. All of these movements reflected the rhythm of the music to which they 

listened. Many of the children wanted to move and dance in the same way that they 

would during free time or recess rather than concentrating and cooperating as part of the 

class. Therefore, the class had to be structured to allow them to freely express their 

creativity and personal voices while balancing focused group practices.  
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The children’s movement choices were highly personal and linked to their 

perceptions of self, which became particularly clear from their responses in Session 3, 

when they described their heritage in ways that varied from biological to national to 

ritual. When asked where they were from, the children’s answers included Jamaica, 

Philadelphia, New York, and “God,” while one stated firmly, “We are Americans,” 

which was accompanied by nods from several of the children. When the students 

demonstrated what they perceived to be African dance movements, their movement 

vocabularies were similar to those that they had often exhibited, including intricate 

footsteps and dynamic robotic actions mixed with headstands, body shaking, and 

handstands. This showed that although the children may not have been aware of the 

specific cultural influences at work, their movement preferences and concepts were 

nevertheless intertwined with their personal choices. M1’s doubts about the abilities of 

Americans to “dance Korean” during the Korean dance session illuminated how the 

students perceived themselves as Americans rather than members of specific ethnic 

subgroups, but also indicated that the children felt that, as Americans, they were different 

from other national groups, such as Koreans.  

The prevalence of hip-hop dance movements indicated that the children’s self-

perceptions were infused with aspects of American pop culture, which informed their 

general understanding of dance as an art form. Influences on their perceptions of dance 

were often clearly linked to pop culture and the outside world. During the second session, 

R approached me to ask whether the children were allowed to “shake their hips and 

bodies” and “dance like Madonna or Beyonce.” C, meanwhile, insisted that flipping was 
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“the only dance for [him].” When asked where he had seen flipping and how he defined 

dance, he replied that he had seen “people doing break dancing and flips on the streets” 

and was proud that he could do them, too. 

Toward the end of the program, I once again asked the children for their thoughts 

on dance and movement, this time during a brainstorming session about their upcoming 

final performance. Their responses focused on the energy that dance released in their 

bodies, with the children stating that dance was in their blood and in their spirits, and that 

it increased their energy levels. Some children focused on how dance helped them 

express themselves by showing off, moving in different ways, and generally “showing 

what you’ve got.” Other responses were varied. M1 felt dance was about being strong, 

D2 focused on how it was “good for you,” and N1 felt that dance was “a movement of 

silence.” 

Taking into account the children’s responses, I altered my pedagogy. The children 

not only demonstrated rhythmic movements and vibrant energy based on cultural factors, 

but they also expressed ideas and emotions that illustrated the effects of outside 

influences on their emotions and on the resulting movements and interpretations. These 

ranged from V1’s demonstration of her “angry dance” in Session 8 to the children’s 

integration of Halloween concepts into Session 16 to, most dramatically, active runner 

and flipper N1’s unexpected statement in Session 20 that dance is a “movement of 

silence,” which he followed with a slow, sustained dance. These examples demonstrated 

not only the children’s evolving perspectives and emotions, but also their ability to 

integrate what they learned in class into their deep-rooted cultural ideals in order to 
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produce ideas about and interpretations of dance. The interactions between the children 

and the encouragement they received to express themselves through newly discovered 

movements broadened their perceptions of dance. Their responses illuminated the 

embedded nature of culture, showed how pop culture as a specific cultural form informed 

the children’s individual understanding of dance, and indicated their capacity to grow and 

articulate themselves when exposed to new ideas and cultures. 

 

Movement Preferences 

 In Session 2, the children expressed their individual dance preferences while 

traveling across the space, while in Session 20, they explored a personal mask dance—

both exercises highlighting the children’s preferred movement characteristics that were, 

upon reflection and review of video recordings and observational notes, prevalent 

throughout the sessions. The movements in “My Dance” (Session 2) included powerful 

pumping of the torso and limbs, runs and sprints, headstands and flips, and cartwheels, as 

well as undulating and shaking movements of the upper body, accompanied by splits and 

jumps. Twirling, spinning, rolling, and hopping were also popular choices. Session 20, 

toward the end of the program, exhibited these movements again, including movements 

such as “karate-like” kicks and what B referred to as “break dance moves,” demonstrated 

by swiveling his legs and draping them over his shoulders while supporting his upper 

body with his arms. Other movements included a controlled handstand; jumps and hops; 

flips and cartwheels; twirling, spinning, and hopping; a lively sprint, and skipping.  
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 The Korean dance in Session 6 brought about different reactions. Comments 

included “slow and boring,” “It’s no fun!” and “Is this dance?” C broke the flow during 

the Korean dance walk by constantly bending and undulating his knees, accenting each 

step while stating, “My kind of dance, it is hip-hop style.” The Korean dance exploration 

further illuminated the children’s distinct preferences for and perceptions of dance styles 

by presenting an alternative cultural style of movement. 

 

Movement Inspired by Music 

My journal entry from the first session notes the children’s preference for music 

with “oomph beats and songs,” as requested in class by K2, referring to “hip-hop-

sounding” songs, and my observation of the children’s response to percussive music’s 

rhythms and pulses. I also noted the children’s preferred songs, which Ms. M. collected, 

and my desire to use some of them in class, but many of them included explicit lyrics. 

However, the list gave me some ideas about what the children liked: driving beats, pulses, 

and rhythms. It also gave me insight into the connection they made between music and 

movement, as they seemed to believe that they could dance only to music that made them 

shake their bodies.  

I thus chose to explore different types of music in class, to expose the children not 

only to different kinds of music, but also to the moods evoked by those different styles 

and the various ways the children might respond to movement. With this in mind, I 

attempted to acknowledge the children’s musical preferences by playing music with beats 

and pulses throughout the sessions. As V1 commented, “shaking my body to the music” 
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was her understanding of dance, a feeling that was echoed by B, who approached me 

after the first session and asked, “Can you play pumping music, ’cos it pumps our energy 

up?” These responses show that the children were aware, on some level, that certain types 

of music caused reactions expressed in their movements, and that some music was easier 

to translate into movement. 

 Reacting to traditional Korean music, one student stated, “This music is weird, it 

has no cool beats!” which was met with general agreement. The students’ inclinations 

toward “cool beats” were again evidenced when C distorted a Korean heel walk by 

constantly bending and undulating his knees, accenting each step in a syncopated manner 

and stating, “more beats in my move.” The influence of musical preferences was also 

prevalent in response to classical music in Session 12, when one student blurted out, 

“Can you play real music?” clearly displaying the disconnection between his intended 

movement and the music that was playing. 

 Some of the music played in the session differed from the music that they 

listened to on a regular basis. Children began to move to music that was unfamiliar to 

them: to the metered sounds of classical music, to the soothing sounds of meditative 

music, and to the unusual combinations of unfamiliar rhythms and strange musical 

instruments found in music from a variety of cultural music genres. 

The children’s responsiveness to music with driving beats and pulses was 

particularly evident when they reacted to the rhythm before I could cue them to 

commence dancing. As soon as the music started, the children began bobbing their heads, 

moving their torsos, and shifting their hips, engaging their bodies with the rhythm and 
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melody. Eventually, the children became interested in all of the unfamiliar alternatives to 

their music experiences.  

 The children often displayed physical responses to music. Some responded 

immediately to percussive music playing in the background by moving their shoulders up 

and down, bending their knees to the beat, and swaying their torsos and hips (Session 2). 

Others performed rhythmic punches, with their elbows pointing in different directions, 

the rhythm of their movements connected to that of the music (Session 2). In Session 4, 

students jumped and shook their upper bodies to the beat of the music the moment a 

percussive beat was heard. Several children fidgeted, pushed, or pulled during the 

individual floor crossing dance, so I changed the music to one with a faster beat and a 

lively melody, and the children responded to it right away by jumping, turning, and 

running to the beat of the music (Session 5).  

Some students shook their shoulders and stepped in time to the music and wiggled 

their shoulders rhythmically. Others expressed similar rhythmic reactions, but timed their 

intricate steps with the beats, displaying controlled hip actions (during the warm-up). 

Others stepped with their legs, found the beat with their chests and shoulders, and 

exhibited rhythmic movements (Session 9). In response to hip-hop music by Sugar Hill 

Gang, some children danced with a synchronous, flowing motion and gyrated their hips 

energetically, while one stepped from side to side and bobbed her head. Still others 

responded by bouncing their knees and bobbing their heads. When an African drumbeat 

was played in the background, some children swayed energetically and moved about, 

rapidly shuffling their feet (Session 14).  
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 The children’s delicate and detailed movements also showed a keen sense of 

rhythmic awareness and revealed an attunement to movement dynamics in relation to the 

background music. For instance, N1 usually self-explored, expressing himself through 

intricate, rhythmic steps and torso movements (Sessions 2, 3, 7, and 15). At the same 

time, J1, M1, N1, and C performed a step-oriented dance filled with complex rhythms, 

each moving in his own way while remaining in sync with the others’ similar rhythmic 

patterns. The students often demonstrated an ear for syncopation, even when responding 

to a pulsating beat playing in the background (Session 5). When asked about rhythm, B 

rose and demonstrated intricate steps and stomps (Session 12). During a warm-up, when 

the children were making suggestions, J3 tapped a rhythm on the floor with his hand, 

responding to the beat of the music playing in the background, bobbing his head and 

bouncing his upper torso up and down. His swaying indicated a propensity for rhythm 

and movement (Session 14). 

 The children’s responses show the strong connection of their movement 

preferences to pop culture. Their preferences included movements such as flips and 

cartwheels, intricate use of the torso and footwork, and swaying and shaking of their 

bodies to a rhythm, whether internal or inspired by the music. Their movements were 

enmeshed with the music of pop culture, displayed by core movement principles that 

reflected what the children perceived as dance, namely a strong connection between 

music and rhythm—emphasized by V1’s initial response to dance as “shaking your body 

like crazy to the pumping music.” The next section discusses movements that represent 

popular culture’s embedded vocabularies derived from rhythm. 
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Propensity for Rhythmic Movement 

The Wu-Tang Dance 

One example of a popular movement was what R referred to as the “Wu-Tang 

dance,” a series of movements derived from a New York City-based hip-hop group, the 

Wu-Tang Clan. The warm-up exploration section of Session 9 provided the opportunity 

for the students to display individual moves. O initiated these movements, bouncing up 

and down with both knees bent in a wide-open stance, elbows by his sides, fists clenched, 

and chest pumping in and out, with an undulating pulse initiated from his hips. The 

rhythm was reflected through his torso movements and a punching action. R identified 

these movements as the Wu-Tang dance, with others saying, “Yeah, this is the dance!” 

When asked what the Wu-Tang dance was, students replied that it was “A hip-hop group 

that I watched on TV” and “Yeah! It’s a dance, and it’s really cool-looking. It pumps 

your body up! The movement has cool beats!” 

 The general inclination toward this particular movement, with its outward 

expression of an internal pulse, reappeared during the girls’ movement exploration time 

in Session 10.  While some girls twirled around, others squatted in a low, wide stance, 

their arms vigorously pumping toward their sides and their hips shaking in a manner that 

resembled the Wu-Tang dance of Session 9. Observing this, R called out with disbelief, 

“That’s Crunk dance!” while S, who was a part of the group, insisted that it was Wu-

Tang. The movement reappeared again during the warm-up section of Halloween 

exploration in Session 16, but was then identified as the “crazy skeleton.” A drawing by 
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O and K2 captured the moment, with O portrayed doing the crazy skeleton and K2 

depicted “acting like a skeleton” [Figure 5-1].  

 

  

           
Figure 5-1. Drawings depicting the “skeleton dance” 
 

While the children usually preferred individual movement, they sometimes chose 

to perform similar movements together. As my journal entry notes, the Wu-Tang dance 

expressed a rhythmic urgency that the children identified with, influencing them to 

become aware of the beats and pulses expressed by the other members of the group, 

emphasizing their preferences for shaking and pumping actions, manifested here as 

grounded hip pumping and upper body shaking. Involvement in this particular movement 

allowed the children to draw on one another’s energy, creating a group focus through 

their engagement in the dance. Although they only briefly took part in this action, it was a 

movement series that strongly emphasized the group over the individual. 
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Running 

 Running, first initiated by N1 during Session 4, became a prominent movement 

that was consistently performed by several of the children during subsequent 

sessions. When asked about his inclination toward this movement, N1 indicated that it 

was related to rhythmic motion. At one point, after running nonstop until he was out of 

breath, he pounded his chest and shouted, “Inner rhythm!” His spontaneous running 

appeared to come from an inner impulse and, through his contagious energy, he was 

successful in inspiring his peers to devise their own movements.  

Many of the children followed N1’s lead. In Sessions 5 and 7, O ran while 

performing handstands, headstands, and flips. Though these actions were often favored 

by boys, some girls joined in as well. In Session 7, G stood and ran on the spot, 

emphasizing the rapidity of her movements by shaking her arms and fingers at a constant 

pace. Running was often mixed in with other movements. In Session 17, N2 intermixed 

fast-paced running with flips and slow, measured head bobbing to create a duality of 

rhythmic quality. In Session 10, G ran around, occasionally bumping into N1, who was 

also running, performing cartwheels and inversions in a dual movement characterized by 

its intricacy and diversity of tempo and rhythm. In the same session, R did abrupt splits, 

while G ran in a circle around her, contrasting the urgency of her movements with R’s 

stillness. Duality also played a part in the collaborative dance movement to music in 

Session 24. During that session, V1 and G combined fast-paced, powerful running with 

weighted hops and head and shoulder bobbing. The combination of running and other 

body part movements, as well as whole-body actions including flips and cartwheels, 
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became commonplace, indicating that running had been incorporated into the children’s 

movement vocabularies.  

During the group dance in Session 13, N1 finished by running until he was out of 

breath, and then called out, “We’re done!” He came to a sudden and complete stop, as if 

his “inner rhythm” had called for him to cease all movement. His energy and vocal 

presence influenced the other boys to follow his lead, as they quickly gathered around the 

center of the room in a pose. After the session, when I asked N1 why he was running, B 

answered that “it makes you keep going, and it’s more fun when doing it together 

because you feel the energy.” The children related their movements to their awareness of 

an inner pulse and energy, showing that they perceived running to be a response to 

internal rhythm. Overall, the children’s choices during these sessions showed that they 

recognized running as a movement with a variety of effects that helped to express “inner 

rhythm.” The incorporation of running into their movements indicated their inclination 

toward speed and vigorous movement, and provided a relational backdrop against which 

the children connected their movements to one another.  

Hopping, Jumping, and Tiptoeing 

Most of the girls and several of the boys frequently included hopping, jumping, 

and tiptoeing in their movement repertoires, and each of these movements fulfilled 

certain purposes. Throughout each session, the children would use hopping and jumping 

movements for one set of purposes. Tiptoeing was, however, used for other purposes and 

depended on what the children chose to express as well as their feelings at the time. 
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The children sometimes chose hopping and skipping movements in order to travel 

the space freely with others. For instance, in Session 5, three girls linked their arms, 

skipping and hopping across the floor. At other times, hopping and jumping served as a 

means of expression when dancing together or to complement or enhance the upper body 

movements of others. In the middle children’s dance during Session 13, J2, N3, and M3 

completed a circle dance. They hopped and skipped with me while O jumped with one 

leg bent and the other outstretched. With his arms wide, he appeared to be expressing 

urgency in response to the attention that he had received from the girls. In Session 24, 

some of the girls responded to the forceful energy, frequent flips, cartwheels, and hops of 

C, T, and M1. This liveliness inspired the girls to start a hopping style of their own. Their 

movement set the boys off, leading them to chase and poke the girls.  

The children often used jumping and hopping movements as a means of 

expressing joy and power. For instance, in Session 13, the children were dancing together 

as C began jumping while holding his body upright, displaying his power and 

exuberance. When I called for big leg gestures at the end of the warm-up section of 

Session 15, the space became wild with movement as the children performed splits and 

handstands. This activity was accompanied by jumps and hops, which the children 

described as popcorn popping. During the “I am” dance in Session 14, J1 called out, “I’m 

flexible!” as he attempted a jump with splits. K2 asserted, “I’m wild!” as he took on a 

wide stance and began shaking his entire body in a rhythmic manner, stomping and 

jumping. M2 spun on the spot on her tiptoes, exclaiming, “I’m a turner!” R called out, 

“I’m a hip-hop dancer!” and began what she referred to as the “Wu-Tang dance,” adding 



 202

hops and jumps with accentuated pumps. J2 mumbled, “I’m shy,” as she walked away 

with a light skip-hop.  

The tiptoeing was used to demonstrate and enhance the expression of certain 

personality characteristics or attributes. For instance, in Session 4, when asked to walk 

with her hips, V1 got up and walked to the center of the circle on tiptoe, using 

exaggerated hip movements and exclaiming, “I’m walking with my hips! I’m sexy!” 

Later in the session, while exploring balloon images, several children chose to walk on 

their tiptoes, making slow, gliding movements. In Session 14, during the “I am” dance, 

V1 exclaimed, “I’m a ballerina!” as she twirled on her tiptoes. V1’s statement reflected, 

yet again, the influence of popular culture. In contrast, if the children were feeling anger, 

they resisted the tiptoeing movement. 

The reflective drawings of the children further demonstrated their propensity for 

hopping and jumping. They drew themselves jumping and hopping, characterized the 

actions as “Fun!” and stated, “I like dancing and jumping!” Several children verbally 

expressed their feelings upon submitting their artwork [Figure 5-2]. 
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Figure 5-2. “Jumping” drawing samples from the students. O referred to this as the “Jolly 

Dance.”  

At the end of the program, the children were encouraged to talk about a favorite 

movement that they remembered learning and how it felt to them. Several girls chose the 

hopping movement, which they described as “feeling free.” Other children, mostly girls, 

chose tiptoeing as their primary movement preference. These movements were often used 

by the children to express grace or ease, whether through the walk of a model, the 

movement of a balloon, or the twirl of a ballerina.  

Throughout the sessions, the children used movement to depict diverse 

characteristics, moving beyond their initial perception of dance. They jumped and hopped 

to move across space, to express excitement, and to add intricacy and new dynamics to 

the movements of others. Tiptoeing consistently appeared to express a quality of grace or 

lightness. The children worked beyond their original perceptions of dance. This was 

verbally expressed by V1 as she described dance as, “shaking your body to the music” 

while hopping, jumping, and tiptoeing. The children accentuated their movements with 
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these distinct qualities in a way that indicated their attainment of a broader perception of 

dance. 

 

Inverted Movements: Flips, Cartwheels, Headstands, and Handstands 

Inverted movements were both visible and pervasive in the children’s repertoire 

of movements. A few of the children chose to practice “tricks,” as O called them, 

individually. For example, when the students were asked about their perceptions of 

African dance in Session 3, N1 demonstrated some intricate footsteps and dynamic 

robotic actions. These actions were accompanied by a headstand, which he had 

demonstrated in previous sessions, and an attempt to swivel on his head while swirling 

his legs. Furthermore, B said, “They dance a lot with their whole body shaking,” as he 

vigorously shook his torso and joined K1 in his handstands. 

While N1 and O explored headstands and movements that were representative of 

(or similar to) break dancing, most of the boys favored movements of flips and 

cartwheels, often illustrated in their reflective drawings [Figure 5-3]. 
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Figure 5-3. Drawings of inverted movements: handstands, cartwheels, and flips  

 

Handstands were also popular, as several children chose to perform them 

independently. In Session 4, B, A2, O, and K1 danced using flips and jumps, while in 

Session 17, C attempted to balance in a downward dog pose, insisting this was his form 

of movement. The majority of the children practiced handstands at some point, 

sometimes integrating the movement with other motions. It seems that the most important 
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factor about inverted movement for the children was that it is upside-down, which, as O 

stated at the end of class, made it interesting. 

During a group dance in Session 10, some of the girls “Wu-Tang” danced and 

twirled, simultaneously adding cartwheels and hops. The boys, on the other hand, were 

more interested in flips and break dancing. This trend predominated throughout the 

sessions. A significant number of both boys and girls performed cartwheels and flips as a 

group, as well as individually, in most of the sessions. J3’ “frog dance,” which involved 

bounces and squats during the warm-up in Session 13, was also significant. Toward the 

end of Session 18, N1 balanced on his head and drew a curved line in the air with his legs 

open and bent lightly. A2 later approached me during the drawing session, stating that the 

upside-down movement felt “very cool and fun.” During the brainstorming in Session 21, 

C asked, “Can I do my own flip during the balloon dance?” This was a pattern for him, 

demonstrating (once again) his preference for flipping, as exhibited in all of his drawings 

[Figure 5-4].  

    

Figure 5-4. C’s drawings on flipping  

He finished Session 4’s group dance in the same manner that he ended Session 

24’s sculpture dance. Specifically, this involved emerging from the group doing flips, and 

then exclaiming, “Ta-da! We’re good!”  
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 In my reflective journal, I wrote the following comment: 

When I was visiting the small groups as they explored their own movements, I 
noticed a burst of cartwheels, flipping, jumping and hopping. I remember C 
asking the children how they felt when executing the movements. ‘It just makes 
you feel cool and powerful,’ said the boys, with A2 adding that, ‘Dance is 
showing tricks.’  (Reflective Journal, Session 4, p. 25)  

 

 The boys primarily engaged in the inverted movements. However, a few of the 

girls also occasionally demonstrated cartwheels to others within their small groups 

(Sessions 10 and 11). These observations reveal some of the students’ perceptions of 

dance and their propensity for particular movements, which they used to become 

empowered, develop self-understanding, and express their creativity. Their movement 

choices were tied to their personal experiences, backgrounds, and exposure to (as well as 

knowledge of) dance in different contexts. This is evidenced by C’s comment about 

witnessing “cool-looking” flips in street dancing (Session 3), as well as by R, M2, and 

V1’s mention of watching Crunking and the Wu-Tang dance (Session 9).When asked 

about these dances, the first words mentioned were “TV” and “videos.” The children 

incorporated cultural and social influences into their individual movement expressions, 

which gave them the confidence and motivation to perform both in isolation and as part 

of a group.  

 

Self-Motivated Discovery and Resistance to Participation 

Throughout the sessions, several of the students consistently showed individual 

autonomy, moving toward self-motivated discovery. These children participated in class 

in their own individual ways and were usually found exploring movements alone. There 
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were others who participated only when they had to, which was particularly true of the 

group that I refer to as the “shy girls,” who tended to avoid participation at all costs. The 

way these students expressed their personality traits and attitudes toward the class 

sometimes tested or challenged my teaching, but also presented me with a new range of 

pedagogical challenges and opportunities.  

The concept of self-motivated discovery and its opposing concept of resistance to 

participation are related closely to how comfortable or uncomfortable each particular 

student was in the environment in which they were required to perform, dance, or “show 

what we’ve got,” as N3 said in Session 20. Individual students often articulated this 

association between “dance” and “showing.” In an interview during the last session, O 

clearly stated that dance is “showing,” while J3 shared a similar understanding. A2 said 

that dance elevated him, suggesting he was put on a pedestal for others to observe. These 

statements provide insight into the connection between the children’s levels of comfort 

with “showing” and their levels of participation. Some would resist participating most of 

the time, while others would only participate when they were “in the mood.” V1 often 

appeared upset and resisted dancing, stating that she did not want to show how she felt. 

On one occasion, during Session 4, she performed a dance that involved an exaggerated 

movement of her hips, seemingly declaring, “I am sexy!” This was a powerful 

demonstration of the connection she had established between “dance” and “showing,” 

and indicated a change in her personal level of comfort. The connection between “dance” 

and “showing” profoundly influenced the children’s levels of engagement, as the degree 

to which they were comfortable with this relationship strongly affected the quality of 
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their participation, and thus the group’s overall energy, which in turn led to changes in 

my own teaching dynamic.  

 

Self-Motivated Discovery 

Several of the students consistently demonstrated a willingness to explore 

movement on their own, often suggesting movement possibilities to the rest of the group. 

For example, during a warm-up session, one child’s headstands on the side of the room 

might lead another to stand with his leg jittering, do a handstand, and then break into a 

rhythmic dance followed by squats and spins on his bottom. At other times, one student’s 

vigorous spins on his bottom might more subtly be met by another student’s gazing 

around, making subtle shifting movements with relaxed, weighted arms. The way the 

children presented new movement preferences to each other at these times was quite 

different from their more frequent inclinations toward inverted movements, as discussed 

in the earlier section entitled “Inverted Movements.”  

Self-motivated discovery often took the form of a display, occasionally involving 

others, usually performed as part of the group, but always drawing on individual forms of 

movement expression. Students sometimes performed their own movements with the 

express goal of joining the group, or of joining together with several others in new forms 

of expression. At times, individual movements were a subtle personal display, expressed 

to the other children in the group. During the warm-up in Session 23, N1’s kinesthetic 

energy was visible, and while everyone else reached toward Washington state in an 

exercise involving a U.S. state carpet, he stretched out with his head and did a quick 



 210

headstand, expressing his own authentic, imaginative response. In Session 5, while the 

other children were moving across the room, K2 remained flat on the floor, then stood up 

and walked in a wide arc, gliding in a complex crossing and traveling pattern with his 

feet together, initiating alternate “steps” by first using his heels and then his metatarsals, 

articulating his upper body in what he referred to as a “Michael Jackson moonwalk 

style.” Although he caught the attention of the other children, he continued moving on his 

own, focusing on his steps and the movements of his torso without paying attention to the 

others, ending with a turn, twirl, and flip.   

In some cases, the children’s individual movements were more overtly aimed at 

getting the attention of their peers. Before we began the warm-up for Session 8, as the 

children were seated in a circular formation, O stood up abruptly and danced, shifting his 

weight around through rhythmic footwork, shuffling, and stomping. While the others 

were still seated, N1 stood up and did his “break dance,” made up of complex steps and 

flowing head and torso movements, and shifted his weight around while displaying 

rhythmic movements to the others. These individual movement choices often had a clear, 

direct effect on the other children in the group. At the beginning of Session 13, O 

somersaulted on the spot several times and then sat down. Watching O closely, N1 

fidgeted as he moved his torso angularly and his head forward and back in his own 

kinesthetic response. Toward the end of Session 17, while the others were moving 

quickly across the floor, K2 slowly rolled across the room, shouting, “I’m rolling and 

rolling free!” focusing intently and demanding that everyone move out of his way. B, 

when exploring “melting” during the individual movement exploration in Session 18, 
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took his time in loosely dropping to the floor. Just as it appeared that he was finished, he 

twitched and flopped again, stating, “A glitch before final melting.” As he said this, all 

eyes in the room shifted to him, rewarding his sense of creative embodiment with the 

affirmation of his peers. 

At times, the children who explored movement individually displayed a 

willingness to move, demonstrate, and explore regardless of the other children’s 

presence. Their creativity was illustrated in the variety of responses that they had to any 

situation. It became clear over time that regardless of their individual or group focuses, 

the children who regularly engaged in self-motivated discovery fell into particular 

movement categories or styles. First, there were those, such as N1, who exhibited 

controlled, intricate movements. Rather than participating with the rest of the group, he 

remained focused on his own movements and articulations. A second group was made up 

of flippers and cart wheelers. K1 could usually be seen off to the side, flipping, while C 

also often chose flipping movements, but usually did so only during group or individual 

exploration time rather than while the class was involved in another task. G stood out 

from the other girls by consistently performing active movements like cartwheels and 

running, typically on her own. A third group experimented with movement on the floor, 

either by lying down or rolling. K2 constantly demonstrated his attraction to the floor 

with an exploration of gravity, speed, movement quality, and articulation, usually moving 

and investigating alone. The children performing the Wu-Tang dance fell into a fourth 

category. R usually led this dance with the grounded pumping of her upper body and 

undulation of her hips. In doing so, she often inspired others to join her. Her persistence 
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often influenced the group process, with those who joined her becoming isolated from the 

group. A fifth and final group performed controlled inverted movements with intricate 

and articulate maneuvers of their legs and upper bodies, described by the participants as 

break dancing. N1 often inspired others to join him, while at other times he remained 

distant from the group, engaging solely in his own focused explorations. B demonstrated 

an almost instinctive connection with meaning through movement, as he was an explorer 

of embodiment. The “glitch before melting” performance described above exemplified 

such moments. 

On many occasions, the self-exploration of individual students had a pronounced 

effect on the class dynamic. Their movement preferences stood out dramatically, 

providing examples for the others to watch and emulate. The group’s response to R’s 

Wu-Tang dance demonstrated how attracted most of the children were to its aesthetic 

qualities. N1 was focused on self-exploration, and though he appeared to be distant from 

the group, he often attracted others through the possibilities implied by his movements. B 

took in whatever was presented and applied it immediately through action. Each 

individual influenced the responses of the group differently. This made the creative 

process extremely vibrant and varied, but also more challenging, as the class constantly 

had the potential to descend into chaos.  

 

Resistance to Participation  

Whether consciously or subconsciously, some children displayed an 

unwillingness to participate fully in movement explorations and discussions. While 
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physically part of the group, these students were not responsive to instructions and 

activities. Instead, they resisted participation through inactivity. It is possible, however, 

that this apparent reluctance had various causes, including confusion about how to 

perform their roles in the various activities.   

A few children displayed varying degrees of opposition to moving and 

participating during class explorations. I defined certain categories of resistance, such as 

resistance to moving because of shyness, confusion regarding instructions, or different 

learning styles that challenged the pedagogy within the creative learning process. J1, who 

in the beginning constantly moved passively and stopped to stare at me (Session 2), 

eventually showed more active participation, demonstrating a “jump in a squatted 

position” exercise during the warm-up exploration of lower body parts (Session 3). As 

the sessions unfolded and he became aware of the class structure and the freedom it 

allowed him, he relaxed and became more involved in movement and dancing, making it 

apparent that his initial resistance and lack of participation stemmed from his shyness and 

unfamiliarity with the program. Tellingly, this resistance emerged again during the 

oldest/middle/youngest dance group process, when he was upset at being corrected by 

Ms. M. (Session 13). In this case, because of a misunderstanding regarding a particular 

instruction, he was chastised by Ms. M., evoking feelings of embarrassment and hurt, 

which ultimately led to his resistance to the exercise. Nevertheless, as the sessions 

progressed, J1 was increasingly active in his participation, and drew himself bigger and 

taller than everyone else in most of his drawings [Figure 5-5]. When asked about this 
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during the drawing session, he mumbled, “I feel bigger and taller.” This indicates that 

J1’s participation increased proportionately to his confidence and self-awareness. 

 

                    

Session 7: Self exploration: Masks      Session 9: Ribbons and fabric dance 

 

       

Session 10: Boys and Girls Dance        Session 11: Seasonal dance 

Figure 5-5. J1’s drawings from Sessions 7, 9, 10, and 11.  

J2, on the other hand, consistently avoided movement. In Session 3 she did not 

participate in movement or vocalization during the warm-up, and in Session 5, she 

cautiously walked across the space, focusing downward. In Session 7, she stood off to the 
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side, merely observing, with similar behaviors in Sessions 8 and 10. Although Ms.S. 

asked her to join and offered to move with her, she shook her head and chose to stand to 

the side and watch. While this might seem to indicate a general aversion to the activities, 

there were a few moments when she displayed a willingness to move, such as during the 

middle-child dance and in Session 16, when she initiated movement in the warm-up. 

Nearer to the performance, J2’s participation once again diminished, and she chose to sit 

off to the side in Session 18. Ms. M. later told me that J2 said that she would not be 

coming to school on the performance day, as she did not want to dance. However, at the 

end of Session 24, when asked what she remembered most from the dance experience, 

she said that she “loved being around others in a freer space.” Her usual position, 

standing off to the side, observing, was captured in her drawing when she drew a thick 

black circle after Session 3. When asked about it, she replied, “It’s a circle, the class,” 

[Figure 5-6] indicating her observation of the class, and that she was participating in her 

own way, thoughtfully noting the group’s movements and learning through these 

observations rather than through active participation in the exercises. This reinforces that 

it was shyness rather than unwillingness that caused her lack of physical involvement.  

 

Figure 5-6. J2’s drawing of the “circle” 
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 A1, who Ms. M. informed me from the beginning had behavioral issues and was 

undergoing special testing, displayed irregular participation in class when he was present, 

and he missed several sessions when he was called out of class for testing. After Session 

9, he was no longer included in the class, because he was confirmed as having ADHD 

and moved to a special class. Perhaps this played a role in his frequent unwillingness to 

participate, which was caused by a lack of understanding regarding his role in the class 

and exacerbated by his condition. During the few classes in which A1 was able to 

participate, he lacked focus. In Session 3, while all of the other children paid attention to 

the mirroring activity J1 and I demonstrated, A1 stood by Ms. M., moving and wandering 

on his own. Ms. M. controlled some of his movements by embracing him, acting as a 

boundary. However, in closing, when we gathered in a circle with linked arms, A1 

pushed and pulled his own weight, shifting, dancing, making noises, and demonstrating a 

lack of mental and physical focus and awareness of self and others, falling down and 

resisting standing despite firm warnings from Ms. M. This was a strong contrast to J2’s 

meek reluctance to participate, which emphasizes the clear distinctions between the 

different motives for non-participation outlined above. 

A1’s attitude reoccurred throughout the sessions. In Session 7, while everyone 

else was seated, A1 ran around and laughed, and in Session 9 he kept fidgeting, blurting 

out, “la… la…la…” as I started to speak. In A1’s case, it was difficult to strike a balance 

between taking necessary directive and disciplinary action to reduce distractions to the 

class and allowing him freedom of movement, expression, and learning, because many of 

his movements and behaviors seemed almost involuntary, stemming from his learning 
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disabilities rather than from a purposeful response to anything going on around him. As 

in drawings from other sessions, his drawings were an abstract picture of varied lines and 

circles on the page [Figure 5-7], free from any allusions to the content explored in the 

class sessions.  

 

  

                      

 
Session 1                                   Session 2                              Session 3 

Name game and mirroring            “My Dance”    Exploration on cultural dance 

                     

Session 5                                      Session 9 

Individual crossing dance         Ribbon and fabric dance 

Figure 5-7. A1’s drawings 
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The three cases discussed above (J1, J2, and A1) illustrate the varied causes of 

unwillingness to participate, highlighting the need for different approaches to resolve 

diverse non-participation issues. While J1 and J2 exhibited (to different degrees) how 

shyness might prevent a student from fully participating in an activity, in other cases, 

disappointment or hurt stemming from a misunderstanding or discipline may also lead 

students to avoid movement participation, such as when J1 responded to Ms. M.’s 

direction with resistance and self-inflicted isolation. However, in A1’s case, it was clear 

that he lacked focus and was not listening, as even when he moved, he moved by himself, 

fidgeting, rather than engaging in purposeful movements. He was never attuned to the 

class or group activity, as apparent in his authentic behaviors, such as screaming, making 

verbal noises, and throwing his body about, all of which served only to distract other 

students. This showed that A1’s learning style needed more assistance than is typically 

feasible in a classroom setting.  

A variety of emotions and actions led to various degrees of participation and 

resistance and, conscious or subconscious, these responses influenced the learning 

process. Regardless of the underlying reason for non-participation, the responses of 

students can illuminate the need for openness in the learning and creative process and the 

importance of evaluating resistance and participation according to each individual child’s 

specific needs and challenges. 
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Summary of Theme One-Personal Style 

Cultural and social influences are important factors in the development of 

children’s personal styles. In this analysis, the children’s personal style choices seemed to 

be primarily influenced by contemporary popular culture, as evidenced through their 

comments, movement, and music preferences. Their movement styles consisted of 

running, jumping, and inverted movements such as flips, cartwheels, and headstands, 

highlighted by what R referred to as “Wu-Tang dancing.” All of these movements were 

prominent, regular features in the children’s creative processes and were usually 

accompanied by intricate rhythms and pulsating movements that suggested a strong 

inclination toward rhythmic motion. 

The children’s dance-related propensities and preferences reflected their 

backgrounds and seemed connected to their exposure to dance in different contexts, 

especially through popular media. The influence of elements of popular culture was 

evident in references to Michael Jackson’s moonwalk dance, Crunking, and the Wu-Tang 

dance (Session 5). When asked about these dances, among the first words mentioned 

were “TV” and “videos.” The children had assimilated cultural and social influences into 

their individual movement expressions, giving them the confidence and motivation to 

perform, both individually and as part of a group. 

The ways in which individual children participated in terms of group engagement, 

cooperation, experimentation, and movement exploration affected class dynamics. Some 

behaviors mirrored the children’s personality traits, such as shyness, suggesting that they 

were extensions of how the children expressed themselves in other contexts and 
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providing valuable insight into how the children might respond in other learning 

situations. In some cases, children’s behaviors posed challenges for me as an educator 

and movement facilitator, making it difficult to keep individuals immersed in the creative 

and collaborative learning process and the class as a whole engaged. It was important for 

me to recognize that these modes of action were manifestations of each child’s perception 

of dance and the creative process, as well as indicators of individual learning styles. In 

doing so, I faced the challenge of how to allow personal expression while maintaining 

class control. An analysis of group dynamics will consider, in further detail, how the 

children expressed themselves and how their forms of expression influenced the group.  

 

Theme Two-Perception of Group: Group Responses 

The dynamics of individuals, smaller groups, and group preferences for a 

particular aesthetic punctuated the sessions. The following analysis highlights the 

individualities that engendered group responses, which in turn shaped the dynamics of 

the children’s creative process.  

 

Inclusion versus Exclusion 

One of the major group dynamics presented was revealed during the frequent 

moments in which children participated together in focused group movement. I call this 

dynamic “inclusion,” when everyone was focused and engaged in the process through 

both physical and vocal expression. In other words, the children’s senses were engaged, 

and they were responding physically and mentally as a group, showing undivided interest 
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as they voiced their ideas and expressed their interpretations. This phenomenon was 

especially valuable pedagogically because we, the teachers, often had difficulty with 

group focus, and found that some children struggled with behavioral issues resulting in 

non-participation. The converse dynamic, “exclusion,” was often seen in children who 

had emotional needs and were emotionally “not there,” unable to concentrate or to accept 

the behavioral norms of group participation, or who were resistant to being included in 

class activities. However, there were other children who became engrossed in their own 

movements that they seemed completely unaware of the group. These children were 

always found expressing themselves and exploring their own movements, with deep 

concentration, on their own, apparently oblivious of what the group as a whole was doing. 

They were physically part of the group, yet they were isolated by their non-involvement 

in group objectives. As a creative movement class, the children were always encouraged 

to express individuality, but these children removed themselves from the group through 

movements that seemed entirely self-focused, and thus isolated from the class activity.  

Therefore, according to their levels of engagement, focus, and cooperation, some 

children fell into the category of “inclusion,” participating in the journey as part of the 

group, while others fell into the category of “exclusion,” voluntarily removing 

themselves from the group, whether by passive non-cooperation or through their 

exclusive engagement in their own movements.   

 

 

 



 222

Inclusion 

 Within the dynamic display of individuality and personal style in class, which 

included self-determined isolation, non-participation, call-outs by the homeroom teacher, 

and inattentiveness marked by wandering and squirming movements, there were also 

moments in which all the children were engaged and participating. This does not 

necessarily mean they were all doing the same thing, but rather that the students exhibited 

a strong focus and group awareness, drawing on each others’ ideas and movements and 

displaying focus as a group, indicating their collective engagement. These means of focus 

can be categorized into three general areas: 1.) group focus elicited by multimodal 

sensory awareness; 2.) focus accentuated by collective engagement via common curiosity 

about cultural and ethnic aspects of the class; and 3.) a sense of cultural inclusion that 

extended into their preferences for music, drawing them toward inclusive movements that 

also emphasized their personal styles.  

 During the mirroring dance in Session 1, the children displayed a focus that 

eventually created a calm, centered group environment. Following a moment of silence, I 

noticed the children’s eyes focused on each other’s movements. There were other 

moments, like M2 and R’s duet, in which students were not entirely in harmony, yet were 

concentrating on one another’s movements, eventually moving in unison. I also noticed 

N3 making sure that she was following her partner, V1, as each girl tried to become 

attuned to the other’s movements. The slight touch of their hands evoked a bigger arm 

gesture, in which they interacted with their senses of one another.  
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 All the pairs participated in the mirroring dance, demonstrating strong 

engagement and a shared display of self-movement as they attuned themselves to patterns 

through movement. Mirroring required the children to be alert and aware of their partners, 

which in turn aided in broadening and refining their kinesthetic and spatial awareness 

during the interchange of movement. As they worked in pairs, this particular activity 

required the children to focus on each other, and was successful in achieving individual 

focus within the group, as they were less likely to talk, chat, or fidget, probably due to the 

reciprocal attention within the pairs.  

In Session 2, the class stepped to the beat of the music as a group, swaying their 

upper bodies. As they shook their torsos and kicked in different directions, stepping 

forward together, their kinesthetic focus made the circular formation smaller and tighter, 

eliciting a multisensory awareness as their inclinations toward rhythm and relations to the 

music and the beat reinforced their movement focuses. Each child’s attention was drawn 

toward the rest of the group, and in the end, they all somehow connected and danced as a 

single entity, which included J2, who usually did not participate. A somewhat similar 

situation occurred in Session 7, toward the end of the mask exploration dance. R and M2 

initiated a hover-over dance, moving in a circular formation with arms linked around 

each other, hovering over a big clump of children. As they guided and led the circle, 

eventually O and J3, who had chosen to do flips off to the side instead of engaging with 

the group, joined them, as did J2, who had at first shied away. In this case, R and M2’s 

initiation led to the inclusion of all the children, even those who initially removed 

themselves from the group. 
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 A very different means of achieving group focus surfaced in Session 3. When 

discussing ancestors, the children displayed group engagement in the discussion as they 

stated where they thought they were from and asked questions about Ms.S. and me, 

commenting on our language and looks. When asked to define African dance, their 

answers to the question of who their ancestors were, including “I don’t know because we 

are American,” showed group solidarity. The dialogue in this genuine discussion, to 

which the children could relate individually, brought us closer to each other as we shared 

information about our backgrounds and identities, about which the children also 

displayed curiosity. A similar phenomenon occurred in Session 12 during a discussion of 

music preferences, when even M1 and K1, whose attention dwindled regularly, actively 

verbalized answers. 

 An individual/pair focus often led to a group focus and the cultural/social 

cohesion of the group, sometimes combining to positively shape the collaborative process. 

During Session 7, I also noted that when hip-hop-inspired music was played, all the 

children moved and gyrated to the beat, their verbal and facial expressions reflecting their 

excitement both at hearing the music and at dancing to it. This illuminated their collective 

awareness of connecting music to movement, as well as their common inclination toward 

hip-hop songs. As the meditative music played, the group focus was again evident in the 

controlled motions the children displayed. Their movement responses to the meditative 

music greatly differed from their responses to hip-hop, as this type of music encouraged 

them to move in a relaxed and soft manner, with smaller and less exaggerated motions, 
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yet their connection to the music was evident as the mood of the group became calm and 

relaxed.  

The above examples of inclusion—or group engagement—illustrate the 

aforementioned three categories: multisensory inclusion, inclusion driven by a group 

curiosity regarding ethnicity and culture, and inclusion based on shared interests. First, 

the children displayed group focus when they were connected by multimodal sensory 

awareness. When one child mirrored the movements of another, this created pairs of 

children engaged in each other’s self-expression, which ultimately improved the focus of 

the students as a group. Second, the group showed a collective focus heightened by their 

common curiosity about the cultural and ethnic aspects of the class. This curiosity led to a 

general recognition of their social cohesion, as exemplified by the universal agreement 

that they were “all American.” Finally, their common interest in culture extended into 

their preferences for music, drawing them toward an inclusive movement that 

emphasized their personal styles and group interests. In essence, the group’s inclusion 

was intensified by appealing to their interests and kinesthetic awareness and engaging the 

children collectively, though their individual creativity still allowed them to refine their 

own personal styles.  

 Figure 5-8 illustrates some examples of drawings in which the children chose to 

draw dancing moments that reflected their personal styles. While some drawings depict 

not only the mover but others as well, they still mirror the traits and preferred movements 

of the individual children. Although this may seem at first glance to indicate individual 
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(rather than group) focus, the children represented themselves performing movements 

that were part of the group activities, indicating a sense of inclusion. 

 

Figure 5-8. Drawings reflecting children’s personal styles 

J1: “I was good at dance 
class today. I like to break 
dance every day. I like 
[dancing].” 

M2: “I was twisting around.” 
 

O: “Floor Dancing” 

V1: “I like it” 
N1: “Gro this is my [Go this 
is me]” 

J2: Drawing of a “dancing 
heart” 
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The last two drawings in particular reflect the thoughts and feelings of the 

children. In one, N1, who was always a “standout” explorer, drew himself larger than the 

other students and attempted to note in his writing that it was him dancing (“This is Me 

Dancing”). Nevertheless, the inclusion of other students in the drawing indicates his 

sense of inclusion. In another, J2, the shy and sometimes resistant mover, expressed how 

she liked dancing and wanted to dance by including a heart. When asked about this 

drawing, she stated that it depicted her doing a “happy dance” with her friend. In this way, 

it can be seen that the children’s sense of self (i.e. Nasir drawing himself as big, 

reflecting his confidence) or true feelings (shy and resistant J2 opening up about her love 

of dance) might be reflected in their artwork, even if they felt they could not fully open 

up and respond physically through participation in dance. Although the students were 

often ostensibly individualistic, this frequently constituted a conscious contribution to 

(and inclusion in) the group as a cohesive unit. 

 
Exclusion  

In contrast to what I refer to as “inclusion,” when all the children displayed a 

collaborative attentiveness to exploration as a group, the class was also characterized by 

constant instances of withdrawal and isolation, referred to as “exclusion.” Sometimes, 

this took the form of a child moving away from the activities of the group to explore 

movements on his or her own, or withdrawing from the group voluntarily but not 

pursuing independent movements (i.e., refusing to participate at all), while at other times 

a child had to be taken out of the group to maintain order, as defined by Ms. M., the 

homeroom teacher, who played the role of disciplinarian. This cycle of 



 228

withdrawal/removal most commonly involved J2, who often voluntarily removed herself 

from the group activities (and even chose not to participate in our final performance), but 

at other times, some of the boys were called out by Ms. M. because she perceived their 

classroom behavior as unruly.  

 

Opting for Individual/Sub-Group Movements, Rather Than Group Participation 

 During the creative process, a few children showed a preference for pursuing 

movement exploration individually rather than as part of the group. When doing this, 

they moved on their own according to their personal interests and movement agendas, 

which sometimes distanced them both physically and emotionally from the in-class 

content explorations. Although self-expression was encouraged, in these instances, the 

children eventually veered into the realm of self-expression at the expense of others or 

showed disregard for the group rather than acting as part of the group. Their movements 

challenged the activities planned for the entire group by the teacher and chosen by the 

children. This preference for personal or sub-group exploration, apart from the group 

activity, showed a pronounced correlation with inverted movements. The following 

examples illustrate this point, underlining the difficulty in striking a balance between 

unfettered expression and cohesion of group activities.  

During Session 3, while the majority of the class embodied animals verbally and 

physically, K1 was off to the side of the group, demonstrating a back stand alongside O, 

who was practicing a headstand with both palms supporting his head. While both boys 

displayed focus, clarity, and kinesthetic awareness in their movements, as evidenced by 
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their precarious positions and their strength and focus, they were not engaged in the task 

the rest of the class was pursuing. This created a divide between the two boys and the rest 

of the class.  

During Session 4, when the children were jumping in different directions as part 

of the warm-up, I noted that three children had distanced themselves from the group’s 

circular formation and were instead focused on their own movements, chiefly 

characterized by handstands and flips. Though they were still pursuing movement 

explorations, their self-directed efforts had the effect of distracting the rest of the group 

and breaking the flow of the group’s collective energy. I therefore chose to stop them, 

refocus their attention, and move on to another exploration. In this case, the number of 

students who had chosen exclusion influenced the energy of the group. Later in Session 4, 

during the “poking dance,” some children chose to move on their own, flipping, hopping, 

skipping, cart wheeling, and sliding. Although this did not necessarily result in a 

fragmented group, these actions made the space increasingly frenzied from my viewpoint. 

This was reflected in the comments K2, A2, and B shared with me after the session: K2, 

panting, said, “Ms. Hannah, I feel dizzy!” a statement that was accompanied by A2’s and 

B’s nods. A2 added, “I liked running away from poking. It was fun to run away and 

scream!” B also said, “I felt great being a hypnotic balloon!” and smiled. During Session 

5, while the group traveled across the room individually or in small groups, three children 

stayed in the corner against the wall and stretched, moving and interacting with each 

other’s limbs and exploring what one later referred to as a “wall dance.” In this case, a 

trio voluntarily withdrew from the larger group’s exploration efforts and created their 
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own separate exploration of a wall dance. Though I had intended for the students to 

explore how to move across the space, it cannot be said that these girls were entirely 

refusing to participate. The girls were exploring movement, although not with the same 

focus I had intended. Regardless of whether the students benefited from such free 

expression, this particular example can be seen as an instance of voluntary exclusion 

from the group, and thus elucidates the causes of exclusion and the different methods of 

engagement that played out in the dynamics of the group process. For example, the girls 

were clearly spatially excluded, yet they still engaged in movement exploration. 

Therefore, in this case, spatial and energy exclusion were apparent, interplaying within 

the group dynamic. Exclusion has many faces and can occur in many ways, including 

spatially, emotionally, and in terms of movement quality. 

 In each of these instances, individuals or small groups were caught up in their 

own movement discoveries based on their movement aesthetics and personal styles, but 

were not engaged in the wider topic being presented to the entire group, thus excluding 

themselves from the group. The above examples illustrate sub-group, pair, and individual 

autonomous distancing from the group or topic (or both). In each instance, a balance had 

to be struck between maintaining group focus and allowing the students free expression. 

This was a key dilemma for the teachers and was manifested throughout the course of the 

sessions. 
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Self-Withdrawal from Group Activities 

 Another form of exclusion was seen in individuals who voluntarily removed 

themselves from the group, not spatially or by reduced movement quality, but by 

completely abstaining from movement participation. This abstinence might have been 

influenced by their mental states, such as being angry, upset, irritated, or simply not 

feeling like participating. 

For example, G often seemed unhappy, looked discontented and upset, and was 

quick to pick fights. During Session 4, when the other children were focused on exploring 

shapes by freezing mid-action, I noticed that she was standing still, looking upset, and no 

longer participating after the third round of the exploration. Again, during Session 5, as 

the class explored spatial pathways and everyone was against the wall, G pushed another 

child, distracting the entire class. The incident was repeated, and eventually led to a fight. 

This behavior indicated a complete and autonomous withdrawal from the class activities, 

though there was no apparent external cause. 

Other children also chose not to participate in various ways. During Session 7, as 

the others explored movements while wearing masks, S attempted to discard hers, 

mumbling and frowning as she removed herself from the group. From that point on, she 

no longer participated in the group’s activities, but instead sat alone, watching the other 

children passively. During the girls’ exploration in Session 10, one child chose to stand to 

the side and observe while the others were twirling and skipping. When children chose 

not to participate, the others were suddenly more prone to distraction, fidgeting, and even 

fighting. The refusal of one person to participate affected the energy of the group as a 
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whole. When this happened, Ms. M. tried to use discipline to correct the situation, but she 

was met with mixed responses. While these behaviors might have been influenced by 

unrelated, outside factors, these situations did illuminate that the space was an outlet for 

personal expression, and thus these instances of exclusion provided tangible evidence that 

the children felt free enough in this environment to act out in these ways. 

 

Involuntary Removal for Disciplinary Reasons 

While some children chose to remove themselves, other children were removed 

involuntarily. Ms. M. was always present for class sessions and assessed the students’ 

behavior based on rules established during regular classes. Consequently, Ms. M. would 

call out and remove children from the movement explorations as she deemed appropriate.  

During each session, a few children were repeatedly seated by the steps after being called 

out by Ms. M., who, at times, admonished them for their unruliness. These incidents had 

a pronounced effect on the group’s activities. With fewer children, or with some leaving 

and returning, the energy and effectiveness of the sessions were altered. Heightened 

dynamics and group energy are necessary for effective movement discovery. Therefore, 

when students did not participate or were not allowed to rejoin the group after removal, 

this lessened the number of students involved and, in turn, tended to hinder the group’s 

creative process.  

For example, if one student saw another student doing something that he or she 

liked, the first student might copy those movements, thus altering and augmenting the 

group dynamic. However, when children were excluded, the group process changed. For 
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instance, when B participated, his movement ideas, expressions, and verbal sharing drew 

others’ attention (such as the “I am crazy” dance in Session 14), resulting in increased 

participation. On the other hand, in Session 16, when he was not allowed to participate, 

the strong movement energy of the boys who often surrounded him was noticeably 

lessened.  

Sometimes, self-withdrawal had the positive effect of adding to a child’s personal 

movement repertoire, as they were given leave to pursue their own aesthetics or were 

prone to unexpected bursts of creativity (such as the wall dance in Session 14). However, 

such behavior sometimes resulted in the student’s removal from the group. In these 

instances, the focus of the group was often distracted by frequent interruptions, as Ms. M. 

removed participants or allowed them to return. As she was not always aware of the class 

content, she often excluded students who were achieving the activity objective by 

displaying their own personal styles rather than conforming to what she perceived as 

acceptable behavior.  Repeatedly removing children whose individuality had strong 

influences on the group dynamic not only left fewer children to participate, but also 

influenced the energy of the remaining students and, in some instances, prevented the 

students from achieving certain session objectives.   

 

Gender Perceptions 

 Another factor that influenced the group responses was the children’s gender 

perceptions of movements. This perception could be seen in their reactions to particular 

movements, their specific movement preferences when exploring, and their verbal 
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responses and color choices. While gendered behavior was prominent, there were also 

times when non-gendered behavior was seen.  

 

Gendered Movement Responses 

From the beginning, most boys either resisted moving their hips or responded 

with verbal criticisms such as, “I don’t like it! That’s girls’ movement!” before they 

stopped moving, while others laughed as they watched their classmates move. One boy 

declared that he wanted to do his own dance, while others timidly moved their hips in 

slow, sluggish circles. All the boys joined in when one initiated a movement involving 

bouncing his knees, which revealed the boys’ preferences for movements using the entire 

body as opposed to the more sensual motions associated with isolated body parts like the 

hips. This was a vivid example of the boys and girls being separated by the perception 

that a specific action was restricted according to gender, even though the instructions 

were for the entire class.  

The above reaction to hip movements reappeared in Session 5, when A1—who 

rarely participated—followed along and laughed loudly, exclaiming, “Funny!” though a 

look from Ms. M. stopped him from moving and vocalizing. Some boys hesitantly moved 

their hips from side to side, while others stood still, moving only their hands. In Session 9, 

one boy chose to move his legs in and out with intricate steps and controlled hip actions, 

further demonstrating the boys’ resistance to moving their hips and their perceptions of 

such movements as “girly.” In my journal, I noted that the boys hesitated to participate 
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because of their consciousness of each other. For example, when N1 stopped, most of the 

other boys followed, as if joining in would be cause for ridicule.  

There were other actions that gave a strong impression of the children’s concepts 

of gender. The boys showed an inclination toward sharp, strong, rhythmic movements, 

while the girls exhibited smooth lines with a soft quality, though they also displayed a 

marked inclination toward rhythmic actions accentuated by hip movements. In Session 2, 

while exploring arms, two boys performed rhythmic punches, while the girls initiated 

swimming actions of the arms with bobbing hips. In Session 9, the boys giggled and 

labeled one girl’s movements as “girly!” and “not cool.” In Session 10, midway through 

the boys’ group exploration, most boys were seen flipping and doing break dancing 

movements. C suggested particular movements to the boys around him, stating that they 

“make us look strong.” His persistence in approving of this type of movement and in 

defining it as dance is evident in his reflective drawings, in which he continuously drew 

himself doing flips [see Figure 5-5]. 

The boys’ displays of strength-based athletic movements continued in their duets. 

For example, one boy lay on the floor with his whole body curled, supported by his arms 

in a push-up position, with his chest almost touching the floor, while another student 

balanced on top of him in an inverted position. Another pair next to them balanced, with 

one boy holding the other’s legs in the air, lifting him upward, while yet another boy 

slowly lowered his upper body back to the ground. On the other hand, all the girls (aside 

from one standing off to the side observing, and another who kept doing cartwheels and 

inverted movements) formed a circle with their arms linked and rotated clockwise, lightly 
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hopping and skipping. This was intermixed with the Wu-Tang dance, characterized by 

strong and sensual hip movements. At the end of Session 10, the girls reacted to the boys’ 

group, calling out, “Boys suck!” Ms.S. later informed me that the girls had told her the 

boys’ movements seemed “boring” and that they were “not moving much.” Their 

responses hint at a possible gendered aesthetic.  

All of these examples indicate aesthetics derived from pre-existing perceptions of 

gendered movements. Even in Session 10, when the children were divided by gender 

without an explanation, the movement quality of each group was distinctly different. The 

boys displayed controlled, focused movements requiring a significant amount of strength, 

while the girls displayed an inclination toward movements that were flowing and delicate, 

requiring full-body expressiveness, such as hops and light jumps accompanied by arm 

gestures.  

 

Instances of Gender Neutral Movements  

While the sessions prominently featured children’s displays of gender perceptions, 

there were also times when no gender perceptions were visible, and even instances in 

which previously seen gendered movements were contradicted. For instance, in Session 2, 

some of the boys followed two girls who were vigorously stomping and marching, while 

others explored stepping to warm up their feet. G, in particular, displayed non-gendered 

movements. In Session 7, I noticed her suddenly stand up and run in place, shaking her 

arms and fingers. In Session 10, while the other girls were exploring hopping and twirling, 

G isolated herself and ran around, doing cartwheels and flips. I also noted that she was 
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frequently seen with the boys, running and attempting flips, even after class. In Session 9, 

when choosing a ribbon, G chose a brownish one, while the rest of the girls fought over 

the yellow, pink, red, and light purple ribbons. These choices in both movement and color 

preferences contrasted sharply with those of the other girls in the class, as discussed in 

the previous section. 

All of these incidents suggest that the children were not necessarily attuned to 

gender biases if a particular movement sparked them to continue exploring certain actions. 

For instance, in G’s case, it was clear that the particular movements of running, flipping, 

and cart wheeling interested her more than did the “girly” movements displayed by the 

other girls, and this prompted her to move as she chose. Moreover, her choice of ribbon, 

contradicting existing gender perceptions, indicates that while gender perceptions were 

deeply embedded in these children, their individuality could overpower these stereotypes 

in favor of genuine self-expression. It might also be the case that some deeper, more 

complex gender identification was at work here, though as this is not the subject of the 

present study, further research would be needed to determine its nature. This acceptance 

of individuality was less prominent with the boys, who only showed a preference for non-

gender typical movements in the Balloon Dance exploration of Session 4, when most of 

the class expressed the images of a balloon by floating on tip-toes with arms round, in 

contrast to the boys’ generally preferred running and flipping movements. It was brief 

moments like these that highlighted the children’s abilities to alter their gender 

perceptions or biases and engage in gender neutral movements or even in movements 

more often associated with the opposite gender.  
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Unprompted Separation According to Gender 

 Another phenomenon that reflected gender perception was an unexpected gender 

separation, occurring without any instigation from outside forces such as Ms. M. or 

myself. There were initial moments, such as when we formed a circle to do the warm-up, 

when the girls and boys naturally separated themselves by sex. I often noticed that the 

girls and boys had peeled off into separate groups, but the behavior in question was most 

marked in Sessions 2 and 9, when they separated themselves according to gender before 

class and during the warm-up. The second incident, in Session 9, highlighted a natural 

difference between the sexes in terms of movement. The reaction of the boys in particular 

to the girls’ movements separated the group by gender. Another scene of gender 

separation occurred during Session 11 as I facilitated a discussion on the summer 

seasonal dance. While the girls called out for beach sand dancing, one boy declared, 

“That’s too girly. We want to do our own stuff!” and then led a discussion among the 

boys about football players and how they move, saying that outdoor sports reminded 

them of summer. In this case, the interests exhibited by boys and girls were different 

enough to divide them into gendered groups. The boys displayed movements resembling 

playing “catch,” as they ran about, hopped sideways, and moved forward and backward. 

The girls skipped in a line diagonally across the stage, one of them exclaiming, “We’re 

girls skipping under the sun!” Ultimately, the group dance became two group dances. The 

differences in each gender’s interests led to a social division, even though they had begun 

as a single group with the purpose of dancing together.  
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Verbal Expression of Gendered Responses 

 While not immediately obvious, there were times when the children’s verbal or 

behavioral responses suggested their strong sense of gender. In Session 7, when asked to 

say what they felt like with masks on, a boy replied, “Strong!” and posed in a broad 

stance with arms wide, biceps flexed, and hands in fists, while another exclaimed, 

“Wild!” and shook his body and head loosely. A girl responded loudly, “Beautiful!” 

while swaying on her toes with floating arms. In this case, the boys identified themselves 

with adjectives depicting power and strength, as opposed to the girls, who alluded to a 

more traditionally feminine image of grace and elegance. In Session 10, during the boys’ 

and girls’ group dances, a girl cried out, “We are as beautiful as models!” During the 

boys’ group dance, which consisted mostly of flips, cartwheels, and stomping, a few girls 

shouted out, “Boys suck!” They later said to Ms.S., “The movements are too crazy and 

ugly!” When the children were choosing ribbons for the ribbon exploration in Session 9, 

the girls (all but one) fought for light purple and pink, stating, “I want a pretty one!” The 

boys selected dark or neutral-colored ribbons, resisting ribbons that were pink or red. 

Ms.S. shared her notes on one boy’s reaction when she suggested a yellow ribbon. He 

commented, “No, that color isn’t for me.” The children clearly had embedded perceptions 

of gender. Whether these resulted from exposure to social pressures or from cultural 

factors, they managed to pervade the creative process exhibited in class, shaping and 

influencing the children’s aesthetic preferences. 
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Student Autonomy and Leadership 

The sessions’ dynamics were greatly influenced by individuals who stood out as 

leaders. I often observed the power these influential participants wielded over our process 

of exploration. The following illustrates some of these incidents and demonstrates how 

they influenced the sessions. 

 

Dominant Voices: Refocusing the Group 

A few individuals displayed the ability to influence the actions and reactions of 

those around them. These students were natural leaders, able to bring awareness and 

focus attention, adding another dynamic to the class process that was frequently missing 

and homing in on aspects of the group relationship that were not always readily apparent. 

These children were regularly vocal and influential, but rather than trying to take over the 

class, they showed their autonomy through their freedom of expression and natural 

assertiveness, leading others and often playing a significant role in maintaining (and, 

occasionally, redirecting) the group’s focus, and their intervention would frequently 

facilitate the group process. For instance, during Session 6, which featured a Korean 

dance arm movement exploration, one student commented to another, “You are not doing 

it right!” and then giggled in response to the other student’s movement. In this way, she 

communicated that her classmate’s movement was not in line with what the group was 

doing, based on Ms. S.’s demonstration. This revealed the student’s observation of the 

movement’s quality and offered a judgment on its execution. Noticing this, although the 

criticism had been directed at only one person, others began to double-check their own 
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arm movements, and those who were not following Ms. S.’s directions exactly attempted 

to adjust their position. This student interaction was indicative of the freedom of 

expression enjoyed in the class, and also exposed a critical learning process that fostered 

a removal of the hierarchy between students and teachers.  

A similar incident occurred in Session 14, toward the end of the exploration of the 

“he is/she is” dance. One student noticed that others were not following the guidelines for 

the dance and blurted out, “You didn’t say anything!” This referred to the instruction that 

each dancer begin his or her exploration by stating “She is…” or “He is…” This 

reminded the children of what had been asked of them and clarified how they should 

begin. This student not only demonstrated an understanding of the directions, but also 

showed assertiveness.  

There were other occasions in which a dominant student was able to call the 

attention of the class back to its core purpose. In Session 9, when J1 and I were 

demonstrating a ribbon mirroring movement, some of the children were being inattentive. 

Suddenly, M1 called out, “He is getting hypnotized!” As he said this, the rest of the 

group immediately focused on J1, including those who were not paying attention initially. 

They were clearly intrigued by M1’s comment, which made the demonstration appear 

more interesting and served to draw some of the students back, allowing them to re-

engage with the class activity. 

At other times, certain children were able to communicate to the teachers what all 

the children were feeling. During Session 13, when not all the children had completed 

their dances, N1 ran around until he was out of breath and panting, then called out, “I 
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think we are done!” None of the others had declared themselves to be “done” yet, but this 

comment had the effect of bringing the activity to a close for everyone. N1 thus 

demonstrated his ability to read his classmates’ behaviors and to infer what they were 

thinking. Although he was the first to declare that he was “done,” the group’s ready 

agreement told me that many of the students felt that they had done what they needed to 

do but had not yet managed to articulate this. N1 was able to lead the class to its logical 

conclusion in an energetic and positive way, by becoming spokesperson for the group, 

conveying a message to others. 

These examples illustrate moments when an individual’s assertiveness and vocal 

or physical actions played a positive role in the creative and learning process by 

providing the other students a chance to regroup, or refocus on the task at hand. Often, 

these small nudges helped to hone the children’s focus by challenging them to reconsider 

what had been asked of them, to evaluate their own actions in response to the group 

prompts, and to react accordingly. 

 

Individual Instigation 

A few dominant children consistently played the role of leader, or initiated 

movement ideas or concepts that created a specific movement exploration born of that 

child’s voice. The following examples are representative of these occurrences and 

demonstrate how they affected the dynamics of the group.  

 B often drew the other children into an exploration through his imaginative and 

innovative ideas for movement. This usually included guiding them through his own 
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creative exploration when an idea occurred to him. He never hesitated to voice his ideas 

and suggest that others try them. During Session 6, Ms.S. demonstrated a Korean dance 

phrase that traveled across the floor. A few children started to move, while others cried 

out that they wanted to go first. B did not wait to be called on or ask to join the queue. 

Instead, he left his spot, took command of the space, and ran aggressively to the far 

corner. His quality of movement contrasted sharply with the quality presented by Ms.S. 

in the Korean dance phrase. Several boys quickly focused on B and imitated his 

demonstration. Soon, most of the boys were running around vigorously, and B continued 

to lead the class on his own path until I reminded the students that they would all get a 

turn and have a chance to perform for the audience. In this particular incident, B’s 

presence dominated the group and inspired others to come out and show their ideas to the 

rest of the class. This differed from the content presented and showed B’s ability to lead 

the group in his own direction.   

 B’s charisma often had the effect of inspiring others to reach within themselves to 

see what they could create. As he took control of the lesson using his own body as a focal 

point, his demonstrated leadership challenged the group to explore movement in ways 

that might otherwise not have occurred. On one occasion, as we were about to start the 

warm-up, B shouted, “I can walk on my hands!” He then showed that he could indeed do 

this, and a few other students followed his lead. Later, during the same session, he blurted 

out, “I want to do a stretch dance!” and moved into a backbend. Other boys joined him, 

and eventually some girls also followed suit. In another example, toward the midpoint of 

this session, B shouted out, “Can we move roughly? That’s more exciting.” He then 
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began an intricate movement with his head and torso, followed by equally complicated 

leg movements. Noticing this, other boys, and one girl who was usually a hesitant 

participant, began to move in a frenzied way, and the energy level of the class was 

immediately transformed.  

 During the warm-up to another session, B offered movement suggestions, as 

usual. He called out, “I am a starfish!” Soon, we were all on our bellies, stretching. Later, 

as we traveled from one side of the room to the other, a group that included B and A2 

began to move lightly to the melody of the music, using an upper body swinging motion, 

while the rest of the group followed suit. During another session, after watching several 

students perform their “I am” dances, B raised his arms and said loudly, “I am crazy!” He 

began to run around, waving his arms, shaking his head, and yelling, “Ahh!” This caused 

the rest of the children to follow him, echoing his yelling and tumbling chaotically 

around the space. At the end of the same session, while exploring group sculptures using 

the prompt “We are,” B suggested, “Mammals!” and made an animal noise. Several 

children reacted by squirming and moving about the room, emulating B and making 

different kinds of animal noises. Such examples show the creativity of B’s ideas and the 

way in which they inspired the other students. B’s sense of autonomy contributed to the 

class dynamic, and his voice and personal style had the power to inspire the group as a 

whole. He had the ability to lead the class by drawing the group’s focus to his actions, 

generally influencing the group’s engagement through his uniqueness. However, he was 

not the only one who influenced the creative process. There were other children who 

made similar positive contributions. 
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During one session, N1 was lying still on the floor on his belly with his legs 

extended in the air. M1 and N2 looked at him and called out, “Flying!” Soon the other 

children were imitating him, showing how his creativity inspired their own. On another 

occasion, as we sat in a circle and did our cool-down stretches, N1 pretended to be a seal. 

The other children were motivated by his idea and began to suggest different animal 

movements and add animal sounds. In another session, as we began the warm-up, N1 

called out, “Torso forward, right, backward, and left,” and the other children followed his 

chant. He also prompted other children to speak out using their own voices. This included 

K2, who suggested a shape for the movement. Others then called out shapes as well. O 

said, “D1!” and made himself bow-legged. R added, “We can close it!” as she 

straightened her legs. C shouted, “You can jump like that!” All the children attempted to 

jump while in a “rectangular” position. Next, we froze in our favorite shape, an idea K2 

suggested. I asked the children to call out their shapes. All were actively participating by 

now, even the shy ones. N1’s simple suggestion caught the imagination of all the children 

and led each of them to be stimulated by others’ ideas as they devised new and different 

movements.  

Rhythm was always a popular theme that captured the children’s imagination and 

offered opportunities for leadership. In Session 10, the boys ended their group dance with 

A2’s improvisational “stomping dance,” which seemed irresistible to the rest of the class, 

who joined them. During Session 12, I asked a few students to suggest rhythms. Soon, 

the whole class could be heard clapping and singing the popular Queen chorus, “We will, 

we will, rock you.” During the warm-up on another occasion, the group was distracted 
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and unruly. J3 began tapping a rhythm relating to the music being played in the 

background. A few children joined in and soon the space was filled with rhythms and 

movement.  

These incidents reveal how individual leadership guided the group to share 

different ideas as inspired by a dominant individual. As the group explored these ideas 

further, the leadership of a few transformed our sessions into collaborative choreography. 

This explorative climate influenced the group’s engagement with the content. Even 

though this sometimes took the focus away from my original session plan, it also gave 

insight into the group’s own preferences. As R stated, when referring to the fabric dance 

exploration, “We kind of read off of each other. We are still doing our own thing, but 

playing with it together and coming off of each other.” As she said this, others nodded 

their assent. This comment shows how R and the other children perceived the group 

process, and the ways in which they interacted physically and used the experiments of 

others to add new movements to their own repertoires. Far more than following 

movement demonstrations and instructions from a teacher, watching charismatic peers 

explore their own dance movements provided children with the opportunity to share their 

authentic personal styles and to grasp that it was acceptable to do so. 

 

Persistent Autonomy: The Quest for Attention 

Not all student autonomy contributed to the dynamic of the class and its creative 

process, and individual choices and behaviors sometimes proved to be less constructive. 

Some children displayed autonomous behaviors either through their conduct in class or 
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through their firm persistence in their own movement displays, in which they did not 

attend to the focus of the session. During Session 20, when we were rehearsing for the 

final performance, several students diverted their energy and that of the group. Instead of 

demonstrating movement, one child stared and smiled at the camera. Another child 

wandered to center stage out of turn and took over, playing for the camera before flashing 

a lopsided grin and gliding offstage. Both individuals seemed to disregard what was 

happening in the class at this time, despite verbal warnings and stern looks. Here, the 

autonomous behavior of these children had a decidedly negative effect on the group 

dynamic. 

At times, children seemed unaware of the disruptive effects of their autonomous 

behavior. During Session 22, N1’s kinesthetic energy was tangible. Everyone else was 

reaching toward Washington as we warmed up on a carpet with a map of the U.S. on it, 

while N1 stretched out with his head, then did a quick headstand. I found myself waiting 

for him to come back to the group, and called out for the others to “freeze” in hopes of 

keeping the rest of the children from losing focus. On this occasion, I did not feel that N1 

was intentionally trying to disrupt the class. Rather, he was so focused on his inner 

dialogue that he was unaware of the effect his actions were having on the others in the 

group.  

These incidents have illustrated how some students’ actions and preferences 

impacted the group’s dynamic and energy. These effects came either as a result of 

students’ specific behaviors or their more general idiosyncrasies, as illustrated in the 

incidents with the camera during the rehearsal. These moments challenged the facilitator 
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to decide whether to move the entire group into line with the anomalous behavior or to 

simply let the actions run their course and hope that the rest of the group would not be 

derailed. It was also possible for Ms. M., the classroom teacher, to intervene during these 

occasions, prompting the rest of the class to continue while she addressed a disciplinary 

issue with the student involved. By allowing these unexpected events to occur, and 

sometimes to alter the course of the class sessions, I acknowledged students’ 

contributions to the collaborative learning process.  

The individuals who displayed autonomy, whether through verbal or kinesthetic 

means or through their personality traits, not only had an impact on other individuals and 

the group in general, but also shed light on the group’s preferred movements and 

responses. By observing the group’s reactions to these autonomous members, I could 

infer what the group as a whole preferred to do in terms of movement ideas, expression, 

and participation. It was these autonomous individuals and their relentless pursuit of their 

own agendas in class that helped to illuminate what it was that the students were 

interested in exploring and learning more about, which was not always readily obvious. 

These students’ firm beliefs in their own abilities and interests could, on the one hand, 

mirror the interests and preferences of their peers, or, on the other, provide their peers 

with innovative ideas and approaches to consider in their own explorations.  

The student autonomy that was displayed on these occasions also opened the 

question of how much children should initiate and guide in class sessions. Through open-

ended, “scaffolding-based” instruction, the students were given freedom to express their 

movements within the given theme of the day. For instance, we might have a theme of 
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“exploring shapes,” but what kind of shape they made and how they embodied it was left 

to the students. One of the particular aims of this creative movement class was to 

encourage individual expression and voices, but also to avoid too much downtime and 

open-ended movement, as this could easily lead to a disordered environment. The ways 

in which these circumstances interplayed with the teaching dynamic will be discussed 

further in the Teaching Dynamics analysis.  

 

Inclination to Embody Animals and/or Characters and Props (Fabrics and 

Balloons) 

Many of the sessions were characterized by the students’ spontaneous and 

unsolicited manifestations of a variety of images—animals, balloons, statues, fabrics, and 

abstract ideas—through movements, verbalizations, and reactions (facial expressions, 

physical movements, and an intangible sense of the moment). I define embodiment 

according to Merleau-Ponty’s foundational concept of “knowing the world through the 

body” (1968, p. 13) and as habitual gestures, so that the body not only exists, but one’s 

senses and being are intertwined. Embodiment then is a feeling and expression or 

illumination of a deep connection and a relationship to an idea or an image, or an 

exploratory action through movements, such as verbal and facial expressions and 

kinesthetic learning. Thus, the act of embodying entails feeling, imagining, and moving 

in response to an idea, image, or other content. The dancers feel they have become an 

image, and they demonstrate and illuminate their new selves through their movements, 

expressions, and interactions with others. 
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Embodying Animals and/or Characters 

 
The children’s inclinations toward embodying animals emerged during 

explorations and occurred naturally and spontaneously. Such incidents came about in two 

forms. The first occurred during content exploration, not necessarily related to animals, in 

which the group, urged on by one or two individuals, transformed into animals while 

warming up. The second was during moments in which individuals chose to embody 

animals while exploring in smaller groups. The moments of the entire group’s 

transformation into animals happened during group warm-ups or explorations in which 

an individual child would initiate a movement based on his or her understanding of the 

various animal noises, movements, and characteristics that they were trying to imitate. 

Their interpretations of animals were based on their experiences of seeing and hearing the 

animals, whether in real life or on TV and in books. During Session 3, when warming up 

on all fours by arching their backs, a few children meowed and someone yelled, “Cats!” 

New sounds and movements suggested other animals, including “octopus” and “frog.” 

One student’s instant connection of the exercise with an animal led the others to evoke 

their own animals and turned the warm-up into an animal exploration. 

 A single student’s spontaneous suggestion could also make the whole group 

interact. For example, in Session 4, one student suggested and demonstrated belly sliding 

on the floor, imitated first by two others and then by the whole group. In this way, they 

transformed into a nest of snakes making hissing noises. Sometimes the teacher’s prompt 

encouraged the children to express their individual ideas by calling out a response, as in 

Session 15 when, during the creation of a moving group sculpture to explore “We are…” 
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B shouted, “Mammals!” and made an animal noise, which led to a group response of 

squirming and moving about the room, making various animal noises. In Session 20, 

toward the end of our closure dance, as we did our cool-down stretches in a circle, N1 

initiated a “belly on the floor” and then a “seal” movement. C thought of a tiger and A2 

growled, while E stretched her “giraffe neck.” In Session 22, Thanksgiving and Turkey 

Day came up, and a movement transformed into a mob of gobbling turkeys, with children 

hopping and making noises. The triggering of these movements in the absence of any 

prompting reveals the children’s natural connections with and affinity for animals. 

The group’s propensity toward animals was also illuminated through individual 

explorations of movement and sound. For example, in Session 5, for the floor crossing 

dance, B and O chose to run, making soft bird-like sounds and floating their arms in the 

air as they moved swiftly across the floor like two birds chasing each other. In Session 7, 

some boys were crawling with their masks on, barking and growling as they jumped, 

squatted, and bumped into each other. K2 leapt while B and C interacted aggressively, 

alluding to animals such as tigers and lions. In Session 10, I noticed M1 squirming on his 

belly with his limbs stretched out, whispering, “Like a snake!” The children’s choices to 

manifest animals through movements, verbalizations, and interactions with others 

indicated their natural tendencies to embody animals, which often occurred without 

solicitation. Moreover, a few reflective drawings by the children depicted animals, as 

illustrated in Figure 5-9, below. 
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“Shark” by T “Frog dance” by J3 “Bats fly” by M1 

Figure 5-9. Drawings on animal movement explorations 

 

Embodying Balloons 

The children’s inclination toward embodying was also observed in what they 

referred to as the “balloon dance.” This came in Session 4, in which we explored the 

balloon image in order to focus on spatial awareness. The children displayed a level of 

involvement that was marked by the deliberate inclusion of all participants, some 

standing on tiptoe, holding their arms above their heads in a circle and floating, although 

the majority of the boys were running. Their position, still on tiptoe, was invisible due to 

the speed of their running, but they kept their hands above their heads. My journal entry 

notes the phenomenon, stating:   

During the balloon idea, one by one the children swiftly moved around in a 
circular formation. J1’s carefully tiptoed steps were visible as he related to the 
floating melody of the music, and one by one, each boy and girl joined in the 
floating in a circular pattern, with their arms making spiral swirls in the air. Then 
N1 suddenly upped the tempo and ran, still floating, but like a balloon caught by 
the wind (as he would state), drawing the other boys to join him. The group fed 
off each other’s energy and expressed their individual representations of balloons 
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through their movements. Despite the individual movements, they seemed 
connected together. (Reflective Journal Session 4, p. 23) 

 
 

 
This entry illustrates how children can display embodiment as a group while 

simultaneously depicting their individual images of a balloon. An example of this is N1’s 

typical running movements, which transformed and blended into the embodiment of a 

balloon as much as the others’ more obvious depictions of forming a vertical “O” with 

their arms. Each student saw himself or herself as a balloon, and though each balloon was 

different, the observer saw a group of balloons, not just a number of individual 

interpretations.  

The group’s engagement during the balloon exploration was also heightened by 

the “balloon dying” experiment, in which Ms.S. and I, after a period of exploration of 

balloons, approached each child and pretended to poke the “balloon.” This led to each 

child running away with a shriek. One child’s resistance became a game of tag, and 

although the children were screaming and yelling, they were paying close attention, each 

watching carefully to see who was attacking and who was defending. Their avoidance of 

being poked heightened their sense of space and awareness. Although the space was 

frenzied with giggles and raised voices, the group was visibly attentive to and involved in 

the exploration. Each individual had to thread through the chaos caused by the others, 

with three contradictory imperatives—to poke, to evade poking, and to avoid colliding 

with anyone else. This was a practical lesson in spatial awareness, movement awareness, 

and the relationships between moving objects. 
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The children’s enjoyment of creative movement through exploring the balloon 

image was evident in their reflective drawings for this session [Figure 5-10], in which 

they all chose to draw about the balloon dance experience, stating they “liked being a 

balloon.” Several children, who later suggested adding the balloon exploration to the 

performance piece, also reflected this. During a later brainstorming session, they again 

stated, “I like being a balloon!” and suggested doing the balloon dance one more time 

during our last session. 

 
J1: “We were acting like balloons.” E: “We were balloons.” 

B: “I had fun doing the [balloon] dance.” 
M2’s drawing of “three balloons,”      

labelled with her fellow movers’ initials: S, 
M, and N 

Figure 5-10. Drawings of the ‘Balloon Dance’  

Being Statues 

The inclination toward embodying characters was also highlighted by the 

children’s affinity for the sculpture dance, which was first introduced in Session 15, when 
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the theme was peer and group dynamics. In Session 15, we explored ways to make a 

group sculpture by coming up with ideas about what the group could be called. When 

exploring the group identity through the “We Are” dance, the children suggested various 

statues, envisaging the groups “family,” “team,” “American,” “mammals,” and “friends.” 

Each group formed itself into a conceptually representative shape, or statue.  

The sculpture exploration evolved from motion to still sculpture through a cue 

called out by me or Ms.S.. Most children responded through physical stillness and shape, 

with a few exceptions. One student squirmed on the floor in a mammal dance. In the 

group’s swirling movement, one child was hit and needed assistance. The group as a 

whole froze, displaying attentiveness to each other, connecting primarily through touch. 

My journal entry notes that there was a sense of alertness, a kinesthetic awareness not 

seen in previous moments of the session. Even N1, who was usually isolated exploring 

his own movements, now displayed alertness through his tranquil and uncharacteristically 

motionless posture. This demonstrated a sense of focus that was different from the usual 

erratic movements, as the children displayed a kinesthetic awareness and were able to 

interact in a composed fashion. They created poses for each cue and related to others, 

moving and stopping as a group, thereby creating an atmosphere of harmony. Their 

engagement and fascination with the moving sculpture was exemplified by the reflective 

drawings from these sessions. Many of them drew about the sculpture, alluding to the 

group and the connectedness/relationship experienced [see Figure 5-11].  
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Figure 5-11. Drawings of the ‘Sculpture Dance’ 

Little by little, the children fitted themselves into the sculpture, and at the end of 

the session, as we stretched our backs, counterbalanced by our arms linked in a circle, K1 

added, remembering the exploration, “I like this because I am with everyone and I feel 

big! It’s a big group sculpture!” The children’s enthusiasm for conceptually molding their 

bodies during this kinetic improvisation also aided group bonding by encouraging 

creative collaboration.  

 

Connecting with Fabric 

The fabric introduced in Session 8 intrigued the group. Although the concepts 

embodying fabric were not dissimilar from those embodying balloons, an extra element 

appears when a real, rather than imaginary, prop is used—the manner in which the 

children embody the concept is different. The fabric can act either as an extension of the 

individual’s body or as a connection between two or more people. When connecting, 

each child holds, pulls, flaps, waves, is wrapped in, or stands on the same piece of cloth 
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as another, and in this way, a small group becomes a single entity. During this session, 

small groups of children moved and danced in time to the music. In this way, the children 

made connections with their classmates they would not have ordinarily made. Each group 

was focused on its own play. For example, one piece of fabric was rolled upon as a 

child’s partner dragged it along, while another pair twisted theirs into a rope and swung it 

up and down, making it undulate. Two girls held their fabric, while a boy wrapped and 

unwrapped himself with it. Several children whispered to each other to suggest ideas. 

One usually shy child participated and explored, while another became one with the 

fabric, turning and wrapping it around his face while his partner watched, then twisting 

his panel repeatedly to form a rope. Another pair moved up and down with their fabric, 

mimicking its movement. One of the children wrapped and unwrapped his body by 

slowly turning one way and then the other. There was a sense of liveliness accompanied 

by a willingness to make suggestions. The children’s connection to the fabric was 

reflected in their drawings, all of which depicted their relationships to their fabric and 

their partners [Figure 5-12].  

 

 

 



 258

 

 

Figure 5-12. Drawings and writings reflecting “playing with fabric” 

Several children used the word “play” in their drawings. J2’s caption, “This is the 

fabric!” in her drawing of herself and Ms.S. illustrates the fabric’s role in forming a 

connection between the teacher and this normally shy child. Furthermore, the children’s 

drawings showed problem solving and cooperation, which encouraged the children to 

become more readily involved through their use of the fabric. This was depicted in 

several drawings in which the children chose to draw a person with whom they had 
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danced. Watching, touching, wrapping themselves in, and otherwise playing with and 

exploring the fabric exemplified the embodiment of the fabric’s movement and focused 

the children’s attention on the relationships created by the fabric.  

 

Summary of Theme Two—Group Responses 

The children’s various learning styles and creative approaches to participation 

consistently influenced the group. Their personality traits (inhibited, exploratory, 

sensitive, shy, etc.) created a form of inclusion and exclusion within the group process, 

and their interests and preferred aesthetics (i.e. personal movement and visual preferences 

based on their perceptions of gender and cultural influences) all contributed to the 

consequent group dynamic and ultimately influenced the creative process, including my 

teaching and the students’ learning.  

The group dynamic was created through the interplay of individual versus group 

learning styles and what appealed to individual students. Their various forms of 

participation influenced the group’s creative and learning process, as described in 

“Inclusion versus Exclusion.” The terms “inclusion” and “exclusion” describe the 

students’ levels of interest in the movement activities and their engagement in the 

exploratory content. Certain activities particularly involved multimodal awareness, which 

brought about a high level of inclusion. One such engaging activity was a mirroring 

exercise that required attentive listening, emotional engagement, and response through 

movement to sharpen the children’s kinesthetic and observational focus and music 

exploration. The children were also genuinely intrigued by the discussion about their 
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teachers’ ancestry and ethnicity. This discussion and the children’s responses revealed 

another strategy for engaging the students: being attentive to their genuine interests and 

finding ways to react to and integrate these interests into the curriculum. The free flow of 

discussion based on the students’ interests, observations, and ideas was crucial in the 

creative process.  

In contrast to moments of inclusion and high engagement, there were moments 

when individuals or small groups were disconnected from the group, which temporarily 

isolated a few of the children and in turn influenced the entire group dynamic. Even 

though these children were still physically present in the space, their lack of focus 

withdrew them from the creative process. This phenomenon of isolation occurred in three 

distinct ways. Each type of isolation or exclusion shows children at different levels of 

engagement. In the first category, the student is engaged in his/her own way, but does not 

participate as a group member or become involved in the group content. In the second 

category, there are emotional reasons for the student’s lack of engagement. The third 

category reflects total exclusion from the group. 

The children’s movement responses, especially movements of the hips and pelvis, 

reflected their gender perceptions. These perceptions, gleaned from society, were 

reflected in their verbal responses to specific movements, such as hip circles, which the 

boys called “girly.” Several instances of unprompted gender separation also demonstrated 

the students’ gender perceptions. However, gender-neutral movements, such as the girls’ 

strong displays of stomping and running, also suggested a slight paradox, showing that 
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movement exploration could be a medium for broadening gender perceptions and 

awareness. 

The strong quality of some of the students’ individual actions affected the group’s 

interaction, which in turn influenced the teaching and learning processes. The intriguing 

and exciting expressions of certain individuals influenced creative exploratory 

movements and the vocabularies of other individuals in the group, which I identified as 

student autonomy. This not only acknowledged the children’s voices, but also 

demonstrated and challenged the teaching and learning environment, blurring the 

boundary between student and teacher. Creative movement pedagogy emphasizes the 

value of individual expression and voice, and permitting the students to voice their 

thoughts allows the teacher into the students’ inner workings, fostering an appreciation of 

the children’s various learning and participation styles while revealing their perceptions 

and integrations of various movement styles.  

As part of these self-explorations, autonomy also occurred in the form of 

persistent autonomy, or the quest for attention or isolation. In our sessions, this form of 

autonomy sometimes broke the rhythm of the group exploration, as individual behavioral 

displays or persistent, specific movement explorations veered away from the content of 

the group exploration and distracted fellow students. A few of these unanticipated 

displays of acting out disrupted the energy of the group. 

When the children embodied animals and/or characters, they demonstrated their 

various interests and their focused engagement. Their relationship to this type of content 

was easy for them to understand, as was their awareness of perceptual phenomena other 
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than simple movement. The group’s responses to embodying animals, balloons, statues, 

and fabrics show that certain factors were constructive in gaining the children’s interest 

and involvement, combating the disruptive autonomy discussed in the previous section.  

 First, to elicit their willing participation, the children needed to be present and 

aware at the moment they were exposed to the materials. This alertness enabled them to 

evoke a particular image and develop a corresponding motion, thereby making a 

transformation in focus and aesthetic preferences. This ability involves multimodal 

sensory awareness, which includes observing, feeling, sensing, kinesthetic awareness, 

being in tune with the subject, and connecting with ideas and images. Furthermore, when 

the content involved something that the children could easily relate to, this provided an 

image outlet that could be transferred into creative physical explorations while still 

retaining the concept of “play.” This could be considered the starting point for 

exploration of an individual’s authentic creativity.  

The children’s own individual traits and perceptions of movement in general and 

in the dance class in particular, including both physical and emotive aesthetic factors, had 

a strong influence on individual and group preferences for the exploration of content. The 

quality of the students’ participation was closely related to their interest in the content, as 

well as to their personal movement preferences. The students’ individual traits also 

strongly influenced the dynamics of engagement and disengagement, which consistently 

took place within the group. Preferences for or inclinations toward certain movements 

based on gender perceptions and aesthetic preferences (including movement quality, the 

use of images and props, different ways in which each student embodied group 
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characteristics, and the way some individuals or small groups reacted to the creative 

process) all affected the quality of participation in the group dynamic. The students’ 

individual learning and exploratory styles, in constant interplay with those of others in the 

group, indicated their levels of engagement and the content that might cause them to 

become more connected. 

 

Theme Three—Teaching Approaches, Dynamics, and Growth Opportunities 

The interplay among the three different teachers marked each of the sessions. My 

previous teaching experience at the school had taught me to pay attention to the students’ 

energy, need for attention, and tendency toward unpredictable and unruly behavior. With 

this in mind, I invited a colleague, Ms.S., to assist the homeroom teacher, Ms. M., with 

whom I had worked on the pilot project the previous semester and who, for legal reasons, 

needed to be present during all classes.  

During the pilot project, we found that consistency in class management and rules 

was necessary to avoid confusing the children. I had developed my own class rules 

during the previous project, but we decided to adopt Ms. M.’s rules, which included 

sending children to time-out if they were not focused on the class. Although I had 

intended to collaborate equally with Ms.S. to direct the class, she made it clear that she 

preferred to focus on working individually with students, leaving me as the primary voice 

in guiding the twenty four children. Ms. M. was aware of the potential for disorder in the 

children’s excitement about the gym space and their perception of dance as “moving and 

playing,” which they had expressed to her before the first class. She thus suggested that 
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she play a disciplinary role in the class. With each teacher’s function determined, our 

respective roles came into sharper focus as the sessions unfolded. 

Some challenges arose from our attempts to embrace and explore the children’s 

individuality and personal styles. By the third session, I appreciated Ms. M.’s discipline 

and consistency. For instance, A1’s difficulty focusing frequently confused or disrupted 

the rest of the class. The often-isolated, physical energy of boys like O, N1, and N2, or 

the sight of M1, K1, and N1 moving about randomly had the same effect. However, over 

time, the class evolved around the three-teacher dynamic. Ms. M.’s voice became a 

prominent feature of the class as she called out to the children who were being disruptive. 

My reflective journal for Session 3 notes, “Guiding the warm-up, I notice Ms. M. 

overseeing the circle of children. When their excited voices get louder, she hushes them. 

As a few boys talk, she sternly calls out their names as a warning.” (Reflective Journal, 

Session 3, p.15) I welcomed her disciplinarian role, which freed me to concentrate on 

guiding the children’s exploration of class content, and her methods seemed to work. 

After a few warnings, M1 and K1 no longer isolated themselves from the discussion and 

began to focus.  

At times, I also found myself elevating my voice, talking over the children to get 

their attention. A few always fidgeted, or failed to listen or participate. One day, I 

experimented with using a drum to focus their attention, only to discover that Ms. M.’s 

voice was more effective. I began to emulate her tone, even as I wondered whether a loud, 

stern voice calling out individual names was really the best way to maintain order.  
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By Session 14, when I stopped the class to address the group’s lack of focus, I 

realized that Ms. M.’s forthright voice was valuable, but that it might also limit the 

children’s creative expression. For instance, although N1 and K1 consistently displayed a 

strong kinesthetic awareness, they isolated themselves from the rest of the class to engage 

in self-exploration through movement. Each time, Ms. M. would stop them because to 

her their activities did not appear related to the class content. However, because this was 

a creative movement class that encouraged personal style and expression, I wanted to 

welcome their actions. Thus, I sometimes found myself in conflict with Ms. M.’s rules 

and her definition of what “classroom management” entailed.  

Ms. S.’s contributions added yet another dynamic to the class. She could easily 

pick out both shy and active children who needed extra attention. After Session 3, she 

timidly shared her need for stern discipline to keep the class from unraveling. Still, most 

of the time she gave focused, one-on-one guidance, provided specific suggestions based 

on a child’s needs, offered movement possibilities, and encouraged shy children to move, 

at times moving with them.  

As the sessions unfolded, it became clear that Ms. M.’s primary role was to help 

with focus and discipline, and, when necessary, to reinforce or clarify my instructions. 

While Ms.S. sometimes added discipline, she primarily provided the personal attention 

that I, as the facilitator, could not, offering the students empathy and encouragement. The 

following analysis illustrates each teacher’s approach during the class sessions and 

discusses how this diversity influenced, challenged, and encouraged my own pedagogical 

objectives. 
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My Role: Facilitating, Mentoring, Supporting, and Contributing to the Dynamics of 

Working with the Other Teachers 

Upon reflection, the presence of two other teachers, Ms. M. and Ms.S., had a 

positive impact on my role as facilitator, influencing both my teaching style and the 

children’s behavior. At times I found myself unconsciously making use of Ms. M.’s 

disciplinary techniques, primarily because her techniques were familiar to the children. In 

addition to my unconscious adoption of portions of their teaching styles, the presence of 

Ms. M. and Ms.S. was very helpful in that it allowed me to freely facilitate our dance and 

expression sessions without having to impose discipline myself. For example, as soon as 

the class was attentive I became the guide, while the other two teachers assisted in 

organizing the children. After watching how skillfully both teachers worked with the 

class, it was apparent that the other teachers’ understanding of and experience with this 

group of children was something that had grown over time. In this sense, I was able to 

clearly see that the children learned how we maintained discipline and responded to us as 

teachers accordingly. 

I noted that no matter how one expects to approach a class, other players (both 

teachers and students) are actively involved in the process of carrying out a curriculum.  

While, as the facilitator, I was solely responsible for developing the class curriculum, the 

practical application of the curriculum was largely influenced by my co-teachers and the 

students. As my role was to offer knowledge and guidance, I needed to be cognizant of 

students’ responses to the curriculum rather than blindly following my agenda. At times, 

this led me to diverge from the content I had planned on covering to focus on the content 
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the children were responding to or creating. Furthermore, while I intended to follow a 

feminist pedagogy, there were times when the children’s unruly behavior required that 

the student-centered aspect of that method be temporarily suspended to avoid further 

chaos and to return the learning situation to within manageable limits. I quickly realized 

the importance of responding to the pulse of the class and adapted to this phenomenon, 

navigating the middle ground between feminist pedagogical methodology and the 

firmness of a more traditional classroom structure. These two approaches complemented 

each other when behavior management had to precede group activities and a more 

creative, less structured environment. 

I proposed ideas and listened to students’ thoughts and emotions as the sessions 

developed. Though the creative dynamic of the class registered the presence of the two 

other teachers, the children explored different meanings of dance through their own life 

experiences, and in turn, their responses to my facilitation influenced the way I guided 

them, sometimes even motivating me to take on challenging and unexpected roles. I 

found myself responding to the atmosphere of the class by allowing their energy to shape, 

in small but important ways, how the instruction unfolded within the lesson I had set for 

the day. 

 

Being in the Moment: Facilitating the Group While Empowering Individual 

Discoveries 

My role as a facilitator came to the foreground when I utilized my observations of 

the group’s engagement and focus to lead the class. My task was to ensure that students 
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grasped the content while keeping them concentrated on movement explorations. This 

required me to hone acute observational skills and class management strategies, as well 

as to put my observations into action, in order to satisfy the children’s need for 

reinforcement and active participation. 

 During the warm-up in Session 1, I praised the students for their exploratory 

movement and engagement. One child in particular sought my attention, as he pumped 

his chest to the beat of the music and moved from the waist. I encouraged this student 

individually, saying, “Good, K2!” which seemed to encourage the other children to 

participate more eagerly. Similar recognition and praise of creative explorations became a 

recurring theme in subsequent sessions. I regularly congratulated the students for their 

individual and group performances, using phrases like, “You did a beautiful job! That 

was amazing!”  

In later sessions, I also tried to encourage interaction between genders and an 

awareness of the space around them. I came up with useful activities in-vivo by 

observing the students’ interactions. For example, at one point, I requested that they 

divide their small gender-specific clusters by introducing the concept of “personal 

bubbles.” In this way, I used movement to effectively bring about order and focus. When 

students became noisy, I would gain their attention and have them alternate sitting and 

standing several times until they were able to control their energy. Impromptu lesson 

adjustments like these often helped to draw the children’s attention to the creative process. 

This not only enabled me to focus the children’s energy on the lesson, but also gave the 

students additional movement exploration experiences. 
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I was usually able to alter my plans effectively to respond to the needs of the class 

when necessary. For example, in Session 6, I employed a dynamic and enthusiastic voice 

to help students engage in the lesson. In this session, Ms.S., who is soft-spoken, provided 

the directive, but my enthusiastic addition of, “Let’s be Korean dancers just for today!” 

generated the necessary excitement for the activity. During Session 8, as I was discussing 

the day’s lesson, I noticed that the children were eager to touch the fabric I had brought in. 

Rather than continually trying to stop them, I took their cue and responded to their 

exploratory interests by suggesting that everyone feel it. As a facilitator, there were times 

when I was required to respond to the children’s immediate interests and put aside my 

own agenda for the session. Thus, my intentions for consistency within the broad 

organization of the class structure (e.g., ending the class with a closing circle) were 

occasionally not fulfilled when it became apparent that such consistency would have been 

detrimental to the group’s ongoing exploration. The children’s requirements did not fit 

neatly into rigid organizational patterns. It was important to me to respond not only to the 

children’s questions, but also to their physical/nonverbal cues. 

However, at times, this student-centered style of teaching presented a challenge 

for the children. At the end of Sessions 9 and 14 (two out of 24 sessions), Ms. M. cued 

me to end the class early due to the children’s unruly behavior. On these occasions, I was 

fully “in the moment” with the students, but I was also acting as a co-teacher. Therefore, 

it was equally important for me to respect the other teacher’s needs, values, and rules. In 

these instances, I was reminded that I was not the sole guide, and professional courtesy 

demanded that I work to accommodate my fellow teacher and respect her decisions as 
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well. I was also vigilant in observing the way the children responded to the lesson, and 

the teachers’ reactions to these responses, in order to modify my actions accordingly to 

benefit both groups. In my efforts to help students embrace their individuality while 

keeping the group engaged and on task, I strove to be sensitive to their needs and to react 

appropriately in my role as a facilitator.  

 

Maintaining Group Focus through Dialogue, Observation, and Action: Divergent 

Approaches to Discipline 

As previously mentioned, Ms. M.’s role in the classroom was that of 

disciplinarian. One of her primary techniques was to call out children’s names to get their 

attention, and after a few warnings, she would send them to sit out of an activity. While I 

recognized the necessity of disciplining the children, my approach differed from Ms. 

M.’s. I implemented some innovative methods to help the group focus within the 

movement classroom setting, to guide their behavior through movement instead of 

strictly disciplining them. I respected the need for structure and order, and as the sessions 

went on, I found it necessary to call the children to focus more frequently, using different 

strategies such as movement, dialogue, and responding receptively to the children’s 

behavior to encourage participation. I approached discipline in class in various ways, as I 

worked to maintain focus while promoting the children’s creative freedom. 

 At the beginning of Session 1, I emphasized “active ears and no active mouths” 

and reviewed Ms. M.’s rules in order to stay consistent with them. The level of discipline 

varied throughout the semester, depending on the children’s responses to the lessons. In 
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Session 4, after several instances of having to speak over the children and during a 

moment in which the class was extremely restless (so much so that it seemed they would 

not even be controlled by Ms. M.’s usual warning and callout method), I honestly and 

calmly shared an observation: “Let’s try not to scream here. I can’t hear you. You can’t 

hear me. We can’t enjoy each other’s dancing if this keeps happening.” After this direct 

statement to the class, there were fewer verbal interruptions. 

 In Session 5, when the group became restless again, I waited while Ms. M. called 

out names, as Ms. M. insisted that reprimands were important for consistency within the 

classroom. However, the students finally became quiet only after I said, “Hello? I am 

waiting for those who are talking to finish so I can begin to speak.” During pathway 

exploration in the same session, I noticed chattering and movement, so I called, “One, 

two, three, all eyes on me! All eyes on you!” and everyone lined up against one wall. 

When we moved on, however, chaos resumed, and the children in the corner became 

noisy and distracted again. I called out, “I’m going to wait until everyone’s quiet!”  After 

a few moments the children finally refocused, with the exception of a few squirming boys, 

to whom Ms. M. gave a warning. 

 My difficulties with discipline were ongoing. In Session 7, despite reminding the 

children of the pre-established rules of the space, getting the class to focus on the lesson 

at hand was exceptionally challenging, eventually requiring the shouted ministrations of 

Ms. M.  I suggested, “We want to move actively, but not talk actively!” while 

demonstrating my words with gestures, but it was not enough. In Session 8, in response 

to the children’s desire to move and not observe, I reminded them of the importance of 
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watching others dance, and when their short-lived compliance faded, rather than shouting 

at them, I again used a speaking voice to censure their behavior.  

In Session 9, in line with Ms. M.’s strategies, I found myself giving A1 a stern 

look as he wandered about. As we started the warm-up in our usual circle, I saw him 

fidget and noticed K1 hitting B while Ms. M. tried to control the group. “Okay, we are 

having a problem here,” I said. “Are we in a circle? Our personal bubble?” I ended that 

session with a reminder that the time for the children to express themselves was when 

they were dancing, and that if they were not engaged in dancing, then they had to sit and 

listen. I ended the class only when the students agreed to follow this rule. My journal 

from Session 9 notes, “The class grew louder and nearly uncontrollable. I found myself 

almost giving up. Part of me is frustrated with a few of the children, like M1 and G, who 

constantly misbehave, and a few other unruly boys. I find myself constantly focused on 

group engagement. What else can I try here?” (Reflective Journal Session 9, p. 101) This 

entry reflected my dilemma. Though discipline was clearly necessary, I would have 

preferred to use our limited time to nurture the children’s creative impulses. In Session 12, 

I approached the situation by saying, “I am so happy to see that you love to move and 

that you have so many ideas, but we need to learn to listen too and to be aware of each 

other!” Most of the children nodded in agreement. In Session 13, as I guided the middle 

children’s group, I saw several students running around and playing catch. I asked them 

to sit, and when they did not, I grabbed them and sat them down to start our discussion. 

In my journal, I noted my internal conflict, as grabbing the children was not necessarily 

the best thing to do. At the time, it was the only solution I could think of, though it 
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seemed overly antagonistic. However, if I had not done so, their misbehavior would have 

grown into chaos, as they were not responding to verbal instruction.  

 In Session 14, the children became fidgety and chatty. I asked them to freeze and 

have a seat. This time I used movement to help the group focus, and I noticed the 

children’s immediate physical response to my guidance. Toward the end of the session, 

as we were about to start moving across the floor, the group failed to focus and the space 

became disorderly with movement and chatter. Looking at the children with 

disappointment, I decided to stop: “We are going to stop here. Put your shoes on and 

make your way back to your classroom.” Again, I was not sure that this was the best 

approach, but Ms. M. had earlier commented that the children were excited to dance and 

proud to tell their peers about their activities. My instinct to stop the class came from 

thinking that perhaps not allowing them to dance might give them time to reflect on their 

behavior and help with discipline in the upcoming sessions. Ms. M. later agreed with my 

choice, stating that “They need[ed] a jolt.” Ending the class was inconsistent with my 

pedagogical aim of promoting a positive learning environment and providing an outlet for 

the students to express themselves, but the balance between creative exploration and 

proper behavior was one that had to be maintained. This decision seemed to help, as there 

was more focus in the next sessions, and I did not need to stop the class again. 

In Session 16, the children were overly excited for the Halloween dance and they 

continually bumped into each other, failing to display a sense of spatial awareness, so I 

reminded them of their personal bubbles. One student, E, checked to make sure she was 

maintaining her personal bubble, and upon seeing this movement, everyone else 



 274

participated and the group became focused. In Session 21, during rehearsal, as the space 

had become disorganized, I addressed the group with an honest observation: “I enjoy 

watching you dance, but we need to be able to listen as a group. Otherwise, it becomes 

chaotic. We do not have much time, and we need to use it wisely to get our dance 

prepared, right? Let’s try to help each other by being good students!” These comments 

helped the children regroup, and we were able to run the rest of the rehearsal without 

much disruption. In Session 24, I again emphasized the need to work as a group by 

suggesting that we take a moment to look at one another for group awareness. 

 While Ms. M.’s role was primarily that of disciplinarian, my role was to be both 

disciplinarian and facilitator, overseeing the group from a creative movement perspective. 

I strove to maintain a creative atmosphere, and thus found myself experimenting with 

different ways to focus group engagement. Invoking the personal bubble, gesturing while 

speaking, using engaging tones, and calling for the children to freeze all demonstrate my 

use of movement to focus the class. The above examples (Sessions 4, 9, and 12) illustrate 

my use of dialogue and honest observation. Finally, as a last-ditch disciplinary tool, I 

ended Session 14 when other methods failed. None of the reflective drawings from the 

class session showed the children’s reactions to the early ending. Rather, the children 

drew what they remembered doing in class, which may mean that ending the class early 

did not really translate as an effort to discipline them, nor did it have an impact on 

cooperation or group focus. While Ms. M.’s callouts were more effective in terms of 

immediate response, I continued to seek ways to focus the group while supporting the 

children’s voices instead of muffling them. 
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Acknowledging Individuality through Personal Attention 

 In my role as a facilitator, my objective was to be attentive to each child in order 

to foster his or her unique interests, preferences, and abilities. This was often a challenge 

due to the large class size and high energy levels of the students. Though Ms.S. played a 

more specific role as an individual nurturer, I also sought out time for personal 

conversations and one-on-one interactions with each child. 

Session 2 focused on helping the children explore physical movement in a variety 

of ways. Initially, several children were hesitant to move and were not participating in the 

exercise. Rather than observe, I decided to join the girls who were not engaged. Even 

with my encouragement, they still hesitated, so I suggested that we skip, bending down to 

their eye level and initiating the movement, and we skipped and hopped together across 

the floor. This eased their tension and enabled them to participate in the movement 

exploration. A similar experience occurred in Session 7, as the children explored the 

space as a group. I joined them in dancing, occasionally adding suggestions and new 

movements that several children chose to follow. In Session 12, during the middle 

children’s dance, I joined some of the girls for a circle dance while the boys ran and 

flipped around us. The girls were noticeably encouraged by my dancing alongside them. 

By acting as a co-participant, I facilitated the introduction of new movement possibilities 

and discovered that my engagement in the activities had the potential to increase 

participation among the children. In addition, I also assumed the responsibility of giving 

one-on-one support and insights to the children as a way to encourage their continued 

participation. For example, during the Korean dance exploration in Session 6, I helped E, 
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C, B, and M1 with their arm gestures. B, seated next to me, whispered, “Ms. Hannah, 

why does this feel so weird? Is this dance?” I whispered back that this was indeed 

dance—but an “other” dance that was just a different kind. In relaying this, I aimed to 

broaden his perception of dance through individual attention and information. In Session 

11, I noticed that the middle children’s group, for which I was responsible, had different 

preferences (divided along gender lines) regarding the activities they wanted to do. I 

encouraged the boys and girls to dance together, suggesting new ideas such as combining 

individual preferences to formulate a new activity, or showing each other their movement 

ideas in creative ways. Through one-on-one discussions, I sought to lessen gender divides. 

Though the girls insisted on sand dancing and the boys on soccer dancing, I supported 

their respective expressions by being attuned to their ideas and guiding their movements. 

In Session 17, I saw the shy J2 initiating the warm-up, so I commented, “J2 just did a 

shoulder movement like this! Up and down!” My goal was to encourage her and 

acknowledge her participation. In Session 21, I noticed that B was unusually shy, 

hesitating and skipping movements in his mask dance, so I took him aside for a quiet 

conversation. He told me that he was scared for the final performance, and I reassured 

him that the audience would only be his classmates and teachers, and that he would dance 

beautifully. We reviewed the parts he missed, and he appeared more confident thereafter. 

In Session 22, noticing N1 speeding through his movements, I commented on his specific 

actions, telling him that while his movements were beautiful, he needed to slow down 

and take his time. In such ways, I was able to provide personal attention by encouraging, 
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praising, and reassuring the children, acknowledging their strengths and solidifying their 

own relationships to their movements. 

 Overall, I engaged with the children through three forms of personal attention: 

personal interaction with individuals, acknowledgement of individuals in the context of 

group exploration, and my own participation in group activities. I found opportunities to 

fulfill my role as a facilitator by understanding and supporting each child’s creativity and 

movement, personal style, and uniqueness. In my other role as a disciplinarian, I found 

myself striving to focus the students’ energy and engagement through movements. 

 

Aesthetic Guide: Internal Conflict and Its Influence on My Role as Facilitator 

My roles as facilitator were to oversee the students’ actions, serve as the main 

mentor to guide their movement preferences and explorations, and help them build their 

own movement vocabularies. I sometimes faced an internal struggle because my own 

aesthetic preferences often conflicted with my intent to embrace the children’s movement 

choices. I was keenly aware that my own perceived aesthetic might get in the way of my 

role as a teacher. This potential created a recurring tension between my role as facilitator 

and my efforts to refrain from interfering with the students’ movement choices. If, for 

example, the children were doing a very simple movement, such as walking, I found it 

difficult to determine whether they were doing so because they did not know what else to 

do, or because it was their own personal style. I also thought that the children were not 

exploring enough, yet I knew that this perception could be based partly on my own 

aesthetic preferences or my desire to see and define in-depth movements. Despite this 
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internal struggle, I always tried to be open-minded toward the children’s ideas, and while 

I offered suggestions freely, I could not decide whether my suggestions were too 

influential. I intended to suggest movements that supplemented or elaborated on the 

student’s movements, with the aim of helping them develop personal movement 

aesthetics separate from my own. In other words, while guiding them to expand their own 

movements, I wanted to ensure that those new movements were derived from their own 

ideas and not mine. 

As a creative movement teacher I strive to support student-centered pedagogy, 

especially in this type of class, which emphasizes creative processes and focuses on each 

child’s own artistic choices and development. However, because this curriculum focused 

on exploring the self through movement, the way the students demonstrated their self-

concepts might have been influenced by their lack of exposure to other movement 

options, such as basic dance elements of composition/movement making. This heightened 

my inner conflict as I worked to expose them to new ideas, pushed them to explore new 

territory, and encouraged them to retain their originality. The following examples 

highlight how I worked to balance my own goals for the children with respecting their 

choices. 

During Session 8 I asked the children to move across the room in pairs while 

holding a piece of fabric. A few children seemed a bit passive and moved sluggishly. 

After two runs I called out, “What are some different ways of moving other than 

walking?” In my journal for this session I noted:  

C, who was partnered with Ms.S., maneuvered the fabric as they skipped, hopped, 
and turned, flipping the fabric as they traveled. None of the other pairs, however, 
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reacted with such vigor. They simply walked across the floor. I felt some 
frustration that the children were not moving in different ways, and I wondered if 
moving across the floor somehow restricted their thinking about moving with the 
fabric. Seeing each group move in such a passive and unengaged way showed that 
they simply were holding the fabric and walking. I was hoping for more than I got 
from the children. I really wanted them to delve into their exploration. (Reflective 
Journal Session 8, p. 28) 

From this observation I felt I needed to be a strong mentor and guide my students. 

My inner struggle alternately made me want to allow them to move as they chose and to 

encourage their creativity by stopping and asking them to be explorative and 

experimental. I wanted to show them how they could use a simple movement, such as 

walking, as the foundation for lively movement, and I feared that they might see the 

sessions as mundane or boring. I was also aware that they might not view walking as an 

aspect of dance, even though I did not see it this way and wanted them to understand this.   

In Session 19, when revisiting the ribbon exploration, most of the children were 

simply twirling the ribbon, so I asked them, “What are some other ways to dance with the 

ribbon as a friend?” R expressed that she liked “playing with the ribbon and twirling it in 

the air” as she moved, indicating a personal preference, but I sought input from other 

students. I found myself going around the class asking, “What are some movements that 

we can add as you twirl the ribbon with your arms? How can you dance with the ribbon 

as your partner?” I was aware that I was constantly suggesting ideas that hinted at my 

inner struggle, wanting to encourage their individuality and movement preferences while 

offering them options to explore. Similarly, in Session 20, when the children simply 

walked across the floor while holding their masks, I stopped the class and asked, “What 

are some ways to move with the masks?” To prompt their replies I demonstrated some of 
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my own explorations with masks and asked them to explore as they moved around. I 

acknowledged that walking is also dancing, but I struggled with the suspicion that they 

were not attempting to dance, but were making a comfortable choice rather than 

stretching themselves to think of new ways to move, or that they were simply walking to 

participate. This suspicion prompted my decision to intercede.  

In my role as a facilitator, guide, and movement explorer, I sought to challenge 

the children to push beyond their notions of dance and movement and to stretch the 

boundaries of their creativity. I attempted to do this by offering examples and suggestions 

for movement, while striving to ensure that each child retained his originality. If I felt 

that their movements lacked vigor, I questioned whether that feeling resulted from my 

own aesthetic preferences or the children’s lack of understanding of how to do a task. My 

inner struggle stemmed from my desire to inform the children about movement and dance 

and expose them to new ideas while honoring their preferences, choices, and freedom of 

expression, without imposing my aesthetic upon them. As the examples above illustrate, I 

confronted my struggle using a two-pronged approach: I suggested ideas and options to 

the students and provided them with opportunities to try new and explorative ways to 

move. In addition, I used demonstrations to broaden their movement vocabularies, inform 

them of the many aspects of dance and movement, and encourage them to add this 

knowledge to their own movement preferences. This enabled the students to create a rich, 

multifaceted movement repertoire that was true not only to dance and movement, but also 

to them. 
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The Role of Ms. M. and Her Influence: Focus, Discipline, and Clarity 

Ms. M.’s Insistence on Group Focus 

Throughout the sessions, Ms. M. played the role of disciplinarian, helping with 

group focus, assisting in organizing the children, ensuring that the children grasped the 

concepts, reiterating instructions, and guiding the children in carrying them out. For the 

most part, I found Ms. M.’s influence helpful and her presence necessary. 

 Before the sessions began, Ms. M. stated that her presence throughout the entire 

semester was necessitated by school legalities. She said that she would remain on the 

sidelines to enforce discipline, consistent with the rules applied in her classroom. Indeed, 

her presence was influential in all of the classes. She knew the children well and would 

call them by name to focus the group and bring them to attention. This practice 

commenced immediately, from the beginning of Session 1, as Ms.S. and I greeted the 

children and prepared to start the class. These moments of refocusing the children 

occurred throughout the sessions. For instance, in Session 2, while waiting their turns 

during the “My dance” exploration, a few of the children talked and fidgeted. Ms. M. 

called out, “Be quiet! If it’s not your turn, be still and watch the others. Bubbles in your 

mouth!” A child who was moving about and trying handstands immediately rejoined the 

group, and Ms. M. repeated her command several times until all of the children calmed 

down. She continued to stand near the group of children who were awaiting their turns, 

giving stern looks to those who fidgeted rather than focusing on the children who were 

dancing. This freed me up to concentrate on and acknowledge those who were presenting 

their dances.  
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In Session 7, a boy was running around in a circle and laughing while the other 

students remained focused. Ms. M. loudly warned him to stop. After several attempts, Ms. 

M. came to his side to gain his attention, reducing the distractive behavior. A girl was 

also moving about, expressing discontent by shoving and tugging nearby students. Once 

the girl was called out by Ms. M., I noticed that the other students fidgeted less and were 

able to concentrate. Afterward, Ms.S. shared her concern that the girl’s aggressive 

behavior was influencing the others and that the group was less attentive when subjected 

to this conduct—a concern that she shared with Ms. M. 

In Session 9, the children continued to move and dance after I had reminded them 

of the importance of being a good audience. Ms. M. stated firmly, “When your friend is 

showing, let’s watch!” With this, the children grew calm for a short while. A couple of 

the boys visibly renewed their attention, becoming still and focusing on Ms.S. and me as 

we continued with the demonstration. When another boy continued to move about and 

create distractions, Ms. M. shot him a stern look so that he calmed down for a while and 

became part of the group. During the ribbon exploration, one girl was hitting a boy with 

her ribbon, disturbing the others. While I was reprimanding the girl, Ms. M. approached 

her and I realized that I needed to let Ms. M. play the role of disciplinarian.  

This became clear once again in Session 10 when, after the boys’ group dance 

presentation, some girls shouted, “Boys suck!” Noticing the inappropriateness of this 

statement and its implications for each group’s creativity, I responded by insisting the 

children think about their actions. Ms. M., however, called out in a stern, loud voice, “No! 
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That’s not acceptable!” and gave a speech about being respectful of one another. This, in 

turn, caused the group to become quiet and still, leaving the children with time to reflect. 

As emphasized by Ms. M., unacceptable conduct in any classroom setting 

negatively influences the learning environment, and upon observing the children’s 

responses during the session, I realized the need to enforce rules prohibiting such conduct. 

Even though Ms. M.’s loud voice was successful most of the time, I found that my own 

use of a strong tone of voice was not always effective. Moreover, after Session 5, Ms.S. 

shared her observation that even if I altered my tone, the children perceived Ms. M. 

differently, and thus responded to her voice more earnestly. This perception of Ms. M.’s 

voice was revealed in drawings in which the children were asked to illustrate perceptions 

of themselves and of the teachers. Most used words such as “loud” to describe Ms. M. 

[Figure 5-13 on page 289]. Nevertheless, I did observe that the use of a loud voice was 

not always successful. For instance, in Session 8, while the children were seated on the 

floor after an exploration with fabric, two boys suddenly began to make squeaking noises. 

Ms. M. noticed this and warned them to stop, yet the noise and fidgeting continued. Ms. 

M. then shouted loudly at them. I stood and waited, but the group did not return to 

complete quiet. However, once I sensed less commotion, I continued with the exploration. 

In my journal, I commented, “Ms. M.’s shouting and calling out was not very effective. I 

realize it helps them to focus for the brief moment during which they are getting 

reprimanded. What other strategies do I need? How long should I wait?” (Reflective 

Journal Session 8, p. 56)  
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Ms. Hannah: “funny dancer” 
Ms.S.: “quiet dancer” 
Ms. M.: “teacher loud” 
B’s drawing of himself flipping with the 
caption, “I think we are great” 

Ms. Hannah: “is from Korea. She likes to 
dance with us.” 
Ms.S.: “She like[s] to dance with me” 
Ms. M.: “Loud and good to us. You are a 
good woman” 
S: “I [am] from [Puerto Rico] and 
American”

Ms. Hannah: “is very very nice. Ms. 
Hannah can dance very well” 
Ms.S.: “nice, quiet” 
Ms. M.: “loud, Irish, teacher, American” 
E: “cute, nice, loud, me” 

Ms. Hannah: “is Korean like Ms.S.” 
Ms.S.: “quiet” 
Ms. M.: “is loud” 
O: “I like myself and my family” 

Ms. Hannah: “is a great dancer”
Ms.S.: “nice” 
Ms. M.: “I like Ms. Mcg. She is loud” 
N3: “I like to read. I like pets. I like my 
friends.” 

Ms. Hannah: “American, dance, like
Korean” 
Ms.S.: “nice” 
Ms. M.: “loud” 
N1: “happy, this is me” 

Figure 5-13. Drawings of the children’s perceptions of the teachers and themselves 
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I contemplated these questions, considering literature on culturally responsive 

teaching in urban education, in which scholars argue that using assertive behavior is 

critical in establishing the authority needed to maintain a businesslike learning 

atmosphere (Weiner, 1999; Delpit, 1995; Wilson and Corbett, 2001). This reminded me 

to be stern, and I found myself eventually becoming more like Ms. M., having recognized 

that her approach was in line with the scholarly view of how to teach urban students. On 

the other hand, Ms. M.’s assertiveness failed in certain cases, such as the above example. 

The session ended with an increase in chatter and Ms. M. reprimanding the entire class 

for their lack of attention. As a final attempt to restore order, Ms. M. cued me to end the 

class. This incident highlights the continuous challenge of keeping all the children 

engaged in class, particularly those who tended to be boisterous. 

 
Clarification: Adding Value to Teaching 

Another aspect of Ms. M.’s pedagogical participation was the contribution she 

made to my lessons by reinforcing my instructions through reiteration or clarification. 

She would observe how the children responded to my words and then repeat or modify 

my words accordingly. Though this might seem like a mere duplication of instructions, it 

actually helped the children to understand and engage with the explorations before any 

individual could misconstrue instructions and set off in a different direction from 

everyone else. In these moments, Ms. M. played a more instructional role than a 

disciplinary one.  

Ms. M. generally had more expertise in instruction about certain concrete subject 

matter, such as geometric shapes and ancestry, so she assisted in sessions that featured 
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this type of content by handling the children through verbal instruction and intervening to 

acknowledge, translate, or assist. She would often contribute to the sessions by expanding 

on or clarifying discussions. For example, when talking about different movements and 

distinct cultures of our ancestors, Ms. M. shared that her forbears were from Ireland. 

Observing the children’s response, she amplified the point, adding, “Ms. Hannah’s from 

Korea, so her ancestors are from Korea!” Ms. M. also contributed to a discussion on 

flying by saying, “When you travel from one nation to another, you usually travel by 

plane.”  

Ms. M. would also assist me by reinforcing my instructions and helping to 

maintain order. For example, in Session 4, noticing some children having problems with 

direction changes, she shouted, “To your RIGHT!” In Session 5, for the movement 

exploration across the floor, I asked the children to pick a wall, and when several boys 

started to run between walls, Ms. M. controlled them by calling, “Pick one wall, boys!”  

Ms. M. also made sure the children understood what was being discussed in class. 

In Session 13, as I asked the children about their standing in relation to their siblings, Ms. 

M. noticed some confusion, and explained, “If you have someone younger than you and 

older than you, you are the middle child. If you do not have anyone younger than you and 

someone older than you, you are the youngest…” In Session 14, before I even began 

explaining asymmetry, Ms. M. jumped in with “the opposite of symmetry, so not an 

equal shape!” During such moments, Ms. M. intuitively anticipated my intended 

instructions and the children’s possible confusion. As a result, we became co-explainers 

and joint facilitators.  
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Her assistance served as an additional resource for ensuring that we had both the 

attention and understanding of the children. She thoroughly observed the class as they 

responded to my instructions, guiding them to swift absorption of the material. Her 

impromptu interjections quickly addressed individuals’ needs for clarification and further 

instruction, resulting in a kind of dynamic interplay between my instruction and her 

responses. In turn, the children’s focus crystallized, which could be seen in their 

improved responses to her authority as their homeroom teacher. 

 

The Role of Ms.S.: The Provision of Empathy and Support through Individual 

Attention 

Before we started Session 1, Ms.S. suggested that she focus on individual children 

while I guided the class as the main facilitator, as time and the number of children limited 

how much I could reach out to each child. There were also a few sessions in which I 

needed assistance with the camcorder for purposes of the research, and, at these times, 

she monitored the camcorder, separate from the group, in a corner of the room. She also 

assisted in taking pictures of the sessions when needed. Most of the time, however, she 

participated in the classes, dancing with the children and helping them. 

Ms.S. situated herself near the children whom she felt most needed her attention. 

Toward the end of Session 3, she mentioned that she noticed herself being drawn to those 

students who were shy. She felt the need to provide them with support in order to 

reassure them and encourage them to move, usually moving with them. In addition, she 

sometimes found that she was drawn to those who tended to isolate themselves from the 
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group, either because of their own movement preferences or their emotional needs. She 

helped these children to create an individualized curriculum, even if that meant that they 

were removing themselves from the group. The following incidents highlight such 

moments and demonstrate how her practices interplayed with the teaching dynamics of 

both Ms. M. and me. 

Ms.S. continually encouraged the students who were shy and hesitant to 

participate, often through initiating movements herself. In Session 2, she joined one 

student and initiated a style of movement with which the student felt comfortable. The 

student moved while maintaining eye contact with Ms.S., hopping and swinging her arms 

around the teacher, who let her respond through her movement as she wished. With Ms. 

S.’s assistance, even those reluctant to participate chose to dance with her, joining in as 

she provided them with an opportunity to move. 

Ms. S.’s role went beyond providing gentle discipline and individual 

encouragement to the students. When given the opportunity, Ms.S. also took on a strong 

role as a movement educator, albeit on a more one-on-one than class-wide scale. For 

example, in Session 6, Ms.S. guided the class, asking questions such as, “How is Korean 

dancing different from other kinds of dance?” She acknowledged the children’s responses, 

such as, “Not moving too much” and “Quiet, a lot of knee bending.” In this way, she 

provided more opportunities for children to critically discuss and reflect on the content of 

the class in smaller groups, which can sometimes be a challenge in a larger group due to 

the limited time available and the number of students. Ms.S. was able to use this 

approach to elicit critical thinking in the form of both dialogue and movement. 



 289

In Session 13, for the youngest children’s dance, Ms.S. ensured that the shy girls 

participate by giving them positive, supportive looks and whispering suggestions to them 

about ways to move. Through eye contact and touch, she was able to encourage and 

reassure them. In Session 8, Ms.S. elicited participation from the shyer students by 

dancing with them and initiating a waving motion with a cloth. The students became 

more playful as she explored the dance and they copied her movements.  

In Session 3, as I continued to guide the warm-up, Ms.S. again played the role of 

encourager, joining the circle and helping to guide students who were moving timidly. 

She provided them with individual attention by suggesting ideas based on the movements 

that the group was displaying as a whole. She then stood next to others who usually did 

not readily participate, initiating a discussion with them about African dancing, which 

they said they did not know much about. However, Ms.S. persisted and asked them to 

move according to their perceptions of African dance. She guided them in moving with 

their arms linked, and they moved to the center of the room and danced. 

Ms.S. also displayed this personal attention to the timid students in Session 15, 

which focused on animal movement. Ms.S. joined one student who was not participating 

by moving on tiptoe and hovering over her. After a suggestion about being a kangaroo, 

they hopped together. In Session 21, the same girl was the last one to dance and resisted 

joining the rest of the group, so Ms.S. provided her with a movement to perform. Ms.S. 

later informed me that she believed it was better for this child to have the opportunity to 

move than to be left out. In this way, the timid student was still able to partake in the 

movement and explore the new movement vocabulary that Ms.S. introduced.   
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 Ms. S.’s individualized attention also helped encourage the students who were 

upset or emotional, especially in response to Ms. M.’s discipline. Ms.S. intuitively found 

a balance between accommodating the emotional needs of the children and 

complementing Ms. M.’s role as an authority figure. 

 For example, in Session 7, while Ms. M. and I were helping the children put on 

their masks, Ms.S. noticed that N1 was already dancing. Ms.S. smiled at him, impressed 

by his motion, but Ms. M. glared at him sternly because he was not following instructions. 

The child did not notice Ms. M.’s look, but Ms.S. did, and in response to both the child’s 

and Ms. M.’s needs, she acknowledged his movement with praise but softly encouraged 

him to focus on the group. This example illustrates that while Ms.S. recognized Ms. M.’s 

reason for wanting to enforce discipline, she was compelled to do so in her own way, by 

taking each child’s individuality into account.  

In another example from Session 4, Ms. M. noticed that the children were not 

going in the correct direction during a direction change, and she yelled at them to go in 

the right direction. At this point, Ms.S. responded to and supported Ms. M.’s call for 

order by going around the room to help others go in the right direction, using her hands 

when necessary. 

To further illustrate how Ms.S. responded to Ms. M.’s classroom influence, 

during the warm-up in Session 1, Ms. M. gave three children a strong warning. Ms.S. 

quickly approached these three and suggested different ways of moving in order to ensure 

that they were participating in the movement exploration. She focused on the group’s 

exploration of torso movements by maintaining eye contact with the students and 
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encouraging them to move together. In this way, while I guided the warm-up, Ms.S. paid 

greater attention to these three students and was therefore able to integrate them into the 

group while ensuring that their behavior was in line with the goals of the class. 

In Session 8, as the children moved across the floor with their fabric, Ms.S. 

noticed that one student seemed discontent and offered to move with her, asking why she 

felt unhappy. In this way, Ms.S. attempted to provide an emotional outlet by suggesting 

an individualized curriculum. However, the student continued to walk away, frowning. 

Observing this, Ms. M. called her out, and she sat out for the rest of the class. Ms.S. later 

informed me that her goal had been to help the child to dance by providing individual 

attention. However, she noticed that the student responded strongly to Ms. M.’s discipline 

when she heard her call. Thus, while Ms. S.’s role involved providing support and 

attention, she also acknowledged the value of Ms. M.’s disciplinary techniques in 

influencing the children’s participation behavior. 

Ms.S. also found other ways to effectively incorporate her own unique approach 

to discipline, as the following example shows. In Session 9, during the ribbon exploration 

session, Ms.S. saw one student hitting another with her ribbon and being warned by Ms. 

M. Ms.S. approached the child and asked, “Are you angry? How are you angry?” She 

suggested, “Show how you feel right now through movement, through your dance!” The 

child responded with giggles, but she stood up and moved both her hands to make fists. 

She raised one and then the other and pumped her fists. Here, Ms.S. managed to find a 

unique way of channeling a student’s misbehavior into a constructive outlet by providing 

an individualized curriculum for this child, who often had emotional outbursts in class. 
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Thus, in this case, Ms. M.’s discipline was not necessary, as Ms.S. was able to apply her 

personalized supportive approach to solve the problem by having the child act out her 

feelings. 

  Ms. S.’s role as leading facilitator was most clear in Session 6, during the Korean 

dance exploration. During this session, she paid attention to the group as a whole, and by 

doing so, played the role of facilitator more than usual. However, she was still able to 

command the children’s attention as firmly as she did one-on-one, and they participated 

actively during the session. Ms. S.’s leading role as facilitator was also illustrated in the 

students’ drawings related to the Korean dance session, which highlighted the presence of 

Ms.S. in the dance [Figure 5-14].  

 
“I was dancing slowly dance 
Korean AND Me and Ms. 
Suziy” 

“I had fun doing Korean 
dance [with] Ms.S..” 

“Ms.S. show us how to do 
Korean dance. We move in a 
slowly walk.” 

Figure 5-14. Drawings and writings about Ms.S. (who is pictured with the child in the 

first two drawings) 

As illustrated by Ms. S.’s attentiveness to individual students, her involvement as 

a teacher was characterized by making a personal connection with each child and by 

guiding children who were shy or who required special attention. Even in cases where a 
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child was wandering around, Ms. S.’s attention helped him or her to focus. Her overall 

approach in teaching was to address individuals’ needs in order to help the students 

become more focused on group activities, which brought a depth of focus to the class at 

the group level. Although she sometimes had to support Ms. M.’s disciplinary techniques, 

Ms.S. attempted to motivate those students who were shy, hesitant to move, or isolated 

from participation. In so doing, her presence provided an open environment in which 

everyone felt supported and embraced, and in which each child’s individual expressions 

were fostered.  

 

The Drum Signal 

The drum signal was first introduced to the children at the beginning of Session 3, 

to add another approach to encourage group concentration. I asked the children to focus 

on me when they heard the drum, but the space became more chaotic with Ms. M.’s 

yelling, so I banged on the drum one more time, this time asking in my loudest voice for 

the children to sit and focus. This did not improve the children’s concentration, which 

caused Ms. M. to again raise her voice. I realized that the drumstick I was using was 

inappropriate, as it created a dull, muted sound. I stated, “I am about to lose my voice. 

May I have everybody’s attention please?” While the use of the drum encouraged a few 

children to concentrate, this reaction was inconsistent, and the vocal cue was a more 

valuable tool. Thus, the drum experiment was dropped until Sessions 13 and 14, when I 

again needed an additional method of obtaining the children’s focus and attention as a 

group. 
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I reinforced the use of the drum by calling out, “One, two, three … all eyes on 

me!” After using the drum a few times, the children responded. Ms. M. also called out, 

reminding them of the drum signal, but this admonishment was not as loud or as 

successful as I had hoped it would be. There were always a few attentive children who 

responded to the drum immediately, but it was clear that other children failed to hear the 

drum over the sound of their own voices, which echoed around the empty gym. However, 

I continued to use the drum, as when the children did hear and see it, they became more 

attentive than with the use of my voice alone, and they were also more alert rather than 

merely silent. In Session 14, I used the drum signal again to guide the students’ attention 

as well as to conduct specific movement explorations of symmetrical and asymmetrical 

shapes in response to the drum. This time, I noticed the children’s abilities to be 

kinesthetically responsive to and aware of the drumbeats’ rhythms. Upon reflection on 

the use of the drum, its sound, and its capability of encouraging the children’s 

concentration and kinesthetic awareness, I also noticed that I had a tendency to move 

forward with the class content when incorporating the drum, leaving Ms. M. to assume 

the disciplinarian role. However, I realized the need to develop unity in the class and to 

enhance focus, ensuring that the children directed their individual expressions into the 

group activity, hence creating total group concentration. I felt the drum played a 

significant role in aiding this group cohesion. In Session 3, I had used a fairly weak-

sounding stick with the drum as a signal, but this was not effective. When I re-

implemented the drum signal in Session 14, I used a stronger-sounding stick; a cleaner 

and stronger sounding drum signal was important and was a much more effective cue for 
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the children to return to the focus of the group. Prior to Session 15, upon reviewing the 

video recording of Session 14, I was inspired by the “zero tolerance rule,” which imposes 

automatic consequences with the intention of eliminating undesirable conduct (Bowling, 

1999). Noticing the consistent withdrawal of students and a lack of order within the 

group, I needed to reinstate group cohesion and concentration through discipline based on 

“zero tolerance.”  

My aim was to employ a rule that would eliminate chaos in the classroom. At the 

beginning of Session 15, I brought a bigger, louder drum and gave the children specific 

instructions on how to respond. They were told to be quiet, sit, and freeze, with arms and 

legs crossed (this was to help them stay as still as possible, as past observations of drum 

sessions indicated that even when I hit the drum, some children were not staying still). In 

this session, we worked to implement this particular rule and practiced it a few times. I 

noticed that I was constantly striving to implement the rule, stopping movement in the 

class even if the class was simply a little restless. While this encouraged the group to 

concentrate as a whole by providing more opportunities to focus, according to Ms.S., 

“There was more time spent on them stopping and not moving than moving.” Thus the 

use of the drum in this regard seemed to restrict the class in terms of encouraging 

mobility as an outlet for the children, but the students did respond to the bang of the drum 

promptly, which then refocused the group’s attention. In Session 15, probably due to the 

extensive practice of the drum signal in the previous session, I noticed myself hitting the 

drum less as it became more useful in helping to produce a dynamic, focused 

environment. In Session 17, this strategy did not work as it had in the session before, and 
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I attempted to remind the class of how they were to respond to the drum. Near the end of 

the session, the drum signal seemed more valuable, as the children began to respond more 

promptly. On the other hand, in Session 20, when I used the drum signal at the beginning 

of the session, it was ineffective, as the children had difficulty focusing and many were 

restless. Ms. M. intervened, calling out for attention, yet her voice, which was usually 

effective in drawing the children’s attention, did not help. Ms.S. even attempted to 

control the children by approaching them individually, but it took several efforts to 

finally obtain most of the students’ focus. Thus, I found myself needing time to practice 

the drum rule, talking over the children, and trying to move the class along. Nevertheless, 

during subsequent sessions, I managed to use the drum to refocus the children’s attention 

effectively. 

The role of the drum and the particular strategy of responding to it in three 

different ways was useful in improving students’ bodily attentiveness when it was used 

consistently throughout a session. This was clear in Session 15 when this particular drum 

strategy was implemented, resulting in a greater sense of cooperation and focus, even 

though challenges remained. After my first few attempts with the drum, a louder drum 

was necessary to address the gym’s poor acoustics, as otherwise, the children’s voices or 

Ms. M.’s voice would take over. Based on Sessions 15 and onward, I realized the 

importance of consistency. Had I implemented this rule from the beginning, I might have 

saved more time and been able to focus on movement exploration rather than on 

discipline. I noticed that the key to gaining the children’s focus was encouraging them to 

be alert, and that the drum rule was effective for this purpose as it required them to not 
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only listen to the drum, but also to focus, be quiet, and remain physically still. Through 

correct implementation, the drum was able to move beyond simply creating focus to alert 

the children to their own movements and physical presence, ultimately creating a class 

where group cohesion could be maintained while individual expression was still 

encouraged. 

 

The Roles of Rewards and Punishment 

In searching for methods to maintain the undivided attention of this group of 

easily distracted children, I decided in several instances to try using material rewards as a 

motivating factor. One such instance was Session 16, which took place on Halloween and 

involved a celebration of the holiday with the children. Before the session, one boy drew 

attention to the treats I had brought, saying, “It’s Halloween, candy day!” I had brought in 

candy as a reward for children who participated fully during the session, and told the 

group at the beginning of the session that they would receive a Halloween treat only if 

they did so. 

Ms. M. had warned me that, due to the nature of the holiday, the children might 

be less attentive, yet the session was mostly characterized by collaboration and active 

engagement. Many factors played a part in the level of engagement, including the content 

that we explored, which was in line with the Halloween theme and related to a storybook 

about the holiday that the children had read prior to the session. I also noticed that a few 

children made frequent eye contact with me to check if I was noticing their good 

behavior, which contributed to the engaged, exploratory nature of the session. As soon as 
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the class was finished, I found myself surrounded by a flock of children asking me, in a 

variety of ways, for confirmation that they had done well, and reaching their hands out 

for the treats that I had brought. 

After giving treats to all of the active participants, I noticed that quite a few 

children who had not participated were seated by the steps, eyeing the treats and me. I 

contemplated how to balance my views on feminist creative movement pedagogy with 

the usual practice for a holiday that involves giving out treats, and decided to give treats 

even to those who were seated by the steps. While this did not fully meet my original 

goal of using the treats as a motivator for positive behavior, I was able to use them to 

elicit promises of better participation in the upcoming sessions. In subsequent sessions, I 

noticed that some children who had received treats and promised to behave well in the 

future were still often getting called out to sit by the steps. Thus, I decided not to 

materially reward the children in future. 

Although I gave out treats to everyone, K2 complained and asked for a 

differently shaped sticker, as he wanted a cat instead of a pumpkin. Although I had 

decided to be inclusive and give him the treat despite his misbehavior, I found it 

necessary to be firm in this case, stating that he could either take or leave what was 

offered. 

The same situation occurred in Session 21, which was held on the day before the 

performance Due to the need for all the children to cooperate, I decided to motivate them 

by mentioning at the beginning of the session that they would receive treats if they put in 

a suitable amount of effort. One of the students then asked, “What’s the treat, Ms. 
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Hannah?” In order to focus the students on the class content, I chose not to answer before 

we rehearsed. Some students had been called out by Ms. M. at the end of the session, 

leaving a few on the steps again. When the session ended, several of the children 

approached me, seeking treats and approval for their good behavior. One of the students 

sitting by the steps noticed the treat, which was a cracker, and said, “I don’t like that 

anyway!” In this case, the rewards did not aid in creating a unified group focus. 

In Session 23, after watching a video of the children’s performance, I initiated 

discussion of a video of the children’s performance that we had watched together. 

Observing that many children were fidgeting, mumbling, and generally unable to focus, 

even when Ms. M. called on them to do so, I decided to once again attempt the reward 

strategy, giving the first students who responded to questions a hand stamp. The moment 

that the children noticed me stamping the hands of their peers who were sharing, they all 

attempted to talk at the same time, raising their hands for a turn. While I found this 

helpful in eliciting a response from each child, I was unsure of whether this was the best 

approach, as it seemed that the children were not genuinely sharing, but talking only for 

the sake of receiving a hand stamp.  

The aforementioned experiences indicated that treats motivated the children to 

focus on material rewards rather than engaging them by building their genuine, active 

interest in class topics. In reviewing the use of treats and its relationship with the group’s 

attentiveness, I came to realize that when I acknowledged the children with verbal praise 

during movement explorations, they responded by participating more actively and 

genuinely, revealing personal motivation. For example, after I praised O verbally for his 



 300

spinning in Session 1, I noticed that he kept moving, adding more intricate movements 

and regularly making eye contact with me. In many cases, when one child was 

recognized verbally, the others increased their levels of participation with the goal of 

gaining similar recognition. For instance, in Session 8, K2 asked to be the first to move 

across the floor, which I allowed, praising his display of movement. After I did so, he 

displayed more attention and focus. I then praised each of the children as they moved, 

finding that they paid additional attention to their movements upon the observation of 

their peers’ attention. In encouraging participation focused solely on material rewards, 

treats failed to ensure the students’ wholehearted, full participation. Verbally praising 

students and acknowledging their voices and movement exploration was much more 

valuable, as it encouraged them to create and share further ideas and movements. 

Punishment was also used as a method of gaining the class’s undivided attention. 

Throughout the sessions, punishment meant, in most cases, being called out of class and 

prevented from dancing. J3’s drawing [Figure 5-15] of himself by the side of the class 

with two other boys, with an unhappy face and the caption, “I did nothing fun. I was 

sitting on the steps,” illuminates the impact of these punishments. 

 

.  
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J3: “I did nothing fun. I was sitting on  
the steps.” 

  M1: “I was sitting on the stag.” 

Figure 5-15. Children’s drawings and writings about “sitting on the steps” 

My observational notes record that K2, who was unfairly called out of Session 6 

due to the misbehavior of another student, approached me after the session to express his 

indignation over having been unfairly called out, stating vehemently, “It’s unfair!” Ms.S. 

later confirmed that he had been called out incorrectly, and after the next session, he said, 

“I’m happy because I got to dance and wasn’t called out.” This statement reflected his 

disappointment at not being allowed to dance in the previous session. 

Another example of the effects of punishment occurred in an incident with N2, in 

which he was not allowed to perform due to his misconduct in calling his homeroom 

teacher “white nigger.” N2 later expressed how excited he had been to have his parents 

come to see him dance, but that when they did, he was not allowed to participate. Though 

his exclusion from the performance was not based on his conduct in my class, the 

punishment he was given applied to the rehearsal and performance. While I found it 

important to provide all the children in the class with an opportunity to be a part of the 

celebration, it was also important to value Ms. M.’s rules. In most cases, punishment was 

meted out by Ms. M., further solidifying her role as authority figure.  
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With one exception, there was usually a similar group of children seated by the 

steps, which showed that sending students out of class was ineffective in increasing 

student attentiveness over time. Group punishment also occurred in one instance, in 

which I chose to stop the class early, as quite a few children refused to stop misbehaving 

and cooperate despite Ms. M’s disciplinary attempts. In the following session, Ms. M. 

informed me that she had discussed this incident with the children and had asked them to 

improve their focus. Their reactions to this were reflected by their drawings of apologies 

for that day [Figure 5-16 on page 308]. Following this discussion and the expression of 

apology through art, the children demonstrated greater focus, and fewer children had to 

be disciplined and removed from class. 

In sum, punishment occurred in a number of sessions, in three different forms: 

asking a child to step aside during a particular session, removing a child from the class, or 

stopping the class entirely. These punishments were meted out in an attempt to provide 

the children with a chance to reflect on good behavior and to remind them to cooperate 

instead of misbehaving. They often created limitations for the class and, as was the case 

in using treats as rewards, did not fully aid in facilitating the children’s long-term, 

genuine participation.  
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Figure 5-16.  Drawings about apologies  

 

Summary of Theme Three—Teaching Dynamics 

As the sessions progressed, each teacher’s role developed in accordance with 

different children’s needs, sometimes making it difficult to focus on overall group 

dynamics. The students’ approaches to participation required relatively complex 

facilitation. In each session, some students became temperamental, wandered around 

aimlessly, or refused to focus, while others displayed dispersed bursts of energy that were 

unassociated with group explorations or the tasks at hand. Several of the children 

displayed regular behavioral issues, initiating fights, displaying their moodiness, and 

acting in a generally disruptive manner. While all children exhibit such behaviors, these 

tendencies appear to be prevalent in urban children (Monroe, 2005; Weinstein, 

Tomlinson-Clarke & Curran, 2004). The group involved in the study demonstrated the 

K2: “I am sorry.” 
A2: “I am sorry. I [had]fun b
ut I did bad thanks  
[things].” 

V1: “Dear Ms.  
Hannah, I am sorry for  
[what] I was doing. I will  
not do it again” 
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incidence and over time, these challenges influenced and reinforced differences in the 

teachers’ roles.  

My main objective throughout the sessions was to explore the children’s self and 

group perceptions while broadening their understanding of dance and movement 

vocabularies and encouraging them to expand their individual movement repertoires. I 

was conflicted in deciding to what level I would allow the children to focus on their 

individual voices, particularly when I observed that their movement inclinations reflected 

not only their preferences but also a lack of knowledge of and exposure to alternative 

concepts of movement.  

My role as a researcher, co-participant, and facilitator was a complex one, 

involving both teaching and learning. I tried to regard myself as an equal to the students, 

acting as a co-participant and guide. Maintaining such a position within the three-teacher 

dynamic, however, became challenging. I made every effort to respect and accommodate 

Ms. M.’s focus on discipline, structure, and order, as well as Ms. S.’s focus on nurturing 

individual students. As the sessions progressed, I realized that the dynamic was changing 

and that I had become more of a facilitator and guide, connecting the goals and values of 

the other teachers. In this capacity, I provided content for exploration and suggested new 

ideas based on my observations of the children and their preferences. Balancing my own 

pedagogical values with those of the other two teachers was advantageous as well as 

challenging, in that it enabled me to compare insights, techniques, and perspectives, 

particularly during more difficult moments. While occasionally problematic, the three-
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teacher dynamic allowed us to interweave our teaching styles to create a productive, 

creative environment for this group of urban children.  

A typical creative movement class embraces feminist pedagogy, emphasizing 

community, nurturing, and student-centered learning. In response to the pragmatic 

challenges that arose during the study, a stricter system of discipline had to be maintained, 

with many children removed from each session under the supervision of Ms. M. Ms. M.’s 

approach of dealing with the children was generally effective, as the class had a strong 

need for structure and order. I tried to implement her set of values and rules while also 

maintaining my own student-centered perspective, aiming to be fully aware of the 

students at any given moment, responding to their group and individual actions and 

adjusting the lessons as their needs required. Ms. M.’s disciplinary approach and her 

manner in the classroom sometimes conflicted with my focus on providing the children 

with a creative outlet. Often, when the children engaged in individual movement 

discovery, Ms. M. would intervene with discipline. Had she not done so, I might have led 

the class in a different direction, focusing more on fostering each child’s individuality. In 

doing so, I could have used strategies that more closely paralleled Ms. S.’s approach, 

encouraging the children, accommodating their strengths and movement vocabularies, 

and eventually guiding them through further discovery. Certain tasks were challenging 

due to Ms. M.’s presence and her concept of what constituted good participation. For 

example, one child’s responses reflected his inability to participate, focus, and remain on 

task with others. While this could have been addressed by letting him move on his own, 

he needed a guide and observer like Ms.S. to direct his movements. When we attempted 
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to guide his movements as needed, he continued to act out of control, screaming and 

doing as he pleased. Ms. M. considered this distracting to the rest of the group and 

stopped him from moving, which seemed to increase his frustration. Ms. M. was very 

helpful in aiding me to understand the group and in finding ways to effectively 

communicate and explain things to the children. She did so by further explaining or 

rephrasing the things that I had said that had not been understood by the children. For 

example, in Session 13, we guided the children to break into groups for their youngest, 

middle, and oldest dances. When I directed the children using these terms, I noticed that 

some of them were confused, upon which Ms. M. intervened and clarified what I had 

meant. 

Multimodal approaches, such as the use of a drum signal or the implementation of 

a reward and punishment system, helped the students to focus. The usefulness of these 

approaches indicated the group’s need for structure and consistency. The drum signal was 

used as a tool for creating a productive and creative learning and teaching environment. 

While first attempted in an early session, the use of the drum was reintroduced to elicit a 

specific response in Session 15, and it was found that it aided greatly in attracting the 

children’s undivided attention. In order to be effective, the drum had to be played at a 

certain level of sound and in a specific way. A particular rule also had to be implemented 

for the drum to reach its full potential: When they heard a beat, the children had to sit 

with their arms and legs crossed and remain quiet. This action reminded the group of 

their energy and focus. 
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Rewards and punishments also played a part in maintaining focus and order. 

When the children were acknowledged with verbal praise during movement exploration, 

they responded by participating more actively and genuinely, revealing increased 

motivation. In some cases this was less effective, and I noticed persistent displays of 

inattentiveness among several students, which included chattering, wandering around, 

and fidgeting. For this reason, I continued to seek out new ways of focusing the class on 

cohesive group exploration. I attempted to implement Ms. M.’s approach of giving the 

children treats as tangible rewards for their efforts, but found that the children were 

focusing only for the sake of receiving the treats, which did not appear as educationally 

beneficial or motivating as concentrating on the movement itself. It was a challenge to 

find a balance between acknowledging students who participated and behaved well and 

avoiding the creation of an environment that was overly focused on external motivators.  

 The three teachers guided and influenced each session, each adding a different 

dynamic to the interactions and imbuing the classes with their values. As the sessions 

evolved, I drew closer connections among our values while guiding the children 

according to their responses. This entailed responding in an alert manner to the group and 

to individuals and making adjustments as needed. These adjustments related to aesthetic 

preferences (movement vocabularies), personal preferences (individual traits), and group 

preferences. All of these factors further drove the development of my role as a facilitator 

and a guide. 
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Epilogue 

To elucidate the experiences and insights that the children gained through 

movement, I will turn to the words of the children themselves. Hence, I will close this 

chapter with poetic transcriptions that, as defined by Glesne (1997) and inspired by 

Laurel Richardson (1992, 1994a, 1994b), are “the creation of poem-like compositions 

from the words of interviewees.” The children’s own reflections illuminate how dance 

informed their perceptions of self and others and ultimately enabled them to extract 

meaning from their experiences. The children’s voices and perspectives further illustrate 

my own insights and discoveries. As time went on, my teaching style was influenced by 

the children’s perceptions, not only of dance, but of class experiences and the teachers 

involved. My analysis describes the classes as a series of categories and events that 

influenced the teaching and learning processes. However, the children perceived the 

classes as a whole: a unification of dance, teaching, the individual, and the group.  

The following transcriptions share the children’s reflections on their most 

memorable moments during the sessions, what dance means to them, and their 

perceptions of self through dance. They were taken from casual interviews that took place 

at the end of the final session. These will be followed by another set of poetic 

transcriptions about the children’s perceptions of the teachers, taken from the children’s 

own words in the interviews and my creative reflections composed throughout the 

semester. These poetic transcriptions reveal a number of specific elements that concerned 

the children, which are examined in the analysis.  The theme of “being scared to perform 
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alone” comes through in several, as do the particular activities that each individual 

enjoyed the most, what dance meant to them and how they saw others.  

 

Perceptions of Self through Dance: The Children’s Voices 

Flipping and Popping 

by N2 

I remember being quiet when Ms. Hannah was dancing 

Dance to me is flipping 

Moving like balloons and popping ... that was cool 

I feel proud when I dance. 

I don’t feel this way when I am sitting on the steps. 

Dance makes me feel proud. 

~~~  

Me! 

by O 

Being in front of the audience makes me feel popular 

I like showing myself. 

Dance is showing. 

I always do movements that people like to do. Back flips! 

I like to jump around. 

I like dancing. 
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It makes me feel happy. 

~~~  

Feeling Bubbly 

by M3 

I love to dance 

It makes me feel happy! 

I remember doing the balloon dance, 

Floating with my friends. Felt glad and free. 

Dancing makes me feel bubbly. 

It makes me learn about dancing. 

I learned about myself,  

That I can dance and we can 

Learn to get along with each other. 

I am shy, but dancing makes me feel strong. 

~~~  

Doing My Own Thing 

by N3 

Dancing by myself in the mask dance...I remember… 

I got to do my own thing 

I liked showing what I had to the audience! 
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It made me feel proud but shy inside. 

I feel like I am flying in the sky when I dance. 

Dance makes me able to show what I have got! 

~~~  

Something Jittery Inside 

by V2 

I remember when I was jumping. That feeling was like... 

High up! 

My favorite part in the dance sessions was the shoulder warm up. 

Shaking it up and down makes me feel loose! 

I feel happy when I dance. 

When I do dance stuff, I feel something jittery inside! 

I learned that you are not supposed to be afraid. 

Sometimes you can do funny stuff too. 

Dance makes me feel strong. 

~~~  

Floating and Free 

by S 

I wish there were more sessions. 

I feel sad we are done, because dancing is fun! 
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We can be a team and dance together. 

My favorite part was when we did the balloon dance. 

I liked moving like a balloon. 

It made me feel like I was floating and free! 

Dance makes me feel happy. 

When I am sad I should dance and flip. 

It’s fun and you get to see and play with people. 

~~~  

Feeling dizzy 

by J3 

I remember when I was spinning in one last class. 

I like spinning. I feel dizzy. I like being dizzy. 

Dance makes me feel good. 

I feel like myself when I dance. 

I feel free. Strong, proud. 

I like to show 

And you get to show when you dance. 

~~~ 
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Ribbons and Balloons 

by V1  

When we were dancing with ribbons 

I was feeling happy with my friends. 

I was able to play with it in the air. 

Balloon dance. 

Liked being popped from moving like balloons. 

Dance makes me feel happy 

It makes me feel better when I am sad. 

~~~  

Popped and Falling 

by R 

Balloon dance, being popped and falling, 

That was favorite. 

I liked the feeling of falling and rising. 

When I dance I feel energized.  

Other people should experience this 

Because they will remember doing it.   

I am a dancer at heart! 

Balloon dance and hip-hop! It makes me feel strong. 



 314

~~~  

My Friend Dance 

by K1 

Spinning a lot. 

Feel happy most of the time. 

Scared sometimes. 

Ms. Hannah always had us doing more and more. 

I didn’t stay comfortable for long. 

We are friends—dance and K1. 

Dance is comfortable now. 

I will visit him again as a friend. It’s not scary anymore. 

~~~  

Making a Story with Dance 

by E 

When we were flying on the belly 

Everyone did the dance with us. 

I could feel lots of energy. 

I like dancing with other people 

Don’t like dancing by myself. 

Dancing makes me feel special 
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That I am dancing with everyone 

And seeing everybody having fun 

And feeling the energy. 

I feel like myself when I dance. 

Dance is like a fairy tale sometimes or many times. 

Sometimes it ends different ways 

Like stories. 

Dance is making a story for me. 

~~~  

I Am Dog 

by C 

I remember being on stage flipping 

when I flip and land 

I feel proud. 

It makes me get faster. 

I can walk faster and turn faster than my dog. 

Cat and dog are different. 

I am dog. 

I feel proud. 

I feel blood flowing in my body. 
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I am a flipper. 

It gets me in good shape and that’s dance to me. 

I feel like myself when I am on stage flipping 

 And I can show that through dance. 

~~~  

I Am a Dancer 

by M2 

I remember acting like animals. 

Made me feel excited and more sophisticated. 

I like being upside down and flipping and doing cartwheels. 

 I feel like moving when I dance, it makes me feel 

Happy 

Excited 

Fantastic 

And super. 

It makes me feel thankful for body teaching me. 

I am a dancer 

When I grow up 

I want to be like Abeyance! 

~~~ 
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Dancing elevates me 

by A2 

I remember doing hand stands in the mask dance. 

When I was walking across, scared and nervous. 

I feel excited, strong, and happy when I dance. 

Dancing elevates me! I feel good when I dance. 

~~~  

I Got It! 

by K2 

Remember doing hand stands in a show. 

I like doing it. I feel happy. Handstand makes me happy. 

I was happy at the show. I was pulling it off and got it. 

Felt accomplished! 

Dance makes me feel excited, shy, and strong. 

Dance to me is having fun and sharing myself with others. 

It makes me feel up. 

~~~ 

Others and Me 

by D1 

I remember doing 
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Mask dance performance 

Dancing by myself 

Feeling scared. 

Spinning around, feeling happy and free. 

Dance makes me feel free. 

Dance makes me feel happy 

Feel I know how to dance 

With others 

they can feel free. 

~~~  

What I learned 

by J1 

I remember name game. 

It was my first time moving my body like myself. 

Felt excited. 

I did split in the air and felt flexible. 

I feel strong when I dance. 

It makes me feel bigger 

that’s why 

I am tall in my dancing pictures. 
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I learn about myself more when I dance. 

That 

I learned in the dance show. 

~~~  

Danceable 

by T 

I remember 

Flying 

At the end 

Of the show. 

I felt danceable. 

I feel flexible 

Strong 

When I dance. 

Dance makes you feel good 

Like a good person. 

~~~  

Lion! 

by G 

Being on stage 
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Doing balloon dance 

Floating and free 

Liked the feeling. 

I feel good when I dance. 

Dance is playing 

And it makes me: 

Strong 

Powerful 

Like a Lion! 

~~  

Chosen 

by N1 

Standing on my hand or head in the gym during sessions. 

I feel strong and proud and happy and free 

when I am upside down. 

I want to be there all the time. 

Dancing makes me feel good. 

Dance is in my blood, dance is important 

To me 

Because you can always do anything. 
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Ms. Hannah and Ms.S. helping us out 

And dancing with us 

Making us feel happy. 

Dance makes friends and we understand more as we dance. 

People want to see you dance. 

Everybody should 

Experience this feeling  

Strong 

Proud 

I feel special 

In class 103 

I feel chosen. 

~~~  

 

Want More! 

by M1 

I remember dancing my initial “M!” 

I was making the shape on the floor, bending both of my legs with knees up. 

Different feeling! Showing me! 

I feel happy when I dance. Dance makes me feel flexible. 
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Got to do more! 

Want more! 

~~~ 

  

We Are One 

by D2 

Acting like balloon 

Flying free. 

Feel happy when I dance. 

Strong and healthy! 

Felt glad dancing myself 

And with my friends 

And Ms. Hannah 

And Ms.S. 

To know that I am among many 

And we are one 

When we dance. 

~~~  

No One Else 

by J2 
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I remember shoulder dances. 

And when we lay down on our belly and flew! 

Happy, excited, and special 

No one else in Meade did this! Felt free flying. 

I can express myself. My expressions are through my whole body. 

I love to dance! 

It gives energy to me. 

~~~  

When I Can Choose 

by B 

I remember telling my mom 

I didn’t want to do this. 

Feel happy most of the time. 

Frustrated sometimes. I don’t feel connected to dance. 

I will not dance anywhere else. 

I had to here 

And I did. 

When I can choose 

I will not dance. 

Dance is not for me. 
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But I liked being crazy and free 

I feel powerful when others follow my dance 

I like to be a leader. 

We are amazing dancers 

We can flip 

Turn 

Do cartwheels 

I like that 

We are a team 

The class. 

~~~ 

Throughout these poetic transcriptions, common sentiments arise from the 

children. These involve feelings of strength, freedom, energy, and pride while dancing, 

and excitement and shyness while performing. The theme of group cohesion through 

dance is also made clear through these reflections. 

The information gained from the interviews reflects aspects of the children’s 

experiences that were not readily apparent during the sessions. Two main examples of 

this immediately come to mind. The first involved J2’s comments that she was happy and 

excited to dance. This came as a surprise, as she was consistently shy and hesitant to 

participate in the sessions and refused to appear in the performance. On the opposite end 
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of the spectrum, B, who appeared to be a leader during the sessions and even initiated the 

“I am crazy” dance that became a part of the performance piece, claimed that he did not 

like dance. Overall, the poetic transcriptions provide insight into each child’s unique 

approach to movement during the class, which aided me in developing a sketch of the 

overall teaching and learning dynamic. The classroom energy that becomes apparent 

through these transcriptions highlights the impact of the diverse presences of the three 

teachers involved. 

The following poetic transcriptions represent the children’s perceptions of me, of 

Ms.S., and of Ms. M. They were compiled from the children’s creative reflections, which 

incorporated both illustrations and words and were collected twice over the semester. 

They illustrate the children’s own sense of each of the teachers’ pedagogical approaches 

and roles, as well as of our appearances and attitudes toward movement.  
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The Teachers: Meade Class 103’s Perceptions 

Ms. Hannah 

Ms. Hannah, our dance teacher, 

Hails from a different country, Korea, 

She came to the U.S. to dance. 

  

Ms. Hannah, our dance teacher, 

Is nice, sweet, smart, strong, 

Can yell when we are rude,  

But is caring when we are good. 

 

Ms. Hannah, our dance teacher, 

Is a fine, strong dancer. 

She moves strong 

Dances crazy, dances so funny 

It makes me laugh aloud. 

She models new moves, 

Knows how to dance, 

Moves different from me. 
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Ms. Hannah, my first dance teacher, 

I felt her expressions. 

She is a worker, 

Helped us, let us dance, 

Showed us how to dance, 

Showed us we can be ourselves. 

 

Ms. S. 

Ms. S.: a nice lady who is 

Pretty cute and she talks soft. 

  

Ms. S., our other dance teacher, 

Is smart and nice, she 

Helped us to do everything 

Helped us dance, sit quietly and stop playing. 

She tells us listen and focus, 

She was beside me and told me to listen, 

She helped when I felt shy, 

She helped when I messed up, 

She helped me dance better 
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She danced with me and I gave her love  

Ms. S., our dance teacher, 

Dances like a ballerina, she likes to 

Dance or watch us dance 

Through the camera. 

She is a quiet dancer. 

  

Ms. M. 

Ms. M., homeroom teacher 

Nice we love her 

Very harsh when we don’t listen  

When we are not being good  

When we don’t pay attention 

Pulls us from dance class 

Sits us by steps 

 

Ms. M., homeroom teacher 

Loud yells over Ms. Hannah 

when we don’t listen  

She helps us focus 
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Ms. M., homeroom teacher 

sits by steps  

sometimes moves around the gym  

watches us dance,  

gives us warning  

or calls our names out 

She also says “Good!”  

when we do well. 

The above poetic transcriptions reflect the children’s perception of the roles of 

Ms.S., Ms. M., and me as teachers.  The children saw Ms. M. as the consistent 

disciplinarian and behavior regulator. They did not remark on any instances of dance 

movement or participation undertaken by Ms. M. and seemed to have a one-dimensional 

view of this teacher. However, the children did recognize and seemed to appreciate Ms. 

M.’s role of maintaining order during the sessions, noting that “she helps us focus” and 

“she also says ‘good!’ when we do well.”  

Ms.S. was seen as the kind and attentive individual guide. The children’s 

reflections suggest that they saw Ms.S. as a personal supporter for the reluctant students, 

which is much the way she saw herself and how I viewed her. They recognized Ms. S.’s 

occasional role as an aesthetic guide herself, noting that she likes to dance. The children 
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also picked up on Ms. S.’s quiet voice and demeanor (appropriate for her one-on-one 

role), which was in contrast to their reflections on Ms. M.’s loud and authoritative voice. 

The students’ perceptions of me were similar to my own view myself as the 

movement facilitator. Their comments reflected my role as aesthetic guide and facilitator. 

The children also noted that I “can yell when [they] are rude,” demonstrating that, when 

needed, I assisted Ms. M. with maintaining order during the sessions. 

 The children’s own reflections shed light on how all three teachers approached 

them both individually and as a class, and how we guided them personally and 

aesthetically.  My observations on the teaching and learning process are supported by the 

children’s own reflections on the sessions, and overall, they recognized dance as being a 

liberating, energizing, and community-building experience.  
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter details the intricacies of the intersubjectivity of students and teachers 

involved in this project. It holistically examines the children’s personal styles and group 

responses, and describes how their input influenced teachers in adapting their approaches 

to the specific educational needs of each child. The challenges arising as a result of 

student inattention and unruly behavior were often connected to students’ distinctive 

learning styles and creative traits. For this reason, the chapter discusses individual 

preferences for specific movements, gendered expressions, and expressions of emotion, 

all of which shaped the dynamics of the group. It also describes the overarching 

pedagogical methods employed in the study, which focused on both individual learning 

styles and group interaction. 

The children’s personal movement preferences were informed by contemporary 

pop culture and their own participation in individual and group movement explorations. 

The creative process uncovered the degree to which style and engagement were shaped 

by individual content and movement interests, and more specifically, by perceptions of 

gender. Group responses exposed how individual student participation was enhanced by 

personal style and creative exploration, which in turn shaped group exploration and led to 

further movement investigation, increased interaction, and the development of self- and 

group awareness. More specific examinations of sensory awareness were pursued 

through the exploration of musical genres, props, imagery, and characterizations. These 

explorations were often based on the children’s foundational understanding of content 
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and indicated that their engagement in the creative process was accentuated by the 

affirmation of their preferred movement vocabularies.  

Although individual perceptions and choices notably influenced the class’s 

direction, there was also clear consistency in group dynamics and preferences, including 

an inclination toward “inverted” movements such as handstands, flips, and cartwheels, a 

predilection for rhythmic foot and torso movements, and a preference for hip-hop music. 

In terms of group energy, several of the students’ recurring behavioral issues 

presented a challenge. Their unruly behavior and difficulty with focusing and 

participating influenced both the class dynamic and the collaborative learning process. 

While such behavior is not unusual among children, and especially among urban children, 

this group seemed particularly challenging. While the children demonstrated authentic 

kinesthetic ability and an unusually high level of understanding of movement expression 

and dynamics, they were frequently loud, sometimes initiated fights, and displayed 

moody and rambunctious behavior. 

Although my creative movement class typically embraces a feminist pedagogy 

that emphasizes community, nurturing, and student-centered learning, the pragmatic 

challenges posed by this particular environment demanded a greater focus on structure 

and discipline. Quite often, children had to be removed from the session. In this, the 

ongoing supervision of Ms. M. was essential. The students’ need for consistency and 

structure in group focus resulted in the employment of a drum signal to heighten their 

alertness and sharpen their mental and kinesthetic focus. They were able to respond 
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physically to this medium, which was often, though not always, the most effective 

method of maintaining order. 

Chapter 6 addresses the third cycle of Action Research implementation. It 

discusses evidence gained through analysis and reflects on specific group dynamics in 

identifying and suggesting necessary pedagogical strategies and approaches for creative 

movement curricula aimed at urban children. It proposes improved teaching processes 

and approaches based on student responses. These take into account student individuality, 

strengths, and backgrounds, and reflect urban students’ need for consistent structure as a 

foundation for developing a clear group focus. This level of group focus allows creative 

movement educators to move closer to their ultimate goal: enhancing students’ creativity, 

development, and personal style and empowering them to apply their individual learning 

styles. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

ENHANCEMENT OF TEACHING PRACTICES: CRITICAL ANALYSIS AND 

REFLECTION ON URBAN CHILDREN’S SELF AND GROUP PERCEPTIONS 

 
... [E]xperience, in order to be educative, must lead out into an expanding 
world of subject-matter of facts or information and of ideas. This 
condition is satisfied only as the educator views teaching and learning as a 
continuous process of reconstruction of experience. 
 
                                                                                John Dewey (1938, p.87) 
 

 This chapter explores the relationship between the analysis presented in Chapter 5 

and my own teaching practices, through a dialogue between the theoretical issues that 

emerged from my experiential research findings and the findings of established scholars 

on what Dewey calls the “continuous process of reconstruction of experience” through 

teaching. My objective was to use the reflective, progressive, problem-solving process of 

Action Research to investigate the qualitatively different ways that children experience 

creative dance and learning. I have employed a phenomenographical approach that 

sought to discover participants’ experiences through description (Marton, 1986), and thus 

“generate knowledge (Svensson, 1997)” that would enable me to proceed to the “result” 

stage of Action Research. The identified “categories of description” (Akerlind, 2005; 

Marton, 1981, 1986; Uljens, 1996) formed the basis of the discussion categories that 

emerged from my teaching during this stage. I employed the last cycle of Action 

Research’s reflective process of progressive problem solving, focusing on improving 

practice, strategy, and knowledge of my teaching and learning environment (Herr & 

Anderson, 2005). This allowed me to more closely study the themes that emerged in 
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Chapter 5, to categorize the related issues and problems, to interpret the reasons behind 

them based on the data, and to focus specifically on elements relevant to improving my 

teaching. 

  The following dialogue incorporates the six categories of issues that arose 

through the analysis performed in Chapter 5, specifically relating them to enhancing 

pedagogy in a creative movement class at an urban school. These are: 1) activating 

children’s embedded aesthetic preferences; 2) explorative play evoked through props, 3) 

discussion, observation, and interaction as catalysts; 4) engagement across the gender 

divide; 5) behavioral diversity; and 6) pedagogical and class-management tools used to 

foster productive creative learning processes.  

 

Understanding Children’s Cultures: Learning How to Teach from Students  

In this study, the children’s varied approaches to participation made the creative 

process both vibrant and challenging, demonstrating the students’ engagement and 

allowing them to express their unique aesthetic preferences. These approaches also made 

it continually challenging to maintain students’ attention and participation as a group. 

The ways in which the students expressed their personality traits and attitudes in the class 

often tested my teaching methods and raised questions that I had to reflect on and address. 

In order to discuss these issues, I have outlined the two sets of observed participatory 

modes, which I have termed productive and challenging. These refer to modes that 

impacted my teaching by either eliciting or hindering the children’s engagement. The six 

categories of relevant issues are discussed in terms of whether they were productive or 
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challenging and described in detail with reference to their relationship to teaching and 

learning. The first four categories engendered group focus and exploration and thus are 

categorized as productive. The fifth is broken down into three detailed sub-categories, 

which cover challenging modes of participation that inhibited focus and prevented full, 

productive engagement. The last category covers issues related to challenging modes of 

participation, delving into pedagogical and class management approaches used to 

mitigate or overcome challenging modes and encourage productive modes. The chapter 

addresses these categories in terms of the degree to which they worked on a pedagogical 

level.  

In line with the cyclic pattern of Action Research, the categories are described in 

detail, starting with a discussion of relevant literature, following with an explanation of 

the data’s application to pedagogy, and finishing with reflection and an assessment of 

implications. The findings of the analysis performed in Chapter 5 that are described in 

this chapter provide the basis for a set of specific interventional strategies and 

recommendations aimed at enabling the development of fully-engaged, productive 

teaching and learning environments that are as free as possible from negative behavioral 

issues. 

 

Productive Modes of Participation 
The ways in which the children participated in class, both individually and as a 

group, influenced their modes of engagement, establishing a group dynamic and 

ultimately shaping the teaching style employed. Although some individual traits and 

behavioral issues hindered group engagement, children demonstrated their abilities to 
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cooperate, engage in what they were creating, and respond positively to the group and the 

task at hand. Greene (2001) states that, “in the midst of institutions too often governed by 

images of linearity, by calculative symbols, by talk of measurements, the young are made 

to feel that this is what the world is; this is objective reality as defined by authoritative 

others” (p. 143). Because of this, creative movement classes have “a particular need to 

place the child at the center of the curriculum (Dewey, 1943).” 

There were several instances when children’s movement and expression drew the 

group’s focus and encouraged intense engagement. These instances were marked by the 

focal child’s aesthetic interests, reflecting the children’s imbued cultures as well as the 

influences of the urban community and pop culture (i.e. break dancing and a hip-hop 

aesthetic and rhythm). Their participation drew other children into the process and 

encouraged them to explore the movement and music involved. Such instances also 

piqued the children’s interest in playing with props and participating in free-form 

discussions about their interests, observations, and ideas. In these cases, the children’s 

engagement prevented the group’s dissolution into chaos and disorder in subtle yet 

important ways. Although the group’s engagement in classroom activities was already 

focused for the majority of the time, these instances led to a discernible increase in focus. 

 

Activating children’s embedded aesthetic preferences 

The children displayed a movement aesthetic that reflected their urban cultural 

backgrounds. They did not hesitate to express their musical or aesthetic preferences and 

exhibited predominantly inverted movements, with their legs in the air and their hands 
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pressed to the floor to support themselves. The children also continuously displayed 

rhythmic stomping movements accompanied by a sensuous shaking of the hips and a 

vigorous upper body pumping motion. One student, R, called this rhythmic movement 

the “Wu-Tang dance,” and it consistently engaged the group. When new movements 

were introduced or alternative movements were displayed, the children again willingly 

expressed their preferences. One boy described his Korean dance-walk as “hip hop style,” 

adding rhythm and undulation to the movement. Another boy asked for “real” music, by 

which he meant fast, rhythmic music rather than slow music with no clear beat. The 

children often experimented, both during and outside of formal class time, with 

handstands and with what one student referred to as “break dance moves.” Whenever a 

child initiated these movements, the children demonstrated a strong group focus that 

united both students who usually participated and those who did not. Even habitually 

reluctant students (those who would not participate because of emotional or physical 

inability or inattentiveness) were drawn in by movements that had hip-hop characteristics. 

The children’s responses illuminated their keen inclination towards the hip-hop aesthetic 

in both music and movement. Rose (1994) describes hip hop as “a form of rhymed 

storytelling accompanied by highly rhythmic, electronically based music” (p. 2). Neal 

(1999) expands on this definition and states that hip-hop is a central factor of an African 

American, youth-oriented culture that originated in the Bronx, New York, during the 

mid-1970s. Watkins (2005), in discussing the history of hip-hop, argues that it is a source 

of youth expression and empowerment. 
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My observations in this study suggest the importance of children’s backgrounds 

in their expression throughout the creative process and of dance as a means of cultural 

and personal expression. The children used movement and facial expression to interpret 

and to explore their social identities, displaying attitudes that were culturally embedded 

in them. Desmond (1993), in an anthropologically-informed essay, discusses how social 

identities are “signaled, formed and negotiated” through bodily movements (p.17). His 

analysis is particularly useful for the detailed attention that it pays to the complex ways in 

which dance and movement styles are transmitted across class, ethnic, and national lines. 

Desmond argues for considering movement within a primary social context; it is complex 

and constantly changing and signals the differentiation of one group from others. 

Similarly, Fowler (1996), in describing the power of arts in education, argues that what is 

“unique to the arts is what they teach us about ourselves and other people” (p. 13). The 

arts establish a basic relationship between individuals and their culture, thus providing a 

means for cultural understanding. This dynamic is especially pertinent with regard to 

dance, which requires interaction, the exchange of information, and an understanding of 

embodied expressions and movements.  

My observations support these views. The children’s preferred aesthetics, verbal 

responses, and reactions defined them as a group that shared an urban culture. They often 

demonstrated movements inspired by popular culture, including flips, cartwheels, and 

maneuvers that involved balancing the upper body on the hands and intricate movement 

of the legs. These “break dancing moves” and the “Wu-Tang dance” were much more 

prevalent with this group than with others that I had taught. Their movements, in contrast 
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to my own, set me out as “other,” both as a mover and as a person, in that I was a Korean 

among African Americans. By being in a space together with these children, I was 

constantly immersed in new experiences, learning about their cultural preference by 

dancing and moving with them. I also noticed that when the children moved with me in 

Korean dance sessions, they tended to describe what they saw and experienced as 

“different.” As individuals with different backgrounds, we used our individual social 

histories to negotiate one another’s movements and to explore the other person’s dancing 

styles in an effort to understand one another. By being present in an environment that 

involved movement that reflected an individual’s social context, I experienced what 

Desmond described as the signals of the differentiation of a group from other groups. The 

children’s preferred movement choices, verbal responses, and reactions to unfamiliar 

forms of dance defined who they were as a group. By observing these interactions, I 

witnessed what Fowler refers to as the power of art—in this case dance and its creative 

processes—to teach us about each other as both movers and human beings.  

In future studies and instructional processes, this information can be used as a 

starting point for creative exchange and movement exploration and for delving into 

further discussion and exploration of the characteristics of movement. Such discussions 

can address students’ preferences and experiences, particularly with regard to details such 

as movement quality, the rhythm and beat of movement, and any relevant cultural 

indicators. If the children’s ideas differ from those of the teacher, the stage is set for 

cultural sharing and exchange. Even though I did not specifically address this issue in a 

developmental or layering manner in my study, the cultural exchange was evident 
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through the children’s voices and movement responses. More concerted approaches could 

provide a starting point for student-centered learning, drawing from students’ points of 

reference, backgrounds, and cultures, and moving on to an exchange with the teacher in 

question, who can then use the knowledge he or she gains to use education approaches 

that reap more productive interactions with students.  

Shapiro (1999) discusses the complexity of the relationship between the body 

and education by stating that “the ways we perceive, live in, live with, and through our 

bodies...provide a rich source for gaining understanding [of] the complex and often 

contradictory ways in which the subject is positioned in society, and further provide 

‘body memories’ which can reveal through critical reflection the relationship between 

ourselves, others and the world in which we live” (p. 80). Stinson (2004) suggests a 

similar idea, describing the “lived body” as a subject of embodied experience (p. 153). 

Dance is an expression and exploration of power through which we use our bodies to 

illuminate our background and life. Dance education and the creative process can 

translate movement into cultural memories in an effort to strengthen students’ senses of 

both self and other. Aesthetics reflect culture, so to guide students to refine and to affirm 

a sense of self and to support and encourage the creative process, it is important to 

understand and encourage the exploration of cultural aesthetics. As the previous 

examples demonstrate, such exploration occurs when students engage in dance through a 

group process and are able to identify what defines them by clearly reflecting the 

preferences culturally embedded within and embodied by them. 
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Feminist theorists (Oakley, 1981; Shrewsbury, 1987; Weiler, 1988, 1991; 

Leather, 1991; Reinharz, 1992; Ellsworth, 1992; Middleton, 1993) and dance education 

scholars (Shapiro, 1999, 2008; Stinson, 1994; Antilla, 2007) view dance as a distinct and 

humanizing pedagogy—a pedagogy supported by creative movement teaching. The 

development of an individual through increased aesthetic awareness attends to notions of 

empowerment and potential as well as an evolving sense of community. Allowing 

children the freedom to express their culturally-defined aesthetic preferences and to 

follow their instincts to express, to lead, and to collaborate with others is a necessary part 

of both humanizing others and helping students accept themselves for who they are. In 

this study, the children’s movements were primarily inspired by popular culture, 

including inverted movements and what they referred to as “break dance moves.” Sharing 

these styles of dancing defined the group’s culture and identity, thus connecting the 

students and letting them define their own community. This shared group preference also 

encouraged increased aesthetic preferences towards rhythmic, kinetic, and inverted 

movement. 

As a teacher, I acknowledged the students’ own developing community. Even 

though I also danced with the students, I felt it was important to take a more passive role, 

so students would have the opportunity to explore their personal movement preferences 

freely and to share those preferences by dancing with others, thus “exchanging” their 

movements. Such an approach aims to be free of a teacher-student hierarchy; when all of 

the dancers are equals without an adult dictating their actions, students have the freedom 

to be creative yet unimpeded in discovering how to express themselves. In this way, what 



 343

Green (1988) refers to as a process of “stirring” occurs—individuals are offered 

opportunities to develop creative processes with widening perceptual and conceptual 

ranges in an atmosphere of exploration that fosters freedom. As I provided time and 

space for the children to experiment with their own preferred aesthetics and styles, it 

fostered commonality amongst the students as well as liberation. As an educator, I could 

further understand not only the students’ interests and aesthetic preferences but also the 

group’s culture and identity. In such cases, the teaching and learning process focuses 

conscious, artistic energy on the aesthetics of particular children, which subsequently 

gives them the opportunity to grow and to learn through their own explorations. 

Several scholars (Antilla, 2000; Bond, 2000; Shapiro, 1998, 2008; Stinson, 1993) 

have demonstrated that dance can be used as part of a process of liberation. This freedom 

is especially important in an urban context, where dance not only liberates individuals, 

but also helps them to clarify their sense of self and their relationships with others and 

with the wider world. In this way, dance becomes a part of their cultural identity. As the 

examples from this study show, the group agreed on particular aesthetic preferences with 

regard to music and dance, and this sense of agreement shaped the group’s identity even 

when individual difficulties with focus and collaboration arose. At times, all of the 

group’s members were engaged through their shared aesthetic interests and embedded 

preferences. Often this agreement was initiated by a single child or group of children, as 

with the “Wu-Tang dance.” As Middleton (1994) and Shapiro (1996) argue, teachers 

must explore with their students the individual biographies, historical events, and power 

relationships that have shaped and constrained the students’ lives. While observing the 
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children’s movements, I noticed clear aesthetic and perceptual differences from my own 

dancing styles. Reflecting on Shapiro’s work, I found myself seeking to understand the 

children through our shared, embodied knowledge of movement and to redefine aesthetic 

education in a way that made it relevant to them. As a dance educator, I believe that 

culturally relevant teaching, which Ladson-Billings defines as understanding children’s 

culture, includes understanding their aesthetic preferences. Ladson-Billings (1994) 

emphasizes the importance of “educational self-determination, honor and respect [for] the 

students’ culture” (p. 137). In this study, I observed clear differences in individual 

children’s aesthetic interests and preferences, yet they clearly demonstrated immersion in 

and connection with particular shared movements, which, when affirmed, strengthened 

their engagement on a group level. Such individual and shared experiences reflect what 

Pare (2004) refers to as a “cultured teacher,” one who “is not a mere technician capable 

of delivery or an academic immersed in knowledge but a broker who establishes links 

between students and the world” (p. 3). Tierney (2006) argues that “successful teaching 

involves learning about the worlds of students within communities and using these 

understandings to inform teaching and learning goals that aim to achieve possibilities of 

individuals and communities” (p. 79). This theory closely corresponds to my own 

pedagogical approach of student-centered and culturally relevant teaching, which is 

focused on exchanging ideas, engaging in and experiencing globalization, and addressing 

challenges.  

As I interacted with the children, I came to know and to experience the group’s 

aesthetics and the learning requirements that defined them as a community. Over the 
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course of the sessions, I developed an understanding of them as a group that was distinct 

from the non-urban groups of students that I had previously encountered. I became 

familiar with their movements and behaviors, their responses, often expressed with 

emotion or resistance that bordered on aggression, and their preferences, such as their 

appreciation of beat-focused pop music and their inclination towards sensual or hip-hop 

movements. Through this understanding, I came to know the children themselves through 

the distinctive movement choices that they displayed. The observational intimacy that 

developed helped me to better understand the movements and motivations of the students, 

providing a window through which we could share our cultures and ideas and, 

accordingly, allow participants to broaden their understanding of the world beyond the 

classroom. 

Sharing movement was a starting point for the cultural exchange that is such a 

necessary part of cross-cultural education. As a Korean, I was perceived as the “other,” 

while the members of the group considered themselves to be the “norm.”  For instance, 

the students instinctively recognized that my aesthetic was different from theirs, and 

some stated that a dance that I did was a “funny dance.” However, they eventually 

incorporated this “funny dance” into their own movements, and in so doing they 

physically experienced my perspective. As this experience shows, the creative movement 

class can be a place for the facilitation of deep cultural exchange through embodied 

movement. As the children moved alongside me and my assistant (who was also Korean), 

they were naturally exposed to movements colored by our experiences and given a flavor 

more decidedly “other” than what they would have experienced in a more homogenous 
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learning environment. In future teaching, such cross-cultural exchanges should be more 

carefully planned to allow various aspects of unfamiliar perspectives to be explored 

through the experience and sharing of “other” movements. In this way, as I taught, I 

experienced a transformation into Pare (2004)’s “cultured teacher.”  

As I became more familiar with the students, I found that their backgrounds 

influenced not only their movement and music choices but also their personal 

participation choices. Their unconscious actions enabled me to better understand them as 

individuals, just as my actions allowed them to develop a deeper understanding of “me” 

instead of simply an “other.” Some students became increasingly aware of my 

movements, my voice, and my way of facilitating the class and their perception of it, 

which was rooted in the idea that the class was not just about dance but also about 

knowing each other. Using movement and embodiment as venues for increasing 

awareness of individuals and groups, we were able to get to know each other both as 

individuals and as a community. Noticing the children’s responses and their perceptions 

of movement, of themselves, and of their group dynamic, as well as recognizing their 

preferred movements, gave me insight into their collective aesthetic and culture. Tierney 

(2006) suggests that successful teaching involves “learning about the worlds of students 

within communities and using this understanding to inform educational goals that enable 

the achievement of the full potential of both individuals and their communities” (p. 79). 

In the future, further investigation along these lines could lead to enhanced student 

engagement and improved learning. While these classes involved personal exploration of 

one’s self and the selves of others, an in-depth approach to student-centered interactions 
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should involve the investigation of students’ perception of aesthetics and culture and 

should use their responses as a springboard for further exploration into individuals and 

communities. Investigation of this kind could not only build learners’ awareness of who 

they are as individuals in a community, but aid in a broader understanding of the 

multifaceted nature of culture. 

Luke (2004) argues that a well-prepared educator must be cosmopolitan, stating 

that “what is needed is a teacher whose stock in trade is to deal educationally with 

cultural ‘others’ with the kinds of transnational and local diversity that is now a matter of 

course” (p. 1438–1439), and that the “task of self-redefinition of teaching needs to be part 

of [the] transnational strategy for democracy and education, which directly takes up 

challenges of globalization, geopolitical instability, and multinational capitalism 

(p.1940).”  Similarly, in my class, the students saw me as a foreign other, and, given our 

different backgrounds, at times I also saw the students as other. These differences created 

an inherent barrier to shared communication, but by immersing myself in their dancing 

and movements, we developed a common ground by creating similar experiences that 

allowed more fruitful interaction. Through this dynamic process I was able to experience 

the “intercultural and global intersubjectivity by both teachers and students” (p. 1441) 

and this engagement was “continually situat[ing] and resituat[ing] learners and teachers” 

(id.) alike within the process. There was a shaping and perception of particular local and 

social relations and a developing community awareness that instilled more global 

awareness beyond an individual’s own perceptions, for both the students and myself as a 

teacher. This clarified understanding of one another allowed me to tailor my teaching 
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methods to address the particular needs of my class. Through the children’s movements, 

discussions, and interactions with each other and their teachers, I observed the continued 

development of their awareness of others and their ability to relate to one another through 

more extensive exploration of the knowledge that they already had. We were able to 

exchange information and ostensibly reduce the “foreignness” we initially felt, bridging 

gaps by imparting information that led to shared knowledge of movement. 

As the group engaged in movement activities, the leadership of a few students 

transformed the sessions into processes of collaborative choreography that then 

influenced the group’s engagement with their shared movement content. Such child-

centered leadership shifted the focus away from my original session plans, but as a 

facilitator, I allowed the children’s unexpected paths of discovery and leadership to flow 

unchecked. Rather than assuming that a situation would devolve into chaos, I allowed 

time and space for the children’s creative minds to develop and for their attraction to a 

single student’s movement to become a group exercise in discovery, exploration, and 

play. Yet, by straying from the original plan, tense moments arose. Attempts to foster 

individual freedom and movement exploration at times led to breakdown within the class, 

causing students to rebel in a number of ways, including fighting, fussing, or yelling. 

Often times, though, when the group had a mutual focus with the same strong aesthetic 

interest and focus, such as a few incidents in which all shared their interest in the “Wu-

tang dance” that led to group exploration of gyrating hips and upper body pumping with 

rhythmic stepping, the students’ mutual engagement that arose from one individual’s 

initiation of free expression developed into a common performance. When these 
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moments occurred, the children themselves played the part of the authority figure, 

following a constructivist model of learning in which each individual took part in the 

creative engagement processes and all participants could participate safely and positively.  

I view culturally responsive teaching as relevant and even central to a 

constructivist perspective on education, which views learning as a process by which 

students generate meaning in response to new ideas and experiences. Through this 

interpretive process, learners use their prior knowledge and beliefs, which they remember 

as mental structures (described by various cognitive scientists as knowledge frameworks, 

schemata, mental models, and personal theories), to make sense of new inputs 

(Glassersfeld, 1995; Piaget, 1977). This idea suggests that the knowledge children bring 

to school, derived from their own cultural experiences, is central to their learning. 

Therefore, to support students’ construction of knowledge, teachers must help learners 

build bridges between what they already know and believe about a topic and any new 

ideas and experiences to which they are exposed. This guidance involves engaging 

students in questioning, interpreting, and analyzing information in the context of 

problems, issues, or concepts that are interesting and meaningful to them.  

Because students bring different knowledge frameworks into their learning 

process, they will not necessarily understand each topic or idea in the same way. Each 

student comes to class with a unique perspective and leaves with a correspondingly 

unique understanding of the new concepts explored. The children’s similar aesthetic 

preferences were shaped by their own cultural and social environment, and their 

responses to new materials, such as Korean dance, were consistent with that background. 
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The children naturally related new information to what they already knew and could 

reference. For instance, the children found the Korean dance movements boring in 

comparison to their own movements and some, as has been mentioned, initiated their 

own forms of Korean dance in which they incorporated the new movements into more 

familiar pop culture aesthetics. My role was to acknowledge that they had differentiated 

and understood the movements and the associated aesthetic, and, through encouraging 

movement and dialogue, to help them begin to relate their own experiences to the 

unfamiliar. This process of relating became a starting point for future exposure to new 

cultural concepts in a non-threatening way, creating awareness of other places even if 

they could not directly access those foreign locations. That is, dance created a stronger 

sense of self, shared connections within their common culture, and awareness of and 

healthy curiosity about different group identities. By the end of the Korean dance class, 

the children recognized the characteristics of the Korean movement aesthetic, which they 

acknowledged were different from the way they preferred to move. Yet, after class, they 

chose to perform a Korean walk on their way back to their regular classroom.  

A misguided assumption exists that students must have a foundation in “the 

basics” of a subject, usually achieved through direct instruction, drilling, and 

memorization, before they can engage in demanding activities (Robert, McIntyre, & 

Gonzalez, 2001). This assumption ignores the knowledge, skills, and experiences that 

students bring to the learning environment and too often denies students the opportunity 

to receive a well-rounded education. The kinds of innate experiences that are often 

overlooked by such models can be effectively explored through creative movement 
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classes, using an “embodied” form of learning that promotes one’s sensations, 

experiences, knowledge, feelings, and memories. In this study, the students’ prior 

knowledge of movement and music led to their effortless engagement in the subject. 

Instead of confronting or disrupting their creative process, it seemed more appropriate to 

identify, to modify, and to monitor the environment in order to let the children’s 

explorations develop to allow the creative ideas of individuals to influence the 

exploration of others. The students’ ownership of the curriculum within the creative 

movement process seemed particularly important in terms of the sense of liberation and 

autonomy that it afforded the students, many of whom had been experiencing complex 

issues in their lives outside of class, including academic performance concerns, family 

issues, and socioeconomic worries. I noticed that one girl consistently displayed 

leadership qualities, projected, and led others in collective participation, although her 

homeroom teacher described her as shy and reluctant to demonstrate her confidence in 

other classes. It is clear that providing an opportunity for children to make aesthetic and 

intuitive decisions that emanate from their personal creative expressions leads to relevant 

and meaningful experiences and positively influences students to engage in other aspects 

of a curriculum. 

It seemed vital for the children, especially in this setting, to recognize the 

strengths of their own creativity and aesthetic awareness, and my approach as a guide 

facilitating their learning involved giving them the space to do so. However, I sometimes 

found that this approach caused the group to divide, with certain children persistently 

concentrating on their own individual movements. Moments when the children were 
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engaged and working together or embracing a group or community dynamic without 

being forced were a challenge to achieve. They sometimes occurred naturally through 

students’ genuine interest in their peers’ movements, as described previously, but at other 

times disciplinary issues required me to more clearly drive student focus toward the 

group. When such issues arose, the children involved faced negative consequences, one 

of which involved not being allowed to move until everyone was frozen and attentive. At 

that point, each individual had an opportunity to share and to teach the others his 

movements, as well as talk about the emotions and meanings behind them. I used this 

method as a means of increasing the children’s consciousness and awareness of 

movement, but its successful implementation meant that the disciplinary rules for the 

class needed to be concrete and consistent. Discipline was a constant issue, even with Ms. 

M.’s presence.  

While Ms. M.’s persistence in calling out children who were either misbehaving 

or not actively participating provided an immediate solution, it also raised concerns since 

it prevented the children from having the rare opportunity to freely move and dance as 

they wished I wanted to provide an equal opportunity to all students, and at times, Ms. 

M.’s focus on discipline seemed to impede my ability to implement student-centered 

pedagogy. If there had been more tactful planning and guidance on the part of the teacher 

and facilitator, some of these perceived behavioral issues could have been used as a basis 

for building group engagement and developing a more student-centered curriculum. In 

my discussions with Ms. M., I acknowledged the importance of consistency with her 

class rules, which included disciplinary measures for misbehavior, as well as for not 
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working collaboratively or focusing on a given task. While recognizing that misbehavior 

was unacceptable, I sometimes attributed particular behaviors to individuality and 

creative exploration, while Ms. M. regarded them as unacceptable, based on standard 

classroom rules that differed from those typically accepted in a creative movement setting. 

Our different perspectives on misbehavior led to facilitation conflicts that I was 

sometimes unable to address immediately, due to the intensive classroom management 

needs of the our twenty-four, high-energy students. In future, the presence of more 

teachers may aid in the exploration of student voices and responses through the ongoing 

refinement of a curriculum. With these particular children, the early implementation of 

consistent disciplinary ground rules that clearly defined acceptable and unacceptable 

behavior was essential. Due to the students’ own inherently interactive and self-

exploratory natures, creative movement classes may entail different disciplinary 

parameters from those established in other kinds of classes. Consequently, these 

parameters should be clearly discussed and agreed upon with a class’s homeroom teacher 

from the outset to create a common ground of understanding. 

In observing how the children’s movement preferences reflected their cultural 

backgrounds, I came to the conclusion that this aspect of the class could serve as a 

springboard for enhancing both the overall teaching process and the children’s 

engagement in it. There is a great opportunity to enhance curricula, enable greater 

creativity, and improve group focus by examining the “what,” “why,” and “how” of 

cultural values through constructive dialogues with students. Exchanging ideas about the 
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meanings behind aesthetic preferences allows a class to unearth the intentions and 

purposes behind those chosen aesthetics. 

 

Explorative play through props  

Several children frequently reiterated the notion of “play” when exploring with props 

such as fabric and ribbons. The children often had natural, impromptu reactions when exploring 

these props, demonstrating a curiosity that intuitively led them to touch, examine, and manipulate. 

The children physically explored fabric with their peers, performing investigations through a 

variety of movements that they described as fun. While this sometimes distracted the children, 

hindering their attentiveness during group activities, there were times when each child’s interest 

in “playing with the fabric” flowed into group exploration without cues or instructions from me. 

This natural activity fostered collaborative communication and exploration, involving partners or 

small groups. It was tempting to stop some children from playing until everyone was attentive — 

to improve whole-group focus — but I quickly noticed that as the children became increasingly 

drawn to the fabric through instinctive curiosity, they naturally became more engaged as a group, 

playing with it together. I found, however, that while letting natural play initiate student 

engagement promoted participation and group cooperation, it often led the class in a different 

direction than I had originally planned. While my aim was to embrace student-centered 

exploration and learning, these spontaneous changes occasionally hindered me from actualizing 

broader outlines and themes and at times made the class seem disorganized. Deciding how much 

planning and organization to surrender to allow the children’s own creative exploration and 

student-led learning was challenging, but in the end it seemed more important for me to respond 

to the children’s immediate interest in “playing” with the fabric as a means of unleashing 

their curiosity.  
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Existing qualitative research on creative dance has demonstrated children’s 

intrinsic interest in “play” during dance classes, and shown that engagement is 

strengthened through the use of props (Wu, 2005; Richard, 2008). Through their 

attunement to activities with fabric, the children displayed what Lindqvist refers to in her 

thesis The Aesthetic of Play (1955) as a dramatic and literate pattern of play, sharing and 

expressing mutual interests through play and thus shaping a common group focus. My 

intention of maintaining consistency within the broad organization of the class structure, 

for example by ending the class with a closing circle, thus occasionally went unfulfilled, 

as it became apparent that such consistency was in some cases detrimental to the group’s 

ongoing exploration. The children’s kinesthetic and nonverbal cues during their play with 

fabric further illuminated their aesthetic preferences, ways of exploration, and means of 

expression, enhancing their ownership of the creative process.  

Observations of the children’s responses to fabric and ribbons indicated several 

possibilities for enhancing explorative “free-play” learning and thus increasing group 

focus in future studies. First, it may be advantageous to build on students’ ideas about 

and aesthetic preferences for particular props when creating guided activities that allow 

for spontaneity and reactions to curiosity. By deliberately yet discretely interweaving 

students’ intrinsic interests and actions into a more systematic approach, one could 

nurture their eagerness to learn through free exploration while at the same time 

maintaining order. For instance, although a variety of props — including masks, fabric 

and ribbons — were used, it was clear from the children’s verbal reactions and their 

reflective drawings that the fabric was most closely related to their concept of play. The 
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physical qualities of the fabric such as its length and flow encouraged the children’s 

genuine exploration, leading them to sometimes find ways of moving that were not 

usually demonstrated when dancing by themselves. Use of a favorite prop could also 

elicit co-operation and problem solving.  

Second, student learning could be enhanced through the involvement of a greater 

number of props, ideas, and themes that students commonly relate to play. These could 

be used as starting points for stimulating student engagement, expression, and 

collaboration. Different props elicited different responses; for instance, the mask 

exploration unintentionally led to more individual isolation. This might have been 

overcome if the children had been encouraged to explore in smaller or larger groups or in 

a different way such as exchanging masks with another child. Conscious prop choice and 

facilitation may help elicit the students’ interests as well as group collaboration without 

the need for external enforcement.    

 

Discussion, observation, and interaction as catalysts  

The free flow of discussion based on students’ interests, observations, and ideas 

was a crucial aspect of the class’s creative process, prompting the children to focus more 

intently and engage more cohesively as a group. Throughout the class, most of the 

children freely expressed their thoughts and perceptions through movement, and even the 

shyest students were observed to shrug and shake their bodies even though they exhibited 

hesitancy to move in front of the rest of the class. Expression led to discussion, and other 

children were inspired to join in, sometimes adding new ideas and movements. The 
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children articulated their preferences and frequently took charge of the creative process. 

At one point in the class, I was guiding a small group of students through creative dance 

exploration and noticed that the boys naturally divided themselves from the girls. In 

developing their movements, the boys insisted that they were sports players as they ran 

like football players and demonstrated kicking an imaginary football, while the girls were 

inclined to perform soft, light movements such as skipping and twirling, stating that they 

were “beautiful.” This gender division is discussed in depth in the next section. The ways 

in which the children perceived themselves and others, both individually and in terms of 

groups, were illuminated through creative movement exchange and exploration, and 

through the ways in which they related movements to their ideas of self. Creative 

movement and discussion as a means of self and group exploration heightened the 

children’s perceptions of each other and refined their senses of themselves and of the 

group as a whole.  

Group interactions also encouraged the children to engage in further discussion 

and acts of expression, enhancing collaboration. Although some children had shorter 

attention spans than others, discussions and explorations often interested them all. One 

such discussion involved the ways that we see each other. For example, as far as 

individual appearances were concerned, the children were aware that I looked Korean, 

and knew my nationality. They were very willing to discuss groups of people, declaring 

that they were American (nationality) first and African American (ethnicity) second. 

They expressed their concept of themselves as an American team by doing a sculptural 

dance. This discussion and dance focused the whole group’s attention, including those 
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group members who were habitually inattentive under other circumstances. I led such 

discussions by allowing freedom of exchange. I would provide a guiding question to 

explore, such as “Who are you?” This would naturally evoke the children’s curiosity and 

lead them to ask about my skin color and where I was from. A discussion of identity 

followed, specifically of ethnicity as it relates to different skin colors, as well as of 

different dances that represent different ethnicities. This led me to realize that it would be 

useful to share Korean dances that I know in order to represent my own ethnicity. This 

was not planned, but it spoke to the children’s curiosity and to my instinct as a teacher to 

share and expose students to new information and knowledge. It also made me realize the 

importance of including a broad theme in each class plan but allowing time to be flexible 

and take student responses into account. In this case, flexibility led to a more open 

exchange of ideas centered on concepts of “self” and “other,” and helped me understand 

what the students already knew and what new knowledge I could share with them. 

Through this dialogue, I came to relate to them better both as human beings and as 

movers.  

In examining dialogue, Antilla (2008) draws from Buber’s philosophy and 

Freire’s contributions to critical pedagogy. She describes dialogue as a mode of education 

in which both the teacher and the student take on equal roles, tasks, and responsibilities, 

and emphasizes that students need the freedom to discover and express their aesthetic 

preferences to become fully engaged in discussion and expression. Freire (1988), 

meanwhile, asserts the need to replace what he calls the “banking” concept of schooling 

— in which students are seen as depositories for knowledge imposed on them by teachers 
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— with a framework in which the purpose of education is to empower students to make 

their own personal and social transformations. He emphasizes the creation of curricula 

that are connected to students’ lives, and sees critical thinking as a way of finding one’s 

own voice as part of an individual social dialogue. Freire also focuses on the importance 

of self-awareness as a foundational process that unites critical and creative consciousness 

and allows one to develop individual meaning and moral vision, thus living a more fully 

human life. He feels that there is a need for a curricular and evolutionary approach to 

exploration that starts with self-perception and expands to include one’s perception of 

other individuals and then of the greater community. In terms of creative movement 

instruction, this can be achieved by motivating children to create dances and other 

movements that reflect and express their own self-awareness, ethos, and culture. To 

explore the self through dance requires critical thinking that is stimulated by dialogue 

with others from both similar and different backgrounds. Self-exploration in the context 

of one’s cultural background is the beginning of self-awareness and of the development 

of the ability to exchange ideas and perceptions with others. In facilitating this particular 

class, I noticed the children’s willingness to share their ideas, interests, and aesthetic 

preferences both verbally and physically. This sharing of personal perspectives was 

inspired by things that they were familiar with as well as by those that intrigued them, 

illuminating their awareness of themselves and others and revealing their more specific 

perceptions of gender and socio-cultural identity. For example, several boys explained 

their inclination toward break dancing by stating that these movements made them feel 

powerful. The boys had seen these steps and gestures performed on the streets and on 
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television, and felt that the movements were part of their lives and their identities. These 

boys showed a consistent and ongoing interest in this kind of dance, sometimes to the 

exclusion of the group. As a facilitator, it was important for me to channel thoughts, ideas, 

and preferences in ways that allowed the students freedom to develop a clearer sense of 

themselves. My ultimate goal was to promote students’ awareness of their own aesthetic, 

physical, and intuitive perceptions while exposing them to alternative ideas through 

sharing, observation, and discussion. 

When guiding the class, I attempted to employ a student-centered approach, 

primarily focusing on student responses and letting these drive my facilitation. In some 

cases this was not fully possible due to behavioral and disciplinary issues. I also altered 

my expectations for the class in response to the children’s verbal and nonverbal cues. My 

goal was to create as empathetic a class as possible, as is recommended by much of the 

existing literature on creative movement education. The recognition that their intuition 

and instincts would be allowed to guide the group focus often led the class to move in 

new directions, and inspired the children to greater vocal and physical engagement. It 

was of great importance to continuously adapt the curriculum to students’ particular 

backgrounds, interests, and needs. Beyond focusing on the rhythmic movement aesthetics 

that the children seemed to indulge in naturally, I tried to use them as a starting point for 

the exploration of new and different body movements. When boys and girls divided 

themselves according to their interests, with girls performing light movements and boys 

emulating the playing of sports, I guided them in the use of these interests as starting 

points for collaborative learning, which led to the creation of boys’ and girls’ dances. I 
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also explored the children’s behavior in creative ways that reflected their interests. For 

example, I would find a prop or a movement that they liked and then set parameters to 

allow the children to engage appropriately. Although it was sometimes a struggle, I 

sought out new ways of encouraging student involvement while constantly striving to 

exercise good judgment and be as imaginative and flexible as possible in providing an 

effective educational experience. The best method for engaging students was one based 

on their preferred aesthetics and interests and involving appropriate modalities, such as 

props that engaged their interest. It was also important to use creative strategies to turn 

facilitation and behavioral management themselves into creative acts, as Ms. M.’s rigid 

discipline did not always work with the children.  

Duncan-Andrade and Morrell (2007), two well-known practitioners of critical 

pedagogy, draw upon the major contributors in their field (Darder, 1991; Freire, 1970; 

Giroux, 2001; Hooks, 1994; Kincheloe, 2004; McLaren, 1994; Shore, 1992) to 

summarize the importance of an approach to education that is “rooted in the experiences 

of marginalized people, centered in a critique of structural, economic, and racial 

oppression, focused on dialogue instead of the one-way transmission of knowledge, and 

structured to empower individuals and collectives as agents of social change” (p. 183). 

Dialogue, in this sense, is what brings students and teachers together, doing away with 

the hierarchical structure that typically exists in such a relationship and placing the 

student’s life and voice in the foreground. Through it, the student becomes an active 

agent who initiates his or her own engagement in creative exploration. A focus on 

dialogue elicits student engagement, ensuring a more interactive, culturally sensitive, and 
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effective relationship between student and teacher. I found that when I truly listened to, 

responded to, and interacted with the students, giving them the freedom to voice their 

perceptions, they opened up and engaged with me more fully. When I spoke to them with 

no mask of authority, discussions began to take on more interesting facets; however, this 

required being sensitive to the children’s responses and allowing the class to become 

interactive. 

Student-centered learning brings a higher risk of classroom chaos than more 

traditional teaching styles, particularly with children who have experienced life 

challenges that make them more reliant on clear boundaries and structure. These students 

were somewhat unpredictable and inconsistent in their moods and responses to the 

learning experience, which led to concerns that some students’ behavioral displays would 

disrupt the group. On the other hand, the teaching and learning experience became a 

vibrant dialogue that provided insights into the students’ personal styles and aesthetic 

preferences. The situation required acute observation as well as impromptu problem-

solving skills and creative ways of facilitating to best meet their needs. As a creative 

movement class, the environment contained more options for exploration without having 

to implement strict rules than the classroom setting that they were used to. For a 

meaningful creative movement process to occur, a teacher’s sensitivity to the children’s 

voices, responses, and actions plays an important role. Future studies could more fully 

explore the use of dialogue by using students’ expressions of curiosity to facilitate 

discussion and thus guide the class through a new level of student-centered exploration. 
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Engagements across the gender divide 

 During class sessions, a clear gender division was observable among students, 

particularly during the discussion and exploration of movement. For example, the 

children seemed to accept, as a universal rule, that the boys should move in a particular 

way while girls should move in another. Moreover, only children viewed as “strange” by 

the others would fail to conform to these gender-based norms. Thus, their perceptions 

regarding gender highly influenced how they “thought boys and girls should act or move” 

(Thorne, 1993; Bem, 1994). The children also clearly stated that they were not interested 

in the activities of the opposite gender and boys would not dance with girls, explicitly 

explaining that they were not interested in their styles or content. The exception to this 

was the fabric exploration session, in which their genuine focus on the prop superseded 

their awareness of gender. In this case, most small groups of two or three had a mixture 

of boys and girls; here, the children demonstrated collaboration and I noticed that their 

indisputable interest in the prop took over their attention. In general, this naturally 

diminished their gender awareness and enhanced their concentration on play and the 

exploration of props.  

 Sometimes, these preferences were expressed as negative comments about certain 

movements or gender groups, and involved reactions such as making noises like “Boo!” 

or “Ooh…” in response to a particular hip movement, or calling a group “bad” or 

“boring”—this occurred during the boys’ group dance presentation. Gendered 

perspectives frequently led to divisions in class. For example, when asked to form a circle, 

the children chose to sit according to gender. In addition, when exploring activities in 



 364

small groups, they expressed interests that were based on gendered preferences and 

explorations. The boys usually preferred sports-oriented activities; the girls preferred 

softer, more fluid activities such as playing on the beach or swimming. This division of 

interests between genders was especially apparent when working in smaller groups to 

explore themes.  

 Although the students were actively engaged while working within their gendered 

groups, the gender divide between the groups contradicted one of the goals of creative 

dance: the affirmation of community. My efforts to unite the class as a group sometimes 

led to resistance, which disrupted the learning environment and prevented freedom of 

expression. When Ms. M. noticed these antagonistic behaviors, she addressed the 

children in a stern voice, sometimes even yelling at them. In addition, I informed the 

students that I had noticed their expressions clearly reflecting their discomfort with the 

opposite gender: the boys would make faces in response to the girls’ flowerlike 

movements, composed of light, flowing actions; meanwhile, the girls booed some of the 

boys’ rough movements, such as those that reflected images of football players, with 

tough strength demonstrating volume and compactness on the upper body, projecting 

muscles accompanied by bouncy running. 

 The boy-girl divide has often been noted in the dance education literature and 

appears to be a general feature in this context. It has long been an inhibiting factor in 

dance and dance education (Hana, 1998; Stinson, 2005). Several scholars have examined 

this human tendency through performance research or other qualitative educational 

research, assessing perceptions and exploring ways to narrow the gender divide (Arkin, 
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1994; Bond, 1994; Crawford, 1994; Daly, 1994; Ferdun, 1994; Kerr-Berry, 1994; 

Kahlich, 2001; Risner, 2002). In order to challenge this tendency, I drew on Bond’s 

(1994) research, which claimed that students from various ethnic backgrounds were able 

to suspend their gender inhibitions using masks, multisensory rituals, and performance. In 

session 7, I used masks to explore the children’s gender perceptions and movement. 

However, their movements were similar to those they had exhibited without the masks, 

suggesting that their perceptions were firmly established. These movements may have 

reflected their aesthetic and cultural preferences, and included elements comprising 

inverted and rhythmic movements and hip gyration or articulation of the upper torso. A 

critical factor in this activity’s lack of success may have been the type of mask used. The 

children found the masks uncomfortable and tended to use them as props rather than 

disguises. Masks covering the entire body may have aided in lessening the effect of 

gender, as this would have allowed the children to move without being aware of others’ 

perceptions. Also, since they made the masks themselves, the masks expressed the 

children’s identities rather than hiding them; the provision of a selection of mask and 

mask types would have allowed for the swapping of identity as well as discussion of why 

they selected the masks they did.  

 At various times, I explained to the children that there were no “wrong” or “right” 

movements, and invited them all to perform movements that they perceived as boys’ or 

girls’ movements. However, this did not generate positive responses. When discussing 

certain movements that appeared gendered, such as hip movements, several children 

responded negatively. Yet, when the group engaged in the “Wu-Tang” dance, which 
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included hip movements accompanied by vigorous chest pumping, both the boys and the 

girls participated. The girls also showed an interest in the inverted movements that were 

commonly practiced by the boys, and which reflected the children’s urban cultural 

environment. Nevertheless, a clear gender divide continued to be apparent when we 

broke into small groups to discuss particular themes: boys consistently relied on sports-

oriented movements and girls on softer, more fluid ones. When I encouraged the groups 

to combine their preferred movements and dance together, the boys maintained their 

separation from the girls, arguing that the girls “wanna do boring stuff,” which suggested 

that they had a different agenda.  

 The children’s gender-related inhibitions seemed to disappear when they were in 

small mixed-gender groups and were instructed to collaborate and merge their 

movements through the use of fabric or ribbons. As the boys and girls moved together, 

they attuned their movements to the fabric and to the mode of play. The fabric and 

ribbons allowed them to move more freely, exhibiting fresh, individualized vocabularies. 

When the students were given props such as fabric and ribbon they appeared to perceive 

these as something to be freely explored, playing tools that engaged them with the idea of 

play. This naturally led on to genuine, fun-filled exploration, in which they demonstrated 

different playful and dynamic ideas that did not come to the fore in their individual 

movements without such props. However, when they were given masks, their creative 

exploration of free play appeared to be limited; it seemed that they only had one 

understanding of the mask and its purpose, and this idea appeared to limit their creative 

perception. The children’s engagement with the fabric and ribbons caused them to 
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overlook their previously restrictive gender perceptions as they focused on their own 

personal processes of exploration. This suggests the importance of the careful choosing 

of props: such attentive facilitation may encourage children to focus on their engagement 

with the props rather than gender roles, and to move in ways that they would otherwise 

consider gender inappropriate.  Such approaches have the potential to challenge 

children’s preconceived notions, broadening their viewpoints and increasing their 

appreciation of varied types of movement; this, in turn, can generate collaborative, co-

gendered participation through a focus on play.  

 To broaden children’s views and create a space for true freedom of expression 

through movement, it is also necessary to talk with them and invite them to share their 

insights about gender-related movements. During the sessions, the interaction within 

gendered groups suggested a strong sense of similar concerns and confidence in gendered 

interests. Despite the problems surrounding gendered groups, in some ways, gendered 

interests allowed for more productive and full engagement among members of the groups. 

The problem of division, however, remained. Greater engagement between groups would 

not necessarily have led to gender neutrality, but could have initiated greater interest in 

exploring movement in general and may have led to an emphasis on content, resulting in 

exposure to different experiences. This, in turn, could have led to the development of 

more collaborative interests shared by the larger group, helping to break down the 

barriers between genders.  

Open dialogue on gendered perceptions and gendered movements encourages 

students’ cooperative engagement particularly when explored in a group setting. 



 368

Introducing and initiating movements simultaneously as a group encourages open 

participation, as it allows children to perceive movements before reacting to them based 

on gendered assumptions. Consistently encouraging children to engage in a variety of 

movements through guided exploration and warm-ups may further mitigate their 

preconceived notions about gendered movement. In this study, the use of props such as 

fabric and ribbons and the emphasis on collaboration within the exploration of movement 

genuinely encouraged children to immerse themselves in play; thus, they were able to 

collaborate without referencing gender divisions. Since the children focused on gendered 

content, occasionally supporting alternative approaches may have aided in the refinement 

of their gender perceptions and interests, and facilitated their further development 

through dance. When dance is shared between gendered groups and accompanied by the 

exploratory activities discussed above, without criticism or avoidance of particular styles 

based on the established gender perceptions, students may begin to appreciate new 

expressions through movement. The students’ strong engagement in some activities that 

involves emphasis on play suggests that creative movement teachers could use these 

types of activities as a starting point to explore gendered perceptions, encourage 

cooperative engagement across genders, and mitigate negative gender-related perceptions. 

 

Challenging Modes of Participation 

 The students involved in the current study often expressed their personalities and 

attitudes toward the class in ways that tested my instructional abilities. I experienced a 

constant struggle in deciding to what degree personal expression could be allowed 
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without sacrificing group focus. While creative movement pedagogy embraces 

individuality, the consistent class management issues that occurred with this group 

influenced the explorative learning dynamic and limited the degree of individual freedom 

that could be permitted. It was often difficult to focus attention on explorative tasks, as 

some students’ resistance to participation and unruly displays of emotion disrupted the 

larger group, creating divisions. Such behavioral issues hindered my attempts to foster 

inclusiveness, made facilitation generally challenging, and at times, led sessions into 

disorder. The group’s participation style called for careful consideration of how 

individual behavioral displays should be dealt with, and required the development of 

facilitation strategies that permitted personal expression and creativity but limited 

behavioral issues.  

 In order to maintain a student-centered learning environment and foster the 

implementation of a constructivist curriculum, I was compelled to vary my instruction, 

choosing resources and activities that would help engage group focus. It was often 

challenging to manage the classroom dynamic without employing an authoritarian 

manner that hampered student-centered approaches. At times, I struggled to find positive 

intervention strategies, and in some cases, found myself ignoring students who physically 

or emotionally isolated themselves from the class or had trouble participating. I began to 

question whether my focus should be directed more toward individual students or toward 

the group as a whole. The divisions between individually-focused and group-focused 

students often raised questions about the very possibility of developing a constructive, 

child-centered creative movement curriculum that could be applied to the class as a 
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whole. My attempts to create a positive, student-centered environment often led to chaos, 

preventing group learning and exploration from occurring. 

Over the course of the study, I came to understand that the students varying 

display of behavior that challenged my facilitation represented behavioral diversity. The 

three primary forms of behavioral diversity were individualized participation, hesitant 

participation, and diverted participation. These behaviors were present in some 

combination in all sessions. The following section discusses these challenging behaviors 

and explores their influence on the classroom dynamic. Teaching approaches and tools 

used to mitigate these phenomena are also discussed, with the goal of enhancing future 

educational efforts involving similar groups of urban children.   

 

Behavioral Diversity 

Individualized participation  

Regardless of the content of the class, in every session several students persisted 

in experimenting with individual movement and refused to participate in group 

exploration. While this individualized behavior represented a form of creative expression 

and participation, it negatively influenced the group dynamic, making it challenging to 

facilitate class exploration. By not participating in the group and focusing on movement 

in isolation, these children built barriers between themselves and their classmates, 

limiting their ability to participate in the creative group learning process. Their self-

imposed isolation also often led to unintentional neglect on my part. These children 

consistently followed their own directions in movement and play, which tended, 
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regardless of the class agenda, to take precedence for them over explorative group 

activities.   

While all children were encouraged to express individuality in their movements, 

these students specifically resisted group participation. Ms. M. often called them out of 

the class in order to allow the larger group to focus on the activity at hand. Ms. S. 

sometimes approached the boys to guide them to join in with the class’s explorative 

content, yet even in these cases, they would persist in experimenting only with their own 

movements, oblivious to the creative process of the class. Of these two disciplinary 

approaches, Ms. S.’s method of encouraging them to join the larger group and attempting 

to create a more individualized curriculum seemed to work better, as it at least allowed 

the boys to develop their kinesthetic and creative abilities through their own forms of 

exploration. Her approach, however, led to a stricter definition of separate teacher roles, 

with Ms. M. acting as disciplinarian and Ms. S. as attention giver. This was particularly 

problematic for Ms. M., as such directions also undermined the rules of her classes that 

specified that students must work together in exploring learning content.  

As a creative movement teacher, I felt compelled to contemplate more workable 

approaches that would encourage individually-focused students to become attentive 

group participants. Fostering individual creativity within the context of a group activity 

while avoiding divisions and chaos required a very fine balance. I came to realize that, 

while children’s perceptions of creative movement classes differ, they must all be made 

aware of the parameters that enable meaningful, productive development. Children need 

to be guided to enhance their learning through interaction as part of a group, which, 
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perhaps somewhat paradoxically, allows them to liberate their individual creativity and 

curiosity. 

Ms. S.’s method of personalized attention could be used as a starting point for a 

student-centered, constructivist approach to issues of individualized behavior. Such an 

approach would require a facilitator’s acute observation in guiding students through such 

issues, encouraging them and using their individual choices to launch other movement 

possibilities, new ideas, and co-creative relationships. In this role, a facilitator would 

have to both support and limit, supporting individual participation, but positively limiting 

isolated or exclusionary behaviors that prevent children from collaborating and 

participating as class members. Such an approach could limit the exclusion of students 

who, while demonstrating the ability for focused exploration and the potential for 

kinesthetic and creative development, have difficulty with group participation. Student-

centered learning approaches and constructivist methods of teaching confer a foreground 

role in curriculum development on the student. Co-creative relationships, involving 

careful observation, encouragement, and collaboration, could promote forms of 

participation that yield more engaged, student-centered curricula.  

 

Hesitant participation 

 Throughout the sessions, a small group of shy students participated in the class 

only reserved, although they expressed their enjoyment of the sessions through their 

drawings and writings. These students were willing participants in class activities, but 

would get involved in movement activities only if approached by Ms. S. or I. They would 
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participate actively in these cases, but were otherwise reluctant. Their initial tentativeness 

was particularly apparent in parts of the class that required individual or small-group 

movement. This group of students sought the teachers’ attention nonverbally, shyly 

glancing at teachers to indicate their desire to be accompanied. Their reflective drawings, 

in which they described in-class explorations and expressed that they had “had fun,” 

revealed that they had been fully attentive in class. For instance, one girl drew herself 

doing “her dance” for her session 2 reflective drawing, yet she had exhibited shyness and 

tentativeness during the session, only moving together with Ms. S.  

In some instances, it took great effort to get this group involved. Having a 

teacher approach and encourage them to participate disrupted the tempo of the class, 

cutting into the flow of instruction as a cohesive whole. The extra attention that these 

students required produced a division between them and the students who participated 

naturally and unselfconsciously. Regardless of such issues, these students’ participation 

in the learning process did involve a mutual movement exchange that was pedagogically 

important, as it allowed them to develop their knowledge of movement expression 

through exposure to both new and familiar methods. 

In many cases, in accompanying Ms. S. or me, the girls danced in a manner that 

was directly reflective of our movements. Their individual voices were not strongly 

illuminated, and they preferred to incorporate or mimic our movements, perhaps as a 

result of the feeling of security that the personal attention of a facilitator granted. Their 

acknowledgement and appreciation of the teachers’ interactions with them was clearly 

expressed through their reflective drawings, in which they often drew Ms. S. dancing 
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with them, making it clear that they liked this. This showed the importance of teachers 

taking on roles that are as physically and emotionally interactive as possible. Such roles 

are the embodiment of empathic and collaborative education, and allow teachers to co-

create meaning through exchanges of movement in which they share their own aesthetics 

with students, who then take in these impressions and mirror them, sharing in movement 

creation. Combined aesthetic and empathetic approaches enable educators to include shy 

students in learning, rather than dismissing them as timid and leaving them alone. In 

these cases, teachers act as a stepping stone that students can use to move toward more 

active engagement in movement activities.  

 

Divertive participation  

Several children regularly diverted group attention by displaying strong emotions 

and behaviors that were inappropriate in a classroom setting. These behavioral challenges 

frequently influenced the level of engagement and focus of the rest of the group, making 

facilitation challenging. Sometimes, these children’s emotional discontent was based 

wholly on external factors, and was unrelated to the class itself. In several cases, students 

exhibited unexpected and seemingly random displays of negative behavior. For instance, 

during an across-the-floor exploration, a few boys decided to directly approach the 

camcorder that was positioned in the corner, touching it and making faces for the camera 

after being explicitly asked to refrain from doing so. In a more serious case, one student 

consistently expressed her aggressiveness throughout the sessions, sometimes causing 

physical fights. While some of the children ignored her behavior, it continued to 
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precipitate similarly negative behavior in others. In general, individual students’ negative 

behaviors caused chain reactions of defiance and distraction among other students. These 

types of divertive behavior hindered the engagement of children who tried to remain 

focused on the creative learning process and challenged the flow of the class, 

transforming activities from productive facilitations of creative processes into situations 

in which students actively prevented the class from progressing. The boisterous behavior 

of certain students not only caused other students who had been behaving well to become 

inattentive and participate in unacceptable behavior, but hindered their own long-term 

engagement. At the same time, these acts of defiance uncovered a previously hidden 

aspect of the curriculum, namely the necessity to recognize unexpected behaviors as a 

variable and resolve them by effectively incorporating them into the creative learning 

process.  

In order to maintain the attention of more focused students and continue with my 

content exploration objectives, my tendency was to focus my attention on students who 

were participating appropriately and leave the handling of behavioral situations to the 

other two teachers. Ms. S., when observing the children exhibiting certain emotional 

states, chose to approach them and guide them in the exploration of their emotions, 

attempting to transfer them into movements and thus enhance their participation. For 

instance, when one girl displayed resistance to participation due to her anger, Ms. S. 

encouraged her to express her emotion through the creation of an “angry dance.” When 

necessary, Ms. S. also mirrored Ms. M.’s disciplinarian role by providing stern warnings. 

As the sessions progressed, I noticed that our respective teaching roles, mine focused on 
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students who were fully participating, Ms. M.’s as disciplinarian, and Ms. S.’s as 

personal attention giver and individual explorative guide, became more sharply defined. 

Although these roles assisted in handling certain situations, the behaviors displayed by 

certain children challenged the continuity of overall class productivity and made it more 

difficult to carry out student-centered learning.  

While a vital objective of a student-centered creative movement class is to foster 

individual expression of personality and traits, negative behavior and its disrupting 

influence on other students makes it difficult to carry out constructivist facilitation. My 

goal of allowing learning to originate from the children themselves was not always 

achievable due to the unacceptable or even potentially dangerous behavior displayed by 

students. Moreover, despite the creative movement exploration setting, certain limits 

regarding the personal display of emotion and expression were required, especially with 

children who exhibited a lack of awareness and respect of others or were unable to 

participate in activities that involved mutual learning, interaction, or collaborative work. 

These children did not follow the rules regarding acceptable and unacceptable behavior, 

of which they had been well-informed. Pedagogically, the study indicated that for 

meaningful and productive constructivist learning to take place, a set of rules must be 

established and enforced, including very clear parameters for acceptable and 

unacceptable behavior and the implementation of clearly-explained consequences. At the 

same time, the establishment of too many rules may control or limit students’ freedom of 

expression. In a creative movement class, which prioritizes children’s expressions, 

certain emotions, such as feelings of sadness or anger, are not typically considered 
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unacceptable, and when facilitated properly, can serve as a starting point from which to 

initiate group exploration. In such cases the group is guided in collective movement 

exploration that honors individual children’s processes of expression.  

The Crux of the Pedagogical Challenge: The Influence of Behavioral Diversity on 

the Student-Centered Approach 

 Developing a student-centered curriculum requires mutual awareness of self and 

others as well as attentiveness on the part of the entire group. The crux of the pedagogical 

challenge in this case was facilitating productive, engaging, and creative learning that 

elicited the children’s hidden capacity for imagination, ideas, and kinesthetic awareness, 

while still effectively addressing issues of challenging participation. Taking on this 

challenge required the careful integration of class management strategies and detailed 

observations of student responses. Putting such ideas into practice was made particularly 

challenging by the demonstrated behavioral diversity that was discussed previously; it 

provided insight into the realities of incorporating existing creative movement theory into 

practice in the urban creative setting. I argue that there is a lack of literature providing 

specific strategies with which to address such issues within the creative movement 

pedagogy, as Ellsworth (1989) also criticized the literature on critical pedagogy for its 

lack of utility in helping educators think through and plan improvements in actual 

classroom practice. Ellsworth argues that in invoking concepts of critical pedagogy, 

educational researchers consistently strip discussions of classroom practice of their 

historical context and political position, leaving behind only highly abstract, general 

definitions that are interesting philosophically, but not particularly helpful for teachers 
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who need to evaluate and plan effective classroom practices (Ellsworth, 1989). There is a 

great need for acknowledging the diverse issues that can take place, especially in an 

urban setting, when applying existing creative movement pedagogy to bridge the gap 

between the rhetoric of critical pedagogy and the realities of its implementation in an 

actual classroom setting like that of the current study (urban inner city). This was made 

clear by the challenges that I faced as a researcher in attempting to put student-centered 

critical pedagogy into practice in an urban educational environment.  

Student-centered approaches are often defined in contrast to traditional 

instructional approaches, which are characterized by greater teacher direction (Cuban, 

1983; Hannafin et al., 1999). Key differences between the two approaches lie in their 

goals, roles, motivational orientations, assessments, and involvement of student 

interaction, particularly with regard to student agency, attentiveness, and inspiration. The 

findings discussed in this section suggest that the factors typically considered the basis of 

an effective student-centered approach for creative movement are themselves in need of a 

foundation involving the appropriate direction of challenging behaviors through the clear 

incorporation of discipline management into the curriculum. This addition may require 

the provision of specific directions incorporated within the curriculum. For a creative 

movement class, I argue that such management systems can be further enriched through 

the specifically implemented yet creative incorporation of multisensory inputs, including 

drumbeats, connected actions, and character and spatial formation embodiment, which 

encourage students’ kinesthetic and sensory awareness, fulfilling a crucial goal of the 

creative movement education process. Particularly in this setting, one needs to keep in 



 379

mind the behavioral diversity that is consistently present, and to acknowledge the greater 

need to provide organization, structure, and parameters while embracing the creative 

movement objective, which supports creativity, individuality, and liberation. The 

facilitator need to be as creative in facilitating the class with a specific approach that 

focuses on creative engagement and discipline management. For example, instead of 

disciplining students in a traditional manner, a particular embodiment signal or the action, 

“freeze” could be implemented effectively to avoid chaos. In addition, there needs to be a 

creative way of making transitions from one activity to another. During these transitions, 

there could easily be behavioral disruptions, which could be mediated by specific, 

structured, geometric pathway locomotor movements as a group, or forming a line. While 

actions may be seen as rules, more rigid than what creative movement calls for, based on 

this study, the students need to have a clear creativity/individuality parameter to prevent 

the possible disruption inherent in behavioral diversity.  

 

Pedagogical and Class Management Tools  

In carrying out this project, my goal as a teacher and facilitator was to foster 

productive learning and a collaborative creative process. In many cases, however, the 

children’s behavioral diversity required the involvement of the other two teachers in class 

management. Ms. Suzie assumed a non-confrontational role, providing children with 

attention and empathy, while Ms. M. acted as disciplinarian. The necessity of their 

involvement in class management reflected the class’s need for clearly articulated 
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parameters and carefully planned group management strategies, both of which were 

prerequisites for the development of productive, creative processes.  

Jones (1987) argues that good work and good behavior are one and the same. He 

states that individualized management programs should be avoided at all cost, and that 

classroom management means managing the entire class. Other education scholars 

(Howes et al., 2008; Kontos, Burchinal, Howes, Wisseh, & Galinsky, 2002; Pianta, 2003; 

La Paro, Pianta, & Stuhlman, 2004) argue that high-quality teaching fosters cognitive, 

behavioral, and social-emotional skills and has both interpersonal and instructional 

features. While Jones’ point of view emphasizes the importance of attending to 

behavioral issues and discipline through non-individualized group management, this 

second perspective stresses the incorporation of students’ individual traits and attributes, 

which may include behavioral displays and even disciplinary issues, into the ideas 

implemented within the curriculum. It suggests that teachers, using interpersonal skills 

and instructional strategies, should attempt to enhance individual student self-awareness, 

with the assumption that increased awareness reduces behavioral issues, while at the 

same time exploring student creativity that may be expressed as behavioral displays. The 

class experiences in this study demonstrate that these two opinions can be seen as 

complementary; class management, student self-awareness, and creative productivity 

must all coexist for meaningful learning to occur. 

For creative movement teachers, all emotional, behavioral, physical, somatic, and 

spiritual factors can be explored through movement, intuition, feeling, and sensing. There 

are, however, limitations to the facilitation of these experiences for students. Ideally, 
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when students display unacceptable behaviors such as fighting, teachers should apply 

their interpersonal skills, asking the students involved how they would feel if someone 

acted in the same way towards them, and ideally trying to explore such feelings through 

movement in order to manage the behavior. Doing so not only teaches students lessons 

about their behavior, but also contributes to their creative movement education, in turn 

helping them connect with their inner and outer selves.  

Based on my own observations, however, individuality and freedom of 

expression also need parameters, as children who are actively inattentive or disruptive 

prevent creative movement and individual creative and intuitive expression from 

developing. In facilitating, I was constantly conflicted by the issue of classroom 

management and its relationship to my teaching philosophy. Mutual respect is the 

baseline for feminist, constructivist learning to occur, while effective classroom 

management, in whatever form it takes, is the foundation for effective teaching.  

A strict class management perspective is a useful one with regard to behavioral 

issues, but it does not address the issue of creative individuality. For creative dance 

education to be more meaningful and fully develop the individual and communal 

experience, mutual focus, unhampered by disciplinary issues, is needed. My experience 

with this study was one in which disciplinary issues dominated the creative processes at 

times, as teachers faced behavioral diversity that hindered group focus on creative 

exploration and diminished the value of the learning experience. For example, in 

response to ongoing insubordination from the group and Ms. M.’s suggestion that the 

children needed a lesson on group attention, one class was entirely stopped. Many 
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sessions required the group to wait for individual students’ attention, which was a 

phenomenon that persisted throughout the study. 

To provide a better educational experience for students who were attentive, I 

eventually found myself ignoring those with behavioral diversity leaving Ms. M. to act as 

disciplinarian, which became problematic as it created a divide between those who were 

attentive and those who were not. I came to realize that although good work and good 

behavior are inseparable and good behavior influences one to be productively engaged, in 

a creative movement class which calls for self-empowerment, students should be able to 

process their personal feelings and freely express and direct them. Creative dance 

instruction in the classroom positions an individual process in a group setting. 

Disciplinary solutions must therefore involve a compromise between individual and 

group. To a certain extent, creative movement in the classroom needs to be individualized, 

but clear parameters also need to be set for both individuals and groups.  

With regard to this study, my reliance on the homeroom teacher for help with 

behavioral management could have been reduced if I had set up clearer boundaries for 

acceptable student behavior. Provision of some room for personal processing of divertive 

behaviors through movement should still have been made, but unacceptable behaviors, 

such as rudeness or fighting, needed to be managed differently. I believe that the creative 

movement teacher’s role involves being culturally empathetic, including with regard to 

aggressive and insubordinate behaviors originating from personal frustration, attention 

difficulties, and students’ social and cultural circumstances. When behavioral boundaries 

are set, individual expression and creativity that includes both acceptable and more 
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challenging emotional and behavioral factors can be appropriately displayed, addressed, 

and explored within an educational setting.  

Any incentive system aimed at regulating class behavior must be directed toward 

the group as a whole, who must be attentive and abide by the parameters set. Once group 

management strategies are in place and the goal of a cohesive group has been achieved, 

individual creativity, including that related to behavioral diversity may be explored, 

allowing for the development of a more student-centered curriculum. The following 

subsections discuss the tools that were used to facilitate the kind of group focus necessary 

for meaningful creative learning to occur and suggest future facilitation strategies for 

high-energy, culturally diverse, urban student populations.  

 

Use of rewards and punishment 

Use of rewards 

Ms. M. commonly dealt with challenges related to behavioral management 

through the use of extrinsic rewards. She kept prize containers holding small reward 

items, such as stickers, balls, or stamps, which she would give to students who had 

behaved well or shown academic improvement. She explained to me that the rewards 

motivated the students and helped them to focus. The children were accustomed to this 

system, which appeared to fit in well with my pedagogical goals of embracing 

individuality and acknowledging individual contributions to the group, and as it was my 

goal to keep in line with Ms. M.’s approach to classroom management, I decided to begin 

experimenting with the use of extrinsic rewards as a means of improving group focus. 
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Overall, however, my aim as a creative movement teacher was to guide children toward 

engagement through their interest in movement, imagery, and the exploration of content 

and props, rather than through external factors such as treats. For this reason, I used such 

rewards sporadically, trying to work them into lessons naturally and at times which were 

most appropriate to the class’s content, such as on Halloween. 

The Halloween session (session 16), one of the later sessions, was in fact the first 

time that I used rewards. I had avoided their use until that point, but as the day’s theme 

was related to treats, and because Ms. M. suggested that the children might have trouble 

focusing due to their excitement, I integrated the use of treats such as candies and stamps 

into my pedagogical plan. I also used external rewards in session 21, which was 

dedicated solely to the rehearsal of the children’s identity dance, as this was a time at 

which it was a struggle to keep all of the children focused. When I noticed their attention 

wandering in session 23, the children were given hand stamps in order to encourage them 

to discuss their responses to the video recording of their dance. Although giving the 

children extrinsic rewards had a temporary motivating effect on some students, it did not 

aid in creating consistent group focus throughout the sessions. Most of the children 

seemed to respond and focus solely for the external reason of receiving a treat, rather than 

because of their genuine engagement in the class’s content. Based on my own reflection 

and observation, using treats was less effective in ensuring the students’ whole-hearted 

participation than was the verbal acknowledgement and encouragement of their 

successful participation. While a more efficient way of integrating the treat system could 

perhaps have been found, affirming the children’s voices and movement exploration 
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choices appeared to more intrinsically enhance the children’s engagement, guiding them 

to suggest further ideas and movements that drew in their peers. This allowed teachers to 

follow up with additional rewarding behaviors, such as giving students the opportunity to 

participate in leading the class by sharing their preferred ideas and movements. Giving 

these kinds of verbal and behavioral rewards was also more pedagogically aligned with 

the creative movement agenda of eliciting intrinsic movement choices from students and 

allowing them to be driven by their own instincts.  

Cameron and Pierce’s (1994) meta-analysis of the effects of extrinsic rewards on 

intrinsic motivation concludes that overall, such rewards do not decrease intrinsic 

motivation. Implicitly acknowledging Ryan & La Gurdia’s (1999) findings that intrinsic 

motivation is important for learning and adjustment in an educational setting, Cameron 

and Pierce nonetheless state that “teachers have no reason to resist implement(ing) 

incentive systems in the classroom” (p.397), further stating that the use of extrinsic 

rewards does not undermine intrinsic motivation, despite popular belief to the contrary. 

For the purposes of this study, however, I found that providing positive verbal and action-

based rewards, rather than extrinsic rewards such as treats, aided in generating a higher 

level of engagement in activities, and integrated better with the exploratory aspect of the 

curriculum.  

 

Use of punishment  

Although punitive disciplinary management is necessary in classroom education, 

it is often challenging to implement within a creative movement environment, as strict 
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rules and punishments risk limiting the energy and autonomy of one’s class. For this 

group, a lack of basic discipline led to greater challenges in facilitation, as constant 

behavioral diversity often hindered the exploration of self-driven movement, images, and 

ideas. Punishment in the class was mostly administered by Ms. M., who observed the 

actions of the students and, according to her perception of the accepted parameters, 

decided whether or not to physically separate children from the group, typically having 

them sit with her by the steps for the remainder of the session. The persistence of 

behavioral diversity often led Ms. M. to act in a disciplinary capacity, which sometimes 

interrupted the flow of the class, restricted freedom of participation, or made it difficult to 

develop a more nurturing class environment.  

Punishment was largely administered in three different forms: stopping a child 

from participating in activities by having them sit at the side of the class, removing the 

child from the class, or stopping the class entirely. The goal of these punishments, as well 

as the rewards that accompanied positive behavior, was to provide the children involved 

with a chance to reflect on consequences and to encourage them to cooperate instead of 

misbehave in future sessions. The effectiveness of these forms of punishment, however, 

was occasionally unclear. Kauffman (2005) argues that there are two problems with the 

logic behind such punishments. The first is that the lesson that they teach students is that 

they should not get caught, rather than that they should not misbehave. The second is that, 

by introducing humiliation or exclusion as acceptable measures in class, they create a 

“ripple effect” whereby the students learn to humiliate and exclude each other. I found 

that the use of rewards and punishment in class often influenced children to participate 
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out of desire for the rewards or fear of extrinsic consequences, rather than for the sake of 

exploring ideas or self-expression. The children were sensitive about being sent out by 

Ms. M. and often expressed disappointment about not being able to participate, also 

arguing that they had been unfairly punished. Often, several children were found sitting 

by the steps. These were frequently the same children, leading them to be repeatedly 

excluded from the dance exploration in which their peers were allowed to engage. This 

also created a division between these students and the children who were permitted to 

participate in exploration, and over time, some students became accustomed to sitting out 

the class due to exclusion by Ms. M. The situation was challenging, as it was important to 

allow all the children in the class to participate, yet also imperative to support stability in 

classroom management. I discussed the predicament with Ms. M., who emphasized the 

importance of consistency in discipline. I respected her parameters but attempted to find 

alternative strategies that fit within the guidelines that she set for her class.  

Challenging behaviors included emotional outbursts and a reluctance to focus on 

movement experiments, and ranged to more serious physical displays of disobedience, 

including fighting with peers and playing with items that students were forbidden to 

touch. While students continued to be excluded from class activities as punishment, it 

was important to find ways for the group to process their experiences, whether negative 

or positive, within the context of the curriculum, rather than through exclusion. For these 

urban inner-city children whose regular classes were, in many cases, focused on rote 

practice and the improvement of test scores rather than the exploration of their emotional 

and physical beings, creative movement class offered an outlet for processing feelings 
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and actions that was not acceptable in a standard class setting. Furthermore, for those 

children who required more intense consistency for enhanced focus, the class offered a 

unique experience, different from their typical academic classes; it provided them with 

unusual perceptions, with an open space and the use of movement and expression as the 

main medium for learning and exploring, adding complexity to their perception of a class. 

This unfamiliar environment may have caused some confusion for such students; the 

unaccustomed freedom of movement and activity may have influenced unruly behavior 

and frequent inattention to the class. However, even though some students often 

displayed difficult behaviors, these were accompanied by a strong kinesthetic awareness 

of movement and a clear joy in participating in movement exploration.  

For the purposes of a creative movement class, behavioral diversity should be 

addressed positively whenever possible. Parameters for acceptable behavior need to be 

set at the outset of the instructional process, and maintained clearly and coherently 

throughout the period of instruction. However, more leeway should be given with regard 

to behavioral diversity than is common in a typical classroom, and positive, inclusive 

solutions should be prioritized. Students’ emotional outbursts can be used to elicit a 

group’s awareness of experiencing feelings through movement, while stubborn children 

who insist on repeatedly performing particular movements can be invited to lead others 

through these movements as a starting point for their integration into the group. 

Situations involving difficult behaviors, such as violence or outright disobedience may 

require stricter consequences, but might not preclude a child’s inclusion in a session. 

Behaviors and the way they are experienced by the class should be explored and 
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discussed as a method of teaching children what is acceptable and what is not, integrating 

issues into the curriculum and incorporating all students in the solution of problems. 

More inclusive approaches can greatly aid teachers in curtailing ongoing behavioral 

issues, while simultaneously allowing students to experience movement and the 

exploration of both their inner motivations and their outer actions and behaviors. 

Discipline management, therefore, should be viewed as the differentiated reinforcement 

of appropriate behavior, rather than as simple suppression (Jones, 2009). Using 

movement and intuitive strategies to help guide students toward an understanding of their 

conduct allows them to internally realize behavioral parameters through participation in 

positive activities with their classmates. 

 

Use of drum signals  
Using drum signals as a disciplinary tool heightened the children’s alertness and 

focused them both mentally and kinesthetically. Their responses to these signals related 

both to the sound level of the cue (as demonstrated in session 15, when a high-pitched 

drum was used) and to the specific actions that had to be performed in reaction to the 

sound (freeze in place, be quiet, sit with arms and legs crossed). I first implemented drum 

signals in session 3, in an effort to add a new medium for enhancing the children’s group 

focus. Initially, the use of drums did not seem to help in drawing the children’s attention. 

They were accustomed to Ms. M’s call-and-response cues, such as “one, two, three, all 

eyes on me,” as well as my own, which involved the statement “active ears, active eyes, 

no active mouth,” accompanied by related gestures. When I observed the seeming 

ineffectiveness of the drum, I discontinued its use, only starting to employ it again when I 
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began to face serious difficulties managing the children’s physical energy, even through 

the use of the established call-and-response cues. This time, I used a bigger and stronger-

sounding drum, which was used at first to enforce a strict “no moving” rule. Although 

this larger drum was uniquely effective in inciting the children’s kinesthetic awareness 

and drawing their focus, it became clear that there was a need for additional strategies 

that would enhance group engagement and enable more productive creative processes. As 

such, I began to accompany the drumbeat with more specific cues, “freeze, quiet, and 

sit.” At first, I needed to use the drumbeat repeatedly and constantly reiterate the rules. 

As discussed by Shindler (2010), it takes time for a conditioned response to a cue to 

become routine. Developing conditioned responses also requires the continuous 

application of cues. Over time, however, the drum allowed me to limit the children’s 

unfocused activity and lead them towards more collaborative experiences. The sound of 

the drum and the use of accompanying actions led the children to stop and reflect, 

through embodiment, on what they were hearing.  

Verbally requesting that the children pay attention was clearly less effective than 

the drum signal in obtaining the students’ undivided attention. My original “active eyes, 

active ears, and no active mouth” rule required me to repeat the phrase a number of times 

to capture the children’s attention, while the use of the drum reduced this need. Based on 

my observations and discussions with the children’s homeroom teachers, who 

emphasized the importance of being seen as strict disciplinarians, the children responded 

more quickly to loud, stern voices. It was a challenge for me to adapt to this 

predisposition, given my cultural background and belief in a feminist pedagogy based on 
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empathy and caring. The drum signal provided the solution, strengthening my ability to 

draw children’s attention without going against my pedagogical preferences. Some 

scholars of class management argue that the most effective cues are symbolic and 

behavioral rather than verbal (Ella & Schwab, 2006; Shindler, 2010). Single words, 

sounds, or signals, accompanied by automatic responses such as clapping or chanting a 

refrain are often more effective than long sentences. The children’s inattentiveness to 

longer commands and their responsiveness to symbolic words and drum signals seemed 

to support these ideas. Some of the actions that the children were asked to perform upon 

hearing the drum signal included freezing in place and holding imaginary bubbles in their 

mouths, techniques that had been previously introduced by Ms. M., but which became 

even more effective when carried out in conjunction with drum signals. In these cases, 

the level of drum pitch and volume and how it was integrated into the overall process of 

class facilitation was important.  

In session 15, I began implementing a zero-tolerance policy. In such policies, any 

infraction of an established rule, regardless of whether it results from an accident, a 

mistake, ignorance, or extenuating circumstances, is punished (Bowling, 1999). In 

schools, common zero-tolerance policies relate to the possession or use of drugs or 

weapons, but they can also be used to demonstrate that other behaviors will not be 

tolerated. Scaringi (2008) and Noguera (1995) suggest that such rules are required to 

create an appropriate environment for teaching and learning. In enacting my zero-

tolerance policy, I attempted to find creative methods that elicited sensible body 

movement, which is what ultimately led me to return to the use of the drum. The use of 
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the signal included its repetition until all students were alert and attentive. The need to 

repeat the rules when the drumbeat was first implemented influenced the natural flow of 

the class, but eventually led to better group focus, helping to direct and manage 

uncooperative behavior. The use of a drum elicited the children’s attention, enhanced the 

development of their bodily awareness, and promoted aspects of kinesthetic awareness, 

including the idea of stillness, the increased awareness of others, and the concept of 

personal space. The children demonstrated a clear physical response to drumbeats and 

signals, and the drum became essential to the maintenance of order in the classroom. 

 These findings show that drum signals can be used to effectively mitigate 

disruptive behavior and decrease the need for other disciplinary action. In this study, the 

drum cue became embedded within the curriculum as a part of the children’s experience 

to which they naturally responded. Their responses helped them to focus, lessening the 

need for the drum as time went on. Scholars of African music have stated that drums and 

rhythms are primal signals, closely related to dance, and linked to the heartbeat and 

breathing (Murphy, 1994; Agawu, 1995). The children’s responses corroborated this, as 

they reacted strongly not only to live drumming but also to recorded music containing 

drumbeats, demonstrating a strong connection to such music and responding immediately 

by moving to its rhythms. The children openly expressed their appreciation of the beats 

and pumping rhythms of pop music, displaying a clearer sense of rhythm and responding 

more deliberately to music that included drums than to music that did not, such as 

classical music or traditional Korean music. Incorporating drums thus made creative 

movement instruction more culturally relevant, in that it catered to the children’s 



 393

backgrounds and interests and allowed them to more easily connect with instructional 

processes. By using a medium to which the children could easily relate, I was able to 

minimize unnecessary behavioral diversity develop group focus, and increase kinesthetic 

and rhythmic awareness.  

The use of drums in class management is an area that is ripe for further 

exploration. As groups of urban inner-city children often require clearer and stronger 

disciplinary frameworks to limit their negative behavioral displays, the explorative yet 

systemic implementation of attention-focusing rules through the use of drumming can be 

used to connect to these children’s intuitive movement preferences and regulate 

potentially challenging behavioral diversity It may also help children develop longer 

attention spans, lessen disruptive behavioral displays, and more closely align students’ 

internal selves with their external and kinetic selves. 

 

Tone of voice  

The children participating in this study initially displayed a noticeable lack of 

self-control, and the majority appeared unable to remain still, calm, and focused. The 

constant fidgeting, playing, and chatting of individual students often attracted their peers, 

frequently progressing into aggressive behavior such as poking and fighting. To gain the 

children’s attention at these times, Ms. M. typically spoke in a loud, assertive voice, 

which had a clear impact. She usually called on children by name, which was initially 

effective, but over time, seemed to isolate certain students and lose strength through 

repetition, with some students eventually ignoring her altogether. Ms. M. also 
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occasionally repeated the things that I had said, in an attempt to focus children who were 

not paying attention. While her strategies were often more effective than my methods in 

eliciting immediate responses, the findings of the study showed that over the long term, 

they hindered consistent responsiveness. While scholars of urban education argue that 

assertive behavior is a critical part of establishing the authority needed to maintain “a 

businesslike learning atmosphere” (Weiner, 1999; Delpit, 1995; Wilson and Corbett, 

2001; Bergeron, 2008), in this study, assertive behavior was not always employed 

effectively as the children seemed to become immune to its use. Class management 

experts (Jacobs & Langley, 2007; Jones, 2010; Shindler, 2010) also stress the importance 

of assertive behavior, yet I observed that high levels of unyielding assertiveness tended to 

intimidate students and inhibit their desire and willingness to explore, leading to a rigid 

and overly serious environment. While assertiveness has its value, it must not be taken to 

extremes, and should balance the objective of focusing children and allowing freedom of 

exploration and expression.  

As the sessions progressed, I found myself using a louder, stronger voice to get 

the immediate response I needed from the children. My demeanor and facial expressions 

became sterner and less yielding. However, instead of focusing primarily on projecting 

sternness and authority, I tried to utilize creative cues and rules to establish a relationship 

with students that would mitigate behavioral diversity From my observations, when 

constant behavioral issues occurred, it was better, even in eliciting a temporary response, 

to wait for a natural lull in which to set or establish rules, rather than to yell. I also noted 

that the use of gestures or an engaging tone of voice, through which I called for attention 
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in a direct but gentle manner, produced more lasting responses and attentiveness than 

yelling. In applying these approaches, I was often unable to reach a few uncooperative 

students, who would continue to obstruct the process of teaching, exploring, and sharing. 

Nevertheless, I came to realize that setting rules and waiting for a natural lull was 

important, particularly for this group. By doing so consistently, I was able to gradually 

enhance the group focus of most of the children, subtly emphasizing the importance of 

higher levels of focus. The few children who did not experience natural periods of greater 

focus could then be included through the integration of their movement and content 

exploration preferences into the instructional content of the class.  

These findings were in line with the work of Shindler (2010), who emphasizes the 

importance of consequences as a means of reinforcing cues, including stopping and 

waiting. Shindler highlights the proximity and personal consequences of implementation, 

stating that a cue will work to the degree that one projects absoluteness. A variety of 

scholars (Foster, 1995; Ladson-Billings and Henry, 1990; Delpit, 1988) have stressed the 

importance of understanding the cultural backgrounds of urban children, recommending 

the employment of a “call and response” method that uses communicative social patterns 

familiar to them from their upbringings. This method allows teachers to establish more 

constructive relationships with students and engage in more meaningful interactive 

processes. It is also suggested that, as students relate personally to such an approach, the 

implementation of an authoritarian style is crucial.  

Gordon (2009) argues that while some groups of children may require more 

disciplinary rules than others, it is important to treat all groups with empathy and 
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understanding rather than to respond as if they were adults. Discussion of their behaviors 

can enhance cohesiveness and group focus among students and mitigate further 

disruptive behaviors. Reacting to problematic behaviors through dialogue as a class was 

very useful in working with this group, as has been described for sessions 4, 9, and 12. 

This could have been even more effective if clear rules and parameters had been 

established at the outset of the study. Teaching urban children requires the special skill of 

systematically and firmly establishing parameters, giving the children clear boundaries 

within which they have the space to express themselves freely and creatively. As part of 

this approach, the boundaries that are set should become more flexible over time.  

The findings of this study indicated that the setting of parameters from the outset 

of a course and the implementation and enforcement of discipline in a creative but 

systematic manner were more important factors in the development of a productive 

learning environment than voice modulation. Carrying out such approaches may require 

an initial appearance of authoritarianism, but as children come to take responsibility, a 

slow shift towards an increasingly student-centered approach becomes possible. Shindler 

(2010) argues for a student-centered approach that encourages students to become self-

directed. This approach should be based on internal motivation and focused on building a 

sense of self-efficacy and collective responsibility among students.  

Although my aim was to create a curriculum that cultivated the students’ agency 

and identity, the students in the study were clearly accustomed to a more structured and 

disciplinarian teaching style. As I was unprepared for this, much effort was required to 

gradually move from an authoritarian stance toward practices that guided the students in 
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assuming more individual responsibility, and thus developing a more productive learning 

environment in which the individuals actively listened and participated as a cooperative 

whole. While some of the rules geared towards enhancing the students’ awareness of self 

and other were introduced early in the curriculum, such as embodying a personal bubble 

and using a drumbeat as a signal to freeze, they were not explicitly integrated into the 

curricular structure from the very beginning, and this oversight caused many disruptive 

behavioral issues and the overuse of raised voices to maintain order.  

 

Reflection and Closure: Creating a Space for Urban Children’s Meaningful 

Learning 

Based on my own experiences, which are cross-cultural in nature, I employed 

approaches based on my work with Korean children and suburban American children, as 

well as on feminist pedagogy, which emphasizes liberation, caring, and community 

(Antilla, 2000, 2007; Bond, 2000; Stinson, 1998; Shapiro, 1999). My methods were 

founded on my belief that rigid structure, organization, and discipline limit or restrict 

freedom of expression in children.  

 Through several semesters of work with inner-city children, I maintained my 

pedagogical direction, hoping it would enable the group to establish an environment of 

creativity and freedom. However, a different process was necessary to promote a 

productive and fully engaged creative exploration. The students required a teacher with a 

specific personal temperament–a loving, caring, and nurturing interior, encased in an 

outwardly tough and strict exterior. This combination of characteristics provides balance, 
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fostering the individuality of the children while maintaining order and focus in the 

classroom. When creative freedom was presented without specific organization, students 

perceived that the teacher was establishing a “free-for-all” environment, opening the door 

to frequent undesirable conduct, which I often referred to as “challenging modes of 

participation.” Throughout the study, I realized that with prior student groups an 

atmosphere of mutual respect had been present from the beginning of our sessions, which 

formed the basis of our collaboration in creating dances and expressive movements. The 

children in the present study, however, demonstrated a distinctly different approach to 

participation and learning, as they did not begin from the same point, and my initial 

approach toward facilitating an environment of creativity and freedom led to disorder. 

This experience highlighted the importance of addressing the background and cultural 

expectations of the children in the planning and introduction of creative movement 

classes. My observations of this group mirrored the viewpoints of Ladson-Billings (1995) 

and Delpit (2006), who state that, with urban children, it is especially important to 

incorporate elements of discipline, focus, attention, and structure into the class, as these 

students are typically accustomed to these as a result of their cultural and educational 

experience. Creative movement teachers in urban environments can use this knowledge 

to develop an authoritative persona that children easily recognize and adapt to, providing 

classes with more structure than they would have in other settings, gradually guiding the 

students toward an atmosphere of freedom and liberation through creative exploration.  

Different groups bring different learning styles to the creative process, 

incorporating distinctive expressions of aesthetic movement and nonverbal 
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communication, and employing methods of communication and expression that inform 

other aspects of their conduct. A teacher who understands a group’s particular style of 

learning can use this as a stepping stone from which to explore various curricular 

elements. Effective teaching occurs when students are provided with a clear framework 

for acceptable behavior, establishing a respectful and organized, yet student-centered, 

environment, one which enables children to learn and grow and uses the children’s 

knowledge and experience as a foundation for facilitation. Even in a relaxed class that 

promotes self-expression, teachers are responsible for facilitating a meaningful, 

productive learning environment, and it is thus incumbent upon them to create and 

enforce rules and ideas based on student needs. In order to channel the energy and 

interests of students, so that they are fully immersed and engaged in the creative process, 

a teacher must be creative both in facilitating exploratory content and in managing the 

classroom. Without clear parameters, the chaotic behavior of the urban children in this 

study prevented them from fully engaging in the exploration process. The management 

tools explored throughout this study, and specifically in the discussions and reflections, 

indicates that teaching these children requires a carefully-designed approach that 

promotes agency and positivity within the classroom. Such approaches might include the 

development of innovative rules to accompany and support a creative movement 

atmosphere, and the incorporation of a variety of play-like tools aimed at eliciting interest 

and engagement. Such tools should reflect the cultural environment and involve preferred 

aesthetic movements, games aiding transition from one form of exploration to another, 

cues that draw in student attention through the use of an auditory signal and movement 
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combination, and image and character embodiment activities that elicit movement and 

promote self-awareness, both intuitively and kinesthetically. 

Creativity that is based on defined parameters encourages and fosters self-

expression and growth. By helping children explore their creativity, teachers are able to 

develop their own teaching inspiration, engaging and interacting with students to 

determine how best to cater to their interests, learning styles, environments, and cultural 

backgrounds, as well as deal with the behavioral diversity that is sometimes a part of their 

personal history. As Delpit (1995) argues, in culturally diverse classrooms, being open 

and flexible helps teachers adjust to varying contexts. Cundiff, Nadler, & Swan (2009) 

state that teachers need to practice cultural empathy when teaching such students. These 

approaches to teaching and facilitation cater to the cultural background of students, 

honoring their accustomed methods of learning and promoting understanding. Within the 

creative movement context, this approach can be described as a culturally empathetic 

creative movement pedagogy.  

My experience with various teaching environments has led me to reflect upon the 

disciplined and rigid training environment that I experienced at the conservatory, during 

my professional training as a dancer. While my training differed greatly from the 

instruction carried out in this study, in terms of both its environment and aims, reflection 

upon the rigid facilitation styles that my teachers employed has allowed me to understand 

that their clear rules enabled the learning environment to become a “sacred space,” in 

which students were encouraged to focus completely on their bodies and minds. There 

was no room for disengagement, as the environment and approach employed in those 
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classes required students to be in the moment, wholly focused on the dancing or training 

at hand. Had I not had this training, I would never have been able to become a 

professional dancer. Working with the children in the present study has helped me 

recognize the valuable aspects of my own training experience, of which I had previously 

been unaware, particularly in terms of  carefully organized, yet natural, facilitation that 

helps students focus on the task at hand. 

Variations in teaching environments influence a teacher’s pedagogical goals. The 

rigid training in the conservatory technique classes, which I experienced early in my 

career, was geared toward producing technically sound dancers. Dance training classes 

that focus on producing professional dancers are typically less interested in heightening 

and enhancing the development of self and the integration of body, mind, and intuition, 

while creative movement classes require the establishment of a liberating environment in 

which students feel free to express themselves and to explore a wide variety of concepts 

and contents. In any environment, however, absolutism can be problematic. For creative 

movement classes an environment of compromise has to be established, in which 

children can express themselves while voluntarily resisting the temptation to misbehave. 

For the urban children in this study to fully engage in a meaningful discovery of 

creativity through movement and discussion, structure was essential. It is vital that clear 

parameters be established from the start in such classes, in order to deal with disciplinary 

issues and enable a student-centered approach. Once such parameters have been 

established, teachers will have greater freedom to practice a student-centered, feminist 
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pedagogy that encourages student growth and awareness through the focused exploration 

of movement and expression. 

Through my experiences with these children, I have learned that the way a 

person chooses to move his or her body and display emotion, expressions, and learning 

styles, is rooted in deeply-embedded cultural and environmental influences, and is 

affected by culturally-coded reactions to new input and physical space. I came to realize 

that a creative movement class can become a place for cultural exchange, both among 

students and between students and teachers. In such circumstances, a teacher’s role is to 

channel these indicators and apply his or her own broad understanding of movement and 

expression to facilitate learning and develop the curriculum in a way that caters to the 

children’s cultural backgrounds. As Rudolf Alban states, human movement is a “common 

denominator of experience” (Hodgson, 2001) that enables teachers and students to share 

experiences and cultures and enhance their understanding of their identity and their place 

in the world. 
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

In response to Chapter 5, this chapter highlighted aspects of student perception 

and modes of participation that influenced my own teaching, with the aim of seeking best 

practices for teaching creative movement to urban children. This was achieved through a 

dialogue with existing literature and was based on findings regarding the lived experience 

of this particular creative dance environment. It took into account the factors that 

enhanced and hindered teaching and examined how they shaped the creation of a 

productive and engaged creative learning environment that was as free as possible of 

negative behavioral issues. In conjunction with the implications and recommendations 

that follow in Chapter 7, the findings covered in this chapter make up the last cycle of 

Action Research: the “Results” or “Implementation” stage.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

RESEARCH FINDINGS, PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS, AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE STUDY 

Experience occurs continuously, because the interaction of live creature and 
environing conditions is involved in the very process of living. Under conditions of 
resistance and conflict, aspects and elements of the self and the world that are 
implicated in this interaction qualify experience with emotions and ideas so that 
conscious intent emerges. 

John Dewey (1934, p. 35) 

In this final chapter, I discuss the study’s pedagogical implications and present 

recommendations for creative movement instruction. I also offer recommendations for 

educators and administrators and provide suggestions for future research studies. 

Research Findings 

The findings of this study has demonstrated that children express their personal 

style in terms of learning preferences, personal traits, aesthetic preferences, intuition, and 

emotions, as well as their individual and cultural ideas of self and other through creative 

movement. It is crucial that the methods and strategies employed in creative movement 

classes are carried out with particular attention to students’ specific cultural backgrounds 

and environmental standards, and that educators demonstrate flexibility in their 

approaches to facilitation and teaching, with the aim of reliably adapting to ever changing 

student needs.  

This study, which involved teaching children with urban backgrounds, led to a 

number of findings that can be used in the facilitation of successful creative movement 
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classes, particularly for those that involve comparable populations. First, students’ 

individual learning processes, environments, and backgrounds must be considered when 

developing a curriculum, particularly with regard to their aesthetic preferences and 

cultural backgrounds. Behavioral issues must be addressed by setting culturally 

appropriate standards for structure and discipline. Secondly, students’ understandings of 

creative movement help refine their understandings of self and other, particularly through 

the sharing and embodiment of unfamiliar concepts and movements. Third, allowing 

students sufficient time and freedom to fully develop their individual movement choices 

and ideas was discovered to strongly and positively influence creative processes. Fourth, 

the findings emphasized the importance of verbal discussion among students, teachers, 

and co-teachers. Finally, the findings indicated the need for specific, creative discipline 

strategies as the foundation of student-centered learning, and demonstrated the usefulness 

of including the innovative use of props in discipline strategies as well as creative 

exploration.  

Numerous dance scholars have examined creative movement instruction as a 

means of emphasizing individuality and inviting self-exploration and liberation (Antilla, 

2000, 2002; Bond, 2000; Stinson, 1993, 1997). In this study I found that dance education 

also aids in identifying personal and cultural preferences, students’ environmental 

standards, enhancing self-awareness, and developing a cohesive group aesthetic, all of 

which can guide teachers in their development of a personalized and, thus, increasingly 

customized, culturally-sensitive movement exploration pedagogy. In putting the group’s 

particular cultural norms into practice, it is important that instructors refrain from being 
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overly rigid in their planning, but instead be fully present in regulating and responding to 

their students’ preferences so as to act as facilitators for meaningful learning. A 

meaningful creative movement class requires creativity not only on the part of students, 

but also on the part of their teacher, who must be able to develop engaging creative 

processes through acute observations of the students’ personal, social and cultural 

preferences and styles. This must be done while simultaneously dealing with ever-present 

class management issues. Understanding students’ true interests requires acute 

observation, but by channeling and integrating these interests, a class becomes a truly 

collaborative process, and generates dance that is both authentic and unique. 

It is essential to keep in mind that each individual and group of students is 

different, in terms of both their individual and group backgrounds and the learning 

processes to which they are accustomed. In urban settings, where strict discipline and 

rigid structures are often the norm, the development of engaging creative movement 

processes depends on appropriate class management, structuring, and organization. 

Rather than regarding these needs as limitations to the kind of student freedom and 

individuality that is essential to creative movement classes, proper planning and 

organized discipline should be seen as the foundation for the development of a focused, 

creative, and collaborative student-centered learning environment. When a structure that 

is appropriate to a class learning culture is implemented, the facilitation of creative 

movement has the potential to expose children to diverse ideas, broaden their self-

awareness from an early age, and facilitate reflection and exploration of various personal, 

cultural, and educational concepts. Such an approach serves not only to develop student 
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creativity, but also encourages intuition and a sense of self-awareness. Based on my 

observations and experience, it is also important to keep in mind that the attention spans 

and degree of focus of children within a group can vary significantly, particularly in an 

urban instructional setting. A crucial method of classroom management involves the 

implementation of a system of clear rules that incorporates multimodal sensory inputs, 

such as drum signals, in combination with active movement. A positive reinforcement 

system must be implemented as well, preferably one that involves verbally 

acknowledging students, granting them leadership opportunities, and allowing them to 

select music or themes for exploration. Clearly reviewing the rules at the beginning of 

each class helps to mitigate behavioral problems and reduces disorder within the creative 

process. Moreover, whenever possible, additional adult observers should be present in 

classes of more than 20 children so that individualized attention can be provided to 

students as required. This type of attention is often not feasible for teachers who are 

required to act as the sole facilitator, attention giver, and disciplinarian for such large 

groups.  

Creative movement instruction allows children to connect kinesthetically and 

intuitively to one another in order to attain a thorough understanding of a wide variety of 

topics. The integration of unfamiliar movements into classes can be used to enhance 

student understandings of alternative possibilities, identities, and cultures. In this study, 

creative movement was found to be particularly useful in allowing students to explore 

and familiarize themselves with culturally-specific physical behaviors through active 
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engagement and embodiment. This suggests that movement instruction could serve as a 

valuable means of promoting greater cultural understanding in education.  

In order to appropriately guide and facilitate this process of understanding, 

teachers should participate in professional development programs that teach them to 

effectively integrate movement and dance within more traditional academic curricula. It 

is important to allot a sufficient amount of time and space for creativity to develop in the 

learning environment. Children should feel free to take the time they require to fully 

express themselves, both vocally and through facial, gestural, and whole-body 

movements. Encouraging spontaneous movement can promote children’s self-awareness 

as both learners and creators. The children in this study intuitively migrated toward 

improvisational movement and were fairly unconcerned about molding their movements 

to fit with defined structures. Their improvisations were inspired by the explorative 

movement material as well as the developed forms of expression that it engendered. The 

ways in which they presented familiar movements and images and used props to express 

themselves reflected their shared experiences within urban popular culture. Through their 

emphasis on individual rather than group aesthetics, they generated a diverse range of 

creative movements and personal styles. Most of the children involved in the study 

demonstrated an existing inclination toward movement, which led them to naturally 

engage in discussions of surprisingly diverse concepts. The integration of music and 

other explorative tools, such as props and character embodiment, was highly useful in 

drawing the children’s focus, in laying out basic class plans, and essentially guiding the 

group toward meaningful engagement. Allowing children the necessary time to explore 
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their own ideas and express them creatively using suggested movements or props elicited 

a high level of engagement.  

Verbal discussion proved to be a particularly valuable aspect of the dance 

instruction carried out in this study. A dance teacher’s role typically involves fostering 

discussion that helps students understand the cultural and social contexts of the 

movements that they learn. In this study, discussions were used to explore the concepts of 

ethnicity, culture, gender, family identity, and personal traits and characteristics, thereby 

significantly increasing the effectiveness of the overall educational process. Discussions 

enabled individual children to understand and share ideas about dance and its history and 

culture, which facilitated the development of a group perspective on dance. When 

accompanied by teacher-guided dialogue, paired and small group activities also allowed 

the children to interact and practice their negotiation and collaboration skills.  

It is clear from this study that incorporating movement and dance into standard 

curricula could be highly beneficial to teachers of all academic disciplines. The findings 

of the study showed that not only can dance act as a tool for learning in general, but it can 

inspire children to become engaged and interested in particular ideas, as well as enable 

better class management. The study effectively demonstrated that dance has the ability to 

garner the interests of students, and in turn, guide them towards enhanced group 

engagement. When it is meaningfully facilitated and applied, dance can also have a 

profound effect on the efficiency of class management. In order to facilitate the use of 

exploratory movement as a medium for social, emotional, and cultural development, 

children should be provided with the opportunity to exhibit individualistic movements 
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that reflect their social and ethnic identities, as well as their emotions and self-images. 

The present findings indicated that movement education is an important means of 

facilitating students’ expression of their cultural identities and preferred methods of 

learning, and that it can be used to expedite the development of personalized creative 

processes, as well as student understandings of the self and other.    

 

Pedagogical Implications 

The findings of this study indicated the need for a creative and collaborative 

movement curriculum that incorporates both the voices and preferences of students. 

Creating a meaningful learning environment in an urban educational setting requires 

cognizance of students’ unique backgrounds and cultures. In urban environments, 

innovative approaches and strategies are needed to promote appropriate class 

management, good behavior, creativity and learning, on both individual and group levels. 

Having appropriate structures in place, as well as the tools needed to maintain them (i.e., 

drums, props, gestures and verbal cues) allows teachers to anticipate and overcome any 

behavioral issues that may arise. While such structures may appear rigid in comparison to 

the more flexible approach of the typical movement classroom, they are the foundation 

that allows manageable student-centered learning to occur. Together, these elements 

foster the creation of an atmosphere in which children, both individually and as a group, 

instinctively make the connection between artistic expression and self-refinement. 

Through individual artistic expression and group expression, children increase their 



 411

consciousness of their individual selves while also developing greater cohesion as a 

group.  

One of the goals of this research was to identify pedagogical concepts that allow 

teachers to strengthen urban students’ engagement in creative processes in an elementary 

school setting. The basic concept behind this goal was to use dance as a starting point for 

creative growth and the development of self-awareness, particularly with regard to 

cultural identity. The study led to the creation of the guidelines below, which can be 

applied in many different teaching situations and can be used in dance education as a 

foundation for curriculum planning and classroom management. 

  Familiarize yourself with your students’ environmental standards, methods of learning 

and behaving, and accustomed movement aesthetics. Use these as a foundation for 

curriculum development, class facilitation approaches and student interactions that stress 

students’ unique backgrounds and cultures. 

  Apply rules clearly and consistently, taking a student-centered approach. Rules should 

institute discipline while facilitating movement exploration, establishing a clear class 

structure in a creative manner. 

  Explore individual and group identities though movement and dialogue to foster 

creativity in various contexts. Creative autonomy enhances understanding of the 

relationship between movement, culture and society, while movement/discussions 

facilitate social change and provide a starting point for eliciting insights and experience.  
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  Use dance to expose children to new ideas, concepts and movements, and to familiarize 

them with societal structures such as culture, race, ethnicity and various gendered or non-

gendered roles. This broadens students' perceptions of themselves, others and the external 

world. 

  Use the power of dance to engage children’s interest and stimulate their imaginations 

— a process that can act as a catalyst for learning other subjects. 

  Include preferred styles (e.g., hip-hop music, inverted movements or particular 

rhythms) in creative dance exploration to increase students’ understanding and awareness 

of other non-traditional areas and styles of dance.  

  Provide appropriate opportunities for single-sex groups to explore topics related to 

gender. While they should not emphasize or condone a gender divide, such activities 

allow children to compare and discuss gender-related differences and preferences.  

  Incorporate age-appropriate tools such as props, images and characters to encourage 

children to focus, imagine and explore, while also maintaining class structure and 

preventing disruptive behavior. 

  Employ movement, images and musical elements that enhance group focus and 

disciplinary awareness. Special meaning should be placed on drumbeats, hand clapping 

or movement patterns that focus attention and can be used to restore order to a classroom 

when required. 
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  Provide ample opportunity for all students to express themselves and convey their 

emotions, giving each child a role in building a student-centered curriculum.  

Recommendations for Teaching 

While engaging in intersubjective relationships with students, teachers may be 

surprised by their students’ ideas, knowledge, and kinesthetic learning abilities. 

Throughout the sessions in this study, the students were open and unreserved in their 

responses, which were physical, intuitive, and occasionally emotional. Their movement 

vocabularies reflected their personal knowledge of themselves, of their group, and of 

movement and culture. Dance essentially became a medium of social and cultural 

expression for them. They expressed self- and community-awareness and participated in 

physical and kinesthetic exchanges. In conducting urban creative movement programs, 

teachers should make sure to utilize both verbal and nonverbal forms of communication. 

In the present study, the ways in which the children interacted provided strong indications 

as to their learning styles and moods. In embarking upon explorative concepts and 

content, teachers should consider their observations of student responses and find ways to 

use dance to positively influence the overall class dynamic. 

In terms of curriculum development, teachers need to acknowledge each child’s 

previous learning environment and cultural background, which shapes their perceptional 

and movement knowledge. Instead of relying on predetermined lesson plans, educators 

should actively involve children in individualized lesson construction. Teachers must be 

prepared to act as resource providers, guides, and facilitators. Although it is rarely 

acknowledged, children of urban schools often learn in a way that differs from those who 
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attend schools in suburban neighborhoods. According to Ladson-Billings (1995) and 

Delpit (2006), children in urban schools require greater disciplinary structure and 

organization because they are more familiar with an authoritarian style of teaching and 

learning than they are with the authoritarian style employed in other environments. In 

general, students should be encouraged to demonstrate their understanding of certain 

movements, regardless of their level of participation. The act of demonstration will 

enable them to construct meaning and increase their developmental and cultural 

understanding. 

Active self-reflection on the part of teachers is another important method of 

enhancing the teacher-student dynamic during the creative learning process. It allows 

teachers to re-evaluate their own beliefs, preferences, attitudes, values, and 

preconceptions, all of which are shaped by societal and cultural influences. The level of 

self-knowledge that generates from this process is especially important in settings that 

differ from a teacher’s own cultural milieu, or from the learning environments in which 

the teacher has previously taught, as what is successful in one setting may be completely 

ineffective in another. While all groups benefit from creative movement instruction, 

settings must be modified and expectations and assumptions changed in order to allow 

creativity to emerge unimpeded. Engaging in Action Research is a useful method for 

revealing preconceptions. The use of phenomenological “bracketing,” in particular, 

enables teachers and researchers to set aside their personal beliefs. Action Research takes 

energy and time, but helps teachers to improve their teaching through the cyclic process 

of planning (realization), action (transformation), and results (implementation) (Lewin, 



 415

1958). The pedagogical aim of such research is not to deny a teacher’s identity, but to 

improve his or her approach to teaching and learning. This type of research also provides 

a better understanding of the role of specific pedagogical methods in teaching and 

learning. 

Existing theories and statements on creative dance education tend to be based on 

the assumption that all students are attentive and cooperative, and that they are all 

motivated by a deep desire to learn. In reality, external factors often interfere, rendering 

wide differences in student attitudes. The children in the urban educational setting 

involved in this study displayed qualities of behavior and levels of participation that 

differed from those of the non-urban students with whom I had previously worked. To 

deal with such differences, teachers may need to introduce methods of learning that take 

children’s backgrounds and individual cultures into account, and find methods of 

imposing order and structure that are more rigid than those required in other settings 

(Delpit, 1995). Teachers in urban settings need to set aside their preconceptions of 

creative movement teaching and be flexible, experimenting with all available means and 

learning how to best cater to students’ preferred methods of learning, creating, and 

moving. 

 

Recommendations for Educators and Administrators 

Dance involves the body and mind in creation and expression that mirrors an 

individual’s nature, values, ideas, and beliefs, as well as his or her culture (Gilbert, 1992; 

Purcell, 1994; Smith-Autard, 1994). In working with dance, children in particular should 
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be encouraged to actively express, construct, and exchange knowledge through 

movement and interaction to enhance their own developing creativity, intellectuality, and 

learning. Educators and administrators would, therefore, be well-advised to create 

frequent opportunities for dance in schools, and to incorporate creative dance into general 

school curricula.  

In 2008, Hillary Clinton (retrieved from http://www.mahalo.com/hillary-clinton-

on-education/2008/02/09) acknowledged the national importance of dance education. The 

present  study’s findings indicated that creative movement education benefits all children, 

and is particularly beneficial to urban children who have limited access to physical 

outlets due to the increasing demands of testing and meeting the standards of the No 

Child Left Behind initiative. The children in this study used dance to articulate their 

creative expression and their inner selves and emotions in a non-verbal manner, which 

provided them with a source of release. It also offered a way to enhance their 

understanding of various concepts and ideas, as well as themselves and others. I 

recommend that educational authorities and policymakers in the United States pay greater 

attention to the role of creative dance in children’s holistic education, especially in urban 

educational settings. This should include a trend analysis of data on the operation and 

academic performance of large urban schools, which serve the majority of the U.S. 

student population, in order to demonstrate the extent to which dance and dance 

education enhance the learning of individuals and groups.  

Dance education can be used to positively reinforce awareness of self and others, 

as well as desired concepts. Specifically it can deepen the understanding of students who 
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demonstrate intuitive, emotional, and kinetic learning patterns. Since dance also 

reinforces the body and mind connections that include intuitions shaped and reflected 

through movement, it redefines the understanding of a concept, idea, self and other. 

Moreover, dance exposes young people to cultures and ideas beyond their experiential 

sphere. My observations in this study suggest that all children possess kinesthetic 

awareness, the ability to transfer mind to body, movement skills, and an interest in, and 

aptitude for, the medium of dance. With institutional support, creative movement could 

enhance the education of a variety of students, especially those who are regarded as low 

achievers in other educational fields.  

 

Recommendations for Future Study 

There is a paucity of existing research on dance’s role as a medium for 

broadening cultural awareness during early childhood development. There has also been 

little research into the effectiveness of multicultural creative movement curricula that are 

designed to enhance the understanding of children from specific communities in regard to 

their cultural identity and community, and of diversity in general. While research 

examining the exploration of identity and community in dance education has been 

conducted (Bond & Etwaroo, 2005; Bond, Frichtel & Park, 2007), there has been no 

specific focus on the exploration of creative movement curricula that strive for enhanced 

awareness of identity and diversity among particular groups of children. In addition, 

existing studies are lacking in their exploration of best teaching practices based on 

reflection and assessment. Moreover, no studies have focused on establishing 
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understanding in urban, multiethnic and multicultural settings or exploring ways of 

teaching and facilitating that best cater to individual student’s needs based on their own 

cultural and environmental standards. Specifically, curricula focusing on enhancing and 

developing personal, group, and cultural awareness in a creative movement education 

setting have yet to be explored. As discussed, students in this study clearly brought their 

cultural and ethnic perceptions to the learning process, and the recognition of this and its 

integration into the collaborative learning process enabled them to further negotiate their 

own unique individual and group identities. These findings indicated that an enhanced 

knowledge of the relationship between dance and cultural identity could improve our 

overall understanding of self, others, and the world around us. 

Potential research questions for future research include: 

 How do learners from various backgrounds perceive dance, creative processes, 

and learning through dance? Which teaching pedagogies are best suited to 

enhancing particular groups’ awareness of identity, culture, the world, and 

their own learning styles? This research would require Action Research that 

employs a curriculum geared toward an awareness of self, culture, and group 

learning style. 

 How do children from different cultures experience various styles of dance? 

This research would require careful planning that includes cultural forms, 

narrative analysis, and the categorization of comments into themes. 
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 How do children from different cultures view their own participation in 

creative dance, and what does dance mean to them? How do their creative 

movement experiences express and illuminate their own ideas? This research 

would require a phenomenological, hermeneutic approach, and would likely 

involve creative dance sessions and interviews in multiple contexts; the results 

of which could be categorized into thematic groups. 

 What processes do children employ while moving creatively? How do they 

contextualize dance in terms of identity and culture? How does the way in 

which children respond to concepts and ideas through movement and  

nonverbal and verbal communication reveal their understanding of gender, 

sexuality, and culture? How does that understanding influence their creative 

processes? This research would require a phenomenographic approach, 

including a multimodal analysis of in-class teaching videos, children’s 

writings and drawings, and interviews. 

 How can dance and dance education be used to contribute to children’s 

understanding of self, diversity, and culture? This would require an Action 

Research study in collaboration with a social studies teacher and would 

employ a curriculum that explores pedagogical approaches incorporating 

dance and movement. 
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 How do teachers’ perceptions and understanding of their students’ diversity 

influence their teaching methods in creative movement classes? This research 

would require Action Research that implements a creative dance program that 

incorporates ideas on global awareness, social justice, identity, and diversity. 

 How do teachers’ perceptions of the influence of gender, ethnicity, race, 

culture, and socioeconomic class on learning affect their identities as teachers? 

What role do the socioeconomic or cultural backgrounds of teachers play in 

forming their identities as teachers? This research would involve an 

exploration of issues in classrooms through Action Research. It would also 

require an examination of the teaching of topics related to cultural diversity, 

age, and relationships between individuals and groups. 

 What types of instructional tools enhance group focus, class management, and 

collaborative processes when applying feminist pedagogy in an urban 

environment? This research would require Action Research that focuses on 

identifying the most beneficial instructional tools and ways of integrating it 

within the creative movement setting with urban students. 

 What does “culturally empathetic creative movement teaching” look like? 

What is the role of dance in multicultural and cross-cultural education? This 

research would require Action Research that focuses on exploring student-

centered teaching practices in culturally diverse creative movement/creative 

process settings.  
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 What are the characteristics of a culturally relevant creative movement 

curriculum? This research would require Action Research on curricular design 

in a creative movement class with students from diverse backgrounds, or from 

similar backgrounds, that is geared toward promoting self, group, community, 

and cultural awareness. 

 What is the role of children in creating curricula? How can dance educators 

use children’s knowledge and identities, including their behavioral, emotional, 

and cultural issues, to create child-centered curricula? How do teachers and 

facilitators’ reflections and assessments fit into this process? This research 

would require Action Research that is focused on a student-

centered/constructivist curricular design. 

 

 Upon completion of this study, several divergent starting points for future 

research, which were beyond the scope of this study, became apparent. I would, 

nevertheless, like to make some recommendations for further areas of interest while 

describing specific types of dance education research that should be considered.  

First, given the intensity of this project, the extensive procedures involved, and 

the attention to detail required in performing qualitative research, I was initially 

conflicted about integrating phenomenography—the educational extension of 

phenomenology—into my research methodology. However, phenomenological 

hermeneutics is used as a means of proceeding to the writing of Action Research. 

Researchers in dance education have seldom employed phenomenographic and Action 
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Research-centered approaches when exploring teaching experiences. Over the course of 

the study, I found that the different approaches to certain methodologies may have 

influenced how subjects answered specific research questions. I also overlooked the 

significant ways in which my research methodology transformed me as a researcher. 

Lacking a record of my personal research journey, I only became aware of this change 

after the completion of the study. Future research that focuses specifically on the 

professional growth of a qualitative methodology investigator in the field of dance 

education would contribute greatly to the existing literature on both dance education 

research and qualitative research methodology.  

Second, because of the lack of research addressing the application of emergent 

curricula in urban settings, particularly in terms of dance education, I began my study 

with a profound interest in exploring this topic, despite my previous difficulties in the 

area. After the first few sessions, and given the unique challenges that the group 

consistently presented with regard to behavioral issues, I abandoned the approach of 

giving my sole attention to the emergent curriculum to focus on the greater research 

endeavor: the full exploration of the group’s aesthetic and learning preferences in an 

attempt to seek a suitable pedagogy for the children. The use of more effective tools and 

approaches to class management may make it possible for future studies to more 

successfully examine the implementation of emerging curricula as a potential 

pedagogical methodology. Such studies would provide much needed knowledge on the 

evolution of urban education, the significance of multicultural education, and the 

application of critical and progressive pedagogies in dance education. Studies of the 
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combination of dance with traditional curricular elements and of collaborative curriculum 

development in urban education would also be useful. 

Third, the field of dance education research lacks a strong Action Research base 

focused on improving teaching through the application of phenomenology, or what van 

Manen refers to as a study of “lived experience research” (1990, p. 3). It would be useful 

for future researchers to perform studies that examine how students of different ages, 

ethnicities, abilities, and cultures experience dance as a learning medium. Such studies 

could provide further insight into the development of student-centered dance teaching. 

For example, in the present study, students who were often considered to be low 

academic achievers were able to demonstrate leadership, creativity, and an understanding 

of explorative content through movement as well as verbal and nonverbal communication. 

Several students were also able to process previously unexpressed emotions through 

participation in creative dance. These findings revealed the potential benefits of applying 

Action Research in dance education in terms of progressive problem solving and 

improved teaching via the understanding and insight gained from teaching and learning. 

Fourth, dance has significant potential as an educational medium for children and 

adolescents in urban and multicultural settings, and can help to bridge the gap between 

traditional school culture and the culture of disadvantaged minority groups. This finding 

is particularly true among students with a strong “oppositional” culture. This study found 

that particular populations required different creative teaching approaches. It highlighted 

the need for greatly increased attention to detail and structure than is normally perceived 

as necessary for creative movement pedagogy. Behavioral issues must be addressed as 
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part of student-centered learning and the exploration of freedom of expression. Students 

from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds may require individualized teaching and 

learning strategies. Further research in this area could provide effective creative teaching 

strategies that would enable students to realize their individual and group identities, 

improve their intuition, and bolster their kinesthetic and physical abilities. 

Finally, this study highlighted the need for researchers to qualitatively examine 

how individuals from different groups and in different contexts create meaning through 

dance. Doing so would permit the discovery of pedagogical methods that best suit 

particular groups. A variety of dance genres should be employed in order to enable 

researchers to devise suitable methods of instruction, to identify ways to use dance to 

enhance the understanding of diversity, and to aid in individual holistic growth and 

development. 

This dissertation makes a small contribution to the exploration of dance as a 

medium for increasing self, group, and cultural awareness. It is a single step forward in 

the development of creative movement pedagogy that encourages awareness of self, 

others, and the global community in one particular population. Further research is needed 

to optimize dance as a learning medium that can be applied globally. This research 

should be performed in different regional and cultural contexts, with the aim of 

enhancing the understanding of culturally relevant teaching and diverse learning styles 

and such factors as aesthetic preferences and personal and cultural traits. This would 

broaden teachers’ awareness of the different learning styles required by culturally diverse 

participants and would help them understand their own perceptions of students’ cultures. 
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It is also vital that teachers gain exposure to education in diverse settings and, thus, come 

to understand the inherent similarities and differences that such teaching reveals.  
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

In this qualitative Action Research study on urban children’s perceptions of self 

and others as expressed through creative dance, I examined the use of action-reflective 

cycles and problem-, participant-, and action-oriented foci to explore those aspects of the 

teaching and learning process that require improvement. To accomplish this, I employed 

a constructive approach to the curriculum informed by Phenomenography and 

Phenomenological hermeneutics. 

I focused on the exploration of children’s self- and group perceptions, as revealed 

by their movement choices and vocal, emotional, and behavioral responses throughout 

the teaching process. I searched for factors that influenced teaching and learning, aiming 

to find tools that would allow for the development of an optimal creative learning 

environment for urban children. Knowledge of the children’s backgrounds was vital, as 

both expressional and learning patterns tend to stem from the group’s embedded culture. I 

investigated students’ aesthetic, cultural, and educational preferences, hoping to discover 

ways to adapt my teaching style to the needs of particular students. This study suggests 

that dance is a useful vehicle for investigating the aesthetic, cultural, and learning 

dynamics of individuals and groups. In addition, dance can act as a valuable medium for 

teachers because it can inform teaching practices and facilitate the implementation of 

approaches tailored to the individual needs of students.  
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GLOSSARY 
 
The purpose of this glossary is not only to explain some terminologies and phrases that 
are used in this dissertation, but also to highlight some common concepts and frequent 
phrases that the reader may encounter in education and human science research sources. 
 
-- 
 
Action Research: A research method typically used for teachers, administrators, 
counselors, and others with a vested interest in teaching and learning processes. It 
involves the systematic reflection and enquiry into one’s professional practices, and is 
undertaken to gather information about how particular schools operate, teachers’ teaching 
methods, and students’ learning processes. It is characterized as research that is 
undertaken by teachers for their own purposes. 
 
Behavioral Diversity: A term used to refer to varying behaviors displayed by students and 
examined using different category. 
 
Constructivism: A learning theory that posits that students construct knowledge through 
interactions between their own ideas and their experiences in the social and physical 
world. It promotes a type of learning that is connected to students’ knowledge and 
experiences.  Teachers provide the atmosphere and the resources to guide students to 
construct, interpret, and represent their knowledge in their own unique ways. 
 
Critical Pedagogy: A pedagogy that seeks to provide students with the tools to enhance 
their awareness, strengthen democracy, create a more egalitarian and just society, and, in 
effect, deploy education in a process of progressive social change. It explores teaching 
skills that will empower students to become sensitive to concepts of race, ethnicity, 
gender, sexuality, class, and other cultural differences in order to foster critical thinking 
and enhance democratization. 
 
Culturally Empathetic Creative Movement Pedagogy: A term used to refer to culturally 
relevant pedagogy within the creative movement context. This approach to teaching and 
facilitation caters to the cultural background of students, honors their accustomed 
methods of learning, and promotes understanding.  
 
Culturally-Relevant Pedagogy: A pedagogy that address culturally relevant phenomena in 
a classroom setting, which, in turn, helps teachers to understand students’ backgrounds. It 
emphasizes teaching practices that demonstrate sensitivity to the cultures, languages, and 
experiences that students bring to the classroom in order to provide a meaningful learning 
environment and increase academic achievement. 
 
Feminist Pedagogy: An exploratory approach to education that encourages students to 
imagine and create; by so doing, they unencumber themselves from simply accepting pre-
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existing information and knowledge. This pedagogy emphasizes liberation, caring, and 
empowerment.  
 
Highlighting Approach: An approach towards thematic analysis, termed by Max van 
Manen. It focuses on finding statements or phrases that seem particularly essential or 
revealing to the phenomenon or experience being described or written.  
 
Knowledge Frameworks: A framework of knowledge that provides a method for student 
thinking and understanding; it can be identified and used as a foundation for the 
facilitation of teaching. It enables teachers to focus and draw on their own understanding 
and knowledge base of select themes or aspects of the framework, thereby facilitating the 
teaching process. 
 
Phenomenology: A philosophical approach generally concerned with the study of  
phenomena or objects of consciousness by way of “bracketing,” a method attributed to 
Husserl, whereby symbolic meanings or judgments are put aside until only the actual 
object under study remains. Phenomenology focuses on describing the structures of 
experience as they present themselves to consciousness; it favors the examination of 
subjective perceptions of phenomena over theory, deductions, and assumptions.  
 
Phenomenography: An educational extension of phenomenology, phenomenography is 
grounded in the perceived reality experienced by students. It involves analyses of the 
learning that takes place during the completion of tasks that are set out by the researcher 
in real-world situations. Furthermore, phenomenography approaches learning and 
teaching in relation to content and context. It focuses not upon articulating the “real 
world” of external events, as is the case with phenomenology, but upon the learners’ 
conceptions of some aspect of reality. Instead of moving the focus from the particular to 
the universal, phenomenography extends the context of experience to include how 
learners understand experiences, paying particular attention to the qualitative range of the 
meaning that is created. 
 
Reflective Teaching: Teaching based on a continuous reflection of teaching practices. For 
example, the previous teaching session is reflected upon before moving on to the next. 
This allows for students’ responses to the material to be properly addressed before 
moving forward with teaching material that is appropriately based on these responses. 
 
Student-Centered: A term used to refer to a type of teaching that brings the student’s 
knowledge base, voice, and expression to the foreground in the facilitation, teaching, and 
learning process. 
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The Evolved Class Content and Layout of Sessions 1-24 

 
Session 

Activity 

Session 1  

“Who am I?”   
Introduction 

Session 2 

“Who am I” 
Part II 

Session 3

“Where do we 
come from?” 
Part I  

Session 4

Self 
exploration 
(Images) 

Session 5

Further Self 
exploration 
(Pathways) 

Session 6 

“Where are 
do we come 
from?”  
Part II - 
Exploring 
Korean Dance 

 Session 7 

Self 
exploration 
(Masks) 

Session
8 

Self 
exploration 
(Fabrics) 

Opening   
Activity 

Introduction 
(1) Dialogue- 
reviewing 
class rules 
and finding 
the children’s 
perceptions of 
dance and 
dance space 
 
(2) Name 
Game 

Warm-up  
 
(Focus on 
body part 
isolation) 

Warm-up  
 
(Focus on 
whole body 
movement 
and stretches) 

Warm-up  
 
(Focus on 
action 
movements
, shape and 
directions) 

(1) Warm-up 
 
(Focus on 
extension and 
fluidity) 

(2) Move and 
Freeze 

(1) Discussion 
of Korean 
Dance 

  
(2) Korean 
Dance warm-
up: Heel walk 
and hand 
flipping 

Warm-up  
 
(Masks and 
focusing on 
folding/ 
unfolding) 

Warm-up  
 
(Fabric) 

Small 
group 
activity 

Mirroring 
Duets  
- Sitting 

Mirroring 
Duets  
Part II- 
Standing, plus 
other 
variations 
exploring 
different body 
parts  

Class 
Discussion - 
participants’ 
ancestors and 
map 
exploration of 
where they 
come from 
Cultural 
Dancing 

Poking 
Dance 
  
(One 
person 
initiates 
movement 
of another 
person’s 
body part) 

Free 
Individual 
Dance  
 
(Exploring 
body parts) 

Embodying  
Korean Dance 
sequence 

“I am” Mask 
Dance 

  

Small Group 
Fabric 
Dance 

Large 
group 
activity 

*Omitted  
 
(Mirroring 
Duets 
Continues) 

“My Dance”  
 
(Personal 
profile dance 
moving 
individually 
across the 
floor) 

Exploration 
of Children’s 
Perception of 
African 
Dance 

Dancing 
Images  
 
(Balloon 
and 
Sculpture) 

Exploring 
Pathways 

*Omitted  
 
(Embodying 
Korean Dance 
sequence 
continues) 

Individual/ 
Small group 
Mask Dance 
(Moving 
across the 
floor) 

Small Group 
Fabric 
Dance  
(Moving 
across the 
floor) 

Closing 
Circle 

Breathing 
Dance 

*Omitted   
 
(Time 
constraints) 

*Omitted   
 
(Time 
constraints) 

*Omitted  
 
(Time 
constraints) 

*Omitted   
 
(Time 
constraints) 

Circle Dance  
 
(Hand 
flipping, heel 
walking, 
review, 
Korean bow 

Circle Dance 
 
(Group shared 
movement –
dynamic) 

Collecting 
group 
energy en 
masse 
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Session 

Activity 

Session 9 
 
Ribbon and 
Fabric Dance 

Session 10  
 
Boys and 
Girls Dance  

  

Session 11  
 
Seasonal 
Dance 

  

Session 12 
 
Music and 
Dance 

Session 13 
 
Youngest, 
Middle, and 
Oldest Dance 

Session 14 
 
“I am” Dance 

Session 15 
 
“She is/He is” 
and  
“We are” 
Dance 

Session 
16 
 
Halloween 
Dance 

Opening   
Activity 

Warm-up  
 
(Focus on 
individuality 
and freedom 
in each body 
parts) 

Warm-up  
 
(Incorporating 
individual 
preferences 
focusing on 
directional 
change and 
flow) 

Warm-up  
 
(Focus on 
Shapes) 

Warm-up  
 
(Focusing on 
Shape and 
Flow) 

Exploration 
of rhythm in a 
circle 

Warm-up  
 
(Focus on 
tension and 
release) 

Building 
warm-up 
exercises with 
partners 

Warm-up  
 
(Focus on 
big/small) 

Warm-up  
 
(Focus on 
articulation of 
movement) 

Warm-up 
 
(Focus on 
embody- 
ing 
characters 
in the 
story 

Book, 
“Rattle 
Bone  
Rock” 

Small 
group 
activity 

(1) Explore 
Fabric Dance 
in a duet or 
trio 

(2) Explore 
ribbon- 
mirroring 
partner’s 
ribbon motion 

Explore 
favorite 
movement in 
two groups- 
boys group 
vs. girls group 

Embodying 
seasons 
through 
division of 
seasonal 
groups 

*Omitted  
 
(More  
time for 
exploration of 
music)  

Explore 
Youngest, 
Middle, and 
Oldest Dance 
in designated 
groups 

Explore 
symmetry vs. 
asymmetry 
through 
making of 
sculptures 

  

Explore   
“She is/He is” 
Dance 

*Omitted 
 
(More 
time to 
explore 
embody- 
ing Hallo-
ween) 

Large 
group 
activity 

*Omitted  
 
(Time 
constraints) 

Sharing Boys 
and Girls 
Dance 

Sharing 
Seasonal 
Dance 

Dancing 
together 
responding to 
different 
music 

Sharing 
Youngest, 
Middle, and 
Oldest Dance 

Sharing  
“I am” dance 

Sculpture 
Dance on  
“We are…” 

Embodying 
Halloween 

Closing 
Circle 

*Omitted  
 
(Time 
constraints) 

*Omitted  
 
(Time 
constraints: 
Reminder of 
antiquate/ 
class courtesy 

Meditation 
and stretching 
in a circle 

Stretching 
incorporating 
sharing group 
energy in a 
circle 

Stretching 
and body 
shakes in a 
circle 

*Omitted due  
 
(Unexpected 
“stopping” of 
class for 
discipline 
reminder) 

*Omitted  
 
(Ran over 
with the time 
ending in a 
group 
sculpture) 

Stretching 
and 
meditatio
n in a 
circle 
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Session 

Activity 

Session 17 

Moving 
together with 
partner: 
sharing and 
exchanging 
movement 
ideas 

Session 18 

Reflecting 
on previous 
sessions 
and 
focused 
group 
exploration 

Session 19

Developing 
Ideas and 
Getting 
Ready I:  
“My Body 
can Move!” 

Session 20

Developing  I
deas and 
Getting 
Ready II : 
“The 
Amazing 
Dance” 

Session 21

The Rehearsal

Session 22 

Performanc
e: 
“Growing 
through the 
Performanc
e” 

Session 23

Viewing and 
Discussing 
the Dance 

Session 24

Final Class 
Reflection:
“Our Last 
class” 

Opening   
Activity 

Warm-up 
  
 
(Focus on 
movement 
quality and 
shapes) 

Discussion  
 
 
“What do 
you 
remember 
the most 
from all the 
dance 
sessions?”  
 
“What is 
your 
favorite 
exploration 
and 
movement 
from your 
experience 
in the 
past?” 

Warm-up 
 
 
(Shorter than 
usual for 
more time on 
exploration 
reviewing 
prop 
exploration 
for putting the 
dance 
together) 

Continued 
Discussion  
 
(Memorable 
dancing 
moments and 
brainstorm) 

Review 
 
 
(Order of the 
piece for 
rehearsal 

Run 
through of 
show  

Warm-up  
 
 
(Stretches 
incorporating 
the 
classroom’s 
U.S. map 
carpet. 

Warm-up  
 
 
(Focus on 
embracing 
individual 
ideas/voice
s) 

Small 
group 
activity 

Explore shape 
with partners 

Experiment 
with own 
movement 
in a group 

  

Second round 
of (1) Fabric 
and  (2) 
Ribbon 
exploration 
(children’s 
request) 

Review of 
Mask 
Exploration 
with the new 
masks 

     

Large 
group 
activity 

Share partner 
shape dances 
moving 
across 

Dancing 
sculptures 
as a group 

Sculpture 
Dance with 
ribbon 

Share self 
Mask Dance 
and moving 
together with 
masks 

Running of 
the piece 

Performanc
e at the 
auditorium 

Discussion of 
performance 
experience  
 
Viewing of 
performance 

Discussion of 
children’s 
experience 
and views) 

Embrace 
children’s 
suggestions
(requests 
from 
previous 
sessions 

(1) Ribbon 
Dance 
(2)  Sculptu
re Dance 

Closing 
Circle 

Meditative 
stretches 

Meditation 
and 
breathing 
standing 

*Omitted Meditative 
stretches and 
deep 
breathing 

Closing 
words and 
meditation 

Closing 
comment 
of positive 
advice by 
the 
principal 

*Omitted   
 
(Continued 
discussion 
and 
reflection) 

Meditative 
seating and 
breathing 
Sharing of 
positive 
energy 
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Video Transcription - Session #7  
 
The children are seated in a circle beside their masks, which were placed in the circle 
before they arrived. Over the chattering, I shout, “What did we say about echo? Nobody 
can hear anyone else when we yell!” Then I continue, “Okay, so let’s remember active 
eyes, active ears, but no active mouth.” The children repeat the words after me, copying 
the hand gestures. I remind them once again about the rules of the space. I notice Kwame 
and Messiah playing with their masks, and warn, “No touching the masks just yet!” There 
is more fidgeting and noise.  
“Excuse me, Ms. Hannah,” Ms. M interjects. “Sit down please! Vernisha, stop! Stop 
Messiah. Kyseem and Ameen! I WILL take them away!” While everyone else is seated, 
Ameen goes skipping and running around the circle, laughing. Ms. M shoots him a look, 
and as she is about to approach him, he slowly sits.  
“Giaverdi!” Ms. M shouts again, noticing Giaverdi pushing and pulling Messiah beside 
her. 
Nasir W is moving his arms as he concentrates on the empty space in front of him, his 
torso alert and responsive, making sharp arm movements as if interacting with something 
invisible. Around the circle there are noises as the seated children squirm.  
“Ebony’s ready,” Ms. M intervenes. “Omar’s ready! Nasir W, sit up and show that you’re 
ready!”  
After a moment’s pause, I add, “We want to move actively but not talk actively, unless 
you absolutely need to while dancing together!” Nasir W keeps moving as he sits, now 
with curvy, snakelike movements that flow from his head through his torso. Messiah 
walks around dragging his feet while the others sit.  
“Messiah, you need to stop walking around!” Ms. M shouts. “Okay,” I call to get their 
attention. “Are we all ready to start?” I hear some yeses. I put on some percussive music 
and join the circle. The children immediately start responding to the beat with bobbing 
heads and moving shoulders. Sitting with our right legs out in front, we start the warm up.  
Noticing some children still fidgeting, I ask, “What does sitting still mean? Can you show 
me?” Ricki, with a bright smile, does an exaggerated version of “sitting up”, her back 
long and extended as she sits. I acknowledge with “Very nice, Ricki!”  
Ms. M notices Messiah squirming and not paying attention to the group, and shouts, 
“Messiah you need to knock it off!” Nasir W is on the floor on his belly, and Ms. M’s 
voice booms again. “Some of you are not sitting!” As she gives him a stern look, Nasir 
meets her eyes and sits back up, then starts moving his torso to the beat again, doing 
intricate isolations in different directions. His movements grow bigger and more 
energetic. Ms. Suzie approaches him and whispers “Shh…” 
I lead the warm up, starting with the head and shoulders. Giaverdi stands up and runs on 
the spot, shaking her arms and fingers sporadically. Still seated, the rest of the group 
follow me, warming up their heads and shoulders by making circles and isolating in 
different directions to the beat of the music. Jalil’s head and shoulder movements are 
particularly relaxed and fluid. The warm-up continues with arm swings. Christian 
initiates fast swings that pass from one arm to the other. A few boys, including Abdul, 
Baceem, and Messiah, mimic him, adding a lively surge of energy into the group. As the 
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space becomes more animated, I guide the focus inward by moving on to facial 
expressions and warming up the jaw. I call, “Let’s make the smallest face possible!” The 
space grows silent with children frowning. Some giggling follows. I call out, “Biggest 
face possible!” demonstrating with wide mouth and eyes. I hear noises and shouts from 
several boys along with Vernisha, Giaverdi, and Ricki.  
I notice Ms. Martin, a supervising teacher, enter through the gym door and remove 
Ameen from the class. 
“Let’s pick up our masks!” I call out. I use my mask to demonstrate a peek-a-boo action. 
I move it up, down, and sideways, simultaneously stretching my arms and back as I float 
it upwards. The children follow, stretching their arms and backs, with some, like Messiah 
and Baceem, almost lifting themselves off the floor. Nasir W tries to put his mask on, and 
then explores it by shaking it and moving his shoulders and torso along with it.  
Giaverdi suddenly stands up, holding her mask by the strings as she floats it upwards, and 
then brings it back down and sits again. With our legs outstretched, we hold onto the 
strings attached to the sides of the masks with our arms straight, and trace big circles, 
reaching up, sideways, down, and to the other side, floating the masks and letting them 
vibrate through our arms. Nasir W plays with his mask, letting it go and catching it few 
times, playing with its lightness and letting it fly before bringing it down, mimicking the 
motion with his upper body and arms, showing a rare fluidity. 
As the music plays, I suggest the child pose, going down on our knees with our upper 
bodies resting on them and our hands stretched out on the floor. Then we do the 
downward dog stretch for the legs and the Achilles. I suggest lifting one leg up, and then 
the other. Some boys, including Baceem, Nasir W, and Kyseem try kicking both up into a 
handstand. Ricki notices this and follows. We then move on to balancing with one arm up 
and the other down. Beside me, Jalil follows the action precisely and carefully, 
attempting a strong balance with one leg and arm in the air. Kicking up into a handstand, 
Christian attempts to balance both legs in the air. I bring the exploration to a close by 
suggesting we return to the child pose.  
Nasir W. lies flat on his back, panting. I touch him and whisper that he should get up. He 
reaches out to me, and I take his outstretched hand to help him up.  
I ask the children to stand up, and Kyseem starts jumping. I take up his action and the 
children join in, jumping, then squatting low and jumping again. The children involve 
their whole bodies in each jump, some screaming and some adding arm movements. 
Omar jumps with one leg bent and the other stretched his arms wide; his jumps have a 
sense of urgency and flair. Christian jumps with lightness, hopping up and down in a 
standing posture. Some of the girls, including Miana and Ricki, display a carefree quality 
as they float through the air, with arms flowing at their sides. Janiyah jumps calmly up 
and down with both knees bent, smiling. The music stops and I ask the children to put on 
their masks by tying the strings behind their heads. 
There is a momentary silence while they put on their masks and tie the strings. Several 
children approach Ms. Suzie, Ms. M, and me for help.  
The children begin to move around the space, some talking and some playing with their 
masks. Nasir W is already dancing rambunctiously, crawling on his knees with dynamic 
torso and shoulder-shrugging movements, accenting them with his head. Then he stands 
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abruptly and does an intricate foot dance, accompanied by rigid and energetic torso 
movements. He plops down onto the floor again, then moves on his sitting bones, using 
his head and face to mime words as he dances with his head. Sitting next to him, Ms. 
Suzie smiles in awe as she watches. Ms. M looks sternly at him throughout, but he 
doesn’t notice.  
“I’m going to wait until everybody is in the circle!” I call after a little while.  
Some of the boys are crawling around with their masks on, making animal-like 
movements, bumping into each other and growling. Kyseem attempts to jump from a 
crawling position. Baceem and Christian take part in an aggressive interaction.  
I notice some children without their masks on, and ask them to cover their faces with 
their masks. 
Shirley attempts to discard her mask with a frown, mumbling to herself. “You need to 
stop talking, Shirley!” Ms. M shouts.  
 Abdul and few girls go up to Ms. Suzie, complaining that their masks are uncomfortable. 
Omar comes to me and asks, “Do we have to wear these?” Kyseem joins in, “It’s 
uncomfortable!” 
I join the circle after cueing the music, then wait for the children to become quiet and still. 
After a moment there is a lull. I suggest squatting and then rising as we move our heads 
with the masks. I call out one body part after another for them to move, including legs, 
torsos, and hips. Jalil’s sharp head and torso movements are eye-catching, as he moves 
deliberately to the beat. When we get to the legs, he opens his legs wide, lifting each one 
high as he shifts his body. Diamond’s soft movement is also noticeable as she stands in a 
wide stance, bouncing her torso to the beat.  
I continue, “Show us what kind of person you are with the mask on. Let’s make the 
movement big and clear! What are you like?” I ask.  
“Strong!” Christian replies. “Wild!” adds Kyseem. “Beautiful!” Vernisha responds loudly.  
“Great! Can you show that as you move?” The music plays in the background. “I’m 
strong!” I say, demonstrating a strong stance that displays my muscles.  
“I’m wild!” Kyseem announces, coming to the center of the circle and shaking his whole 
body loose in a frenzy. Baceem approaches me for help with his mask, and complains 
again. “Okay, here we go!” Standing across from me, Giaverdi and Markeisha take off 
their masks, and Giaverdi throws hers on the floor. I ask them to all go to the back corner 
and do their mask dance with their masks on. A lot of children are talking, and there are 
more complaints.  
While the children are moving towards the corner, Baceem goes skipping vigorously 
around the space, with his knees bent and upper body shaking. Then he travels back to 
the corner. Ricki comes to tell me that her mask is uncomfortable. She also walks into the 
center space and does a floor slide without her mask, then heads back. 
I start the mask dance. Many children are now sitting with Ms. M, including Abdul, Ricki, 
Nasir W, Messiah, and Vernisha. There is more noise and the echoes fill the gym. “This 
is really sad!” Ms. M intervenes. “Listen and pay attention!”  
“Now, with your mask on, you ‘re going to show us your own mask dance! Ready?” I 
call enthusiastically.  
“Ms. Hannah, this isn’t comfortable!” Christian calls out.  



 470

 “Perhaps you could dance with the mask without wearing it?” He nods, takes it off, and 
holds it. Diamond comes out into the space and, holding her mask tightly, walks slowly 
and calmly across, dragging each step. Kyseem runs forward, whooshing across the space 
with his hands fisted, and runs off. Next, three masked children, Vernisha, Omar, and 
Jalil, come out in a line, all marching together. Ebony skips out with her mask on and 
then twirls away. Christian runs aggressively, holding his mask, his focus fixed on the 
corner he is heading towards. Baceem does a flip with one hand holding his mask, and 
then walks like a mannequin with intricate steps, shifting his weight sideways, before 
gliding away. Ms. Suzie comes out with the shy girls, Diamond, Veronica, and Markeisha, 
walking slowly and effortlessly beside each other like cats, one leg at a time, with their 
arms at their chests. Then they walk off. Nasir W runs out with his mask on and attempts 
a flip, then rolls out of the space. Janiya, the last to go, resists and stands shyly in the 
corner. Ms. Suzie approaches to see if she wants to dance with her, but Janiya shakes her 
head.  
I ask everyone to come out and dance. The children flock into the space. As I play the 
music they respond, many having taken off their masks. Ms. Suzie, Markeisha, Ebony, 
and Veronica hover over each other as they dance, mostly stamping to the beat. Christian 
and Kwame flip in a straight line across the space and back. Omar and Nasir W run 
around the space with speed and energy. Kyseem is on his back the corner, moving his 
legs in the air. Shirley, with her mask back on, floats around the space on tiptoe, with her 
arms slightly lifted at her sides. I join the group, turning and changing directions as I do a 
hovering movement around a group of children in the center. The children gradually 
move closer to the center, still doing their own movements. Kyseem slowly approaches 
the circle, rolling towards us and participating in our “hover” dance. Omar is still on the 
side, this time practicing cartwheels, while the others are all clustered together. James 
joins Omar to practice cartwheels and flips, swinging his arms for momentum. Omar 
finally joins the circle, stamping to the beat of the music. While James remains in the 
corner practicing flips, the rest of us end off in the circle, stamping to the beat and 
moving our torsos, until the music finally comes to an end. 
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Reflective Journal – Session 4 
The Imagery Dances: Reflection on group engagement  
 
 The children did not form a circle right away. It started out as a half-moon shape, 
divided into two different groups, one thick with boys and another with girls. I asked the 
students if they were aware of the division and asked the boys if they preferred to be with 
boys and a few of them, including Baceem, nodded and said that they were. 
 Reflecting on the challenges of the previous class with regard to group cohesion, I 
noticed that the children had typically engaged better when they had been kept moving. 
We started with our usual warm-up, but added variety of jumps, as I found that the group 
did not mind jumping and engaged better when performing movements that required high 
levels of energy. The group naturally presented their jumps and we experimented with 
some jumps that resembled African dances. When I commented on these, some children 
were surprised that I knew about African dance. I explained that African dances are 
deeply grounded to the earth and connected to hovering over it. The children, especially 
the boys and particularly Messiah, demonstrated some tricky footwork that we were very 
successful in exploring. When we were jumping, all the children were engaged and less 
vocal. They were “in the moment.” 
 To introduce different movement qualities, I then facilitated some seated 
movements, including walking with the sitting bones. When I asked for a demonstration, 
a few students, including Dymond and Baceem, stood up and walked on their feet with 
accentuated hip movements instead. I then initiated locomotion on the sitz bones and 
everyone in the circle joined in, although the circle broke easily and the classroom space 
got louder with the children’s voices. The experiment continued with walking on our 
hands and knees, and when the children all met up in the center of the circle, they 
collapsed on the floor on their bellies and, at the cue of one of the children, moved 
around the floor on their stomachs, calling out “fish” and “flying.” 
 We transitioned into standing as we experimented with a dance involving sandbag 
imagery. I asked everybody to dance with partners and Kyseem came to me to tell me 
that he didn’t have one, so I danced with him. The children picked up the exploration, 
moving like sandbags with sand pouring down on one side, or simply acting as a heavy 
sandbag and feeling their strength and weight. The group then naturally broke up into 
smaller groups and continued to experiment and “play,” as Miana described it. When I 
moved around the small groups as they explored their own movements, I noticed a burst 
of cartwheels, flipping, jumping and hopping from the boys. I remembered Christian 
asking his classmates how they felt when executing the movements. They had answered 
that, ‘It just makes you feel cool and powerful,’ with Abdul adding, ‘Dance is showing 
tricks.’  
 For a contrast, with a change of music, we explored balloon imagery. The 
children floated, moving lightly on their tiptoes, or swept across the room, following 
circular or diagonal paths. The moment that we experimented with poking balloons, the 
children became unwilling to get poked and ran away from the poker. When we finished 
with this, Baceem asked if he could repeat the movement, so we tried the popping again, 
this time doing a “dying balloon dance.” As the children were not all moving to the floor, 
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I had some of them poke me and demonstrated deflating and falling to the floor. All of 
the children, including the typically shy Janiya, were eager to poke me and explore the 
image of a balloon deflating. Many of them wanted to have a chance to poke either me or 
Ms. Suzie.  
 We then delved further into group experimentation, with an introduction to 
sculpture exercises. We started by positioning ourselves in a shape or a pose that we were 
inclined to and then went further, the children touching and collaborating with each other 
under my guidance. I noticed that the children were not showing resistance to being 
touched or touching others, which aided with the group’s engagement. They chose to end 
the exploration with their arms or legs attached to each other. Messiah hid in the center 
and snuck around the others with a smile. 
 The children’s sensory alertness and skill in embodiment was present from the 
ways in which they interpreted new images. They drew together easily as a group to 
collaborate in movement, which was something that had previously been a challenge for 
them. There were fewer children called out by Ms. M. and Ms. Suzie was able to join in 
meaning-making more often, instead of spending her time paying extra attention to 
individual students. Throughout the session, Ms. Suzie was typically surrounded by a 
group of shy girls, who would usually wait to see what she did and then slowly mirror her 
movements, finding their own way with them. This movement exchange usually brought 
out smiles and displays of enjoyment from the girls. 
 Using loud tones was often not necessary in this session, which reflected that the 
children were particularly connected to the use of imagery and were especially capable of 
expressing images through movement. Their shared understanding of imagery was 
illuminated by their vocal and physical reactions to the balloon and sculpture exercises 
and led to a mutual exchange of ideas and movements and, importantly, a natural 
physical connection to each other through touch that had been a challenge to elicit in 
previous sessions. As a teacher, I felt that I was more able to relate and immerse myself 
in the exploration and exchange of movement, and could, to some extent, let go of the 
focus on class management than had been required in previous sessions. The few students 
who typically seemed reserved and restrained participated attentively and openly, 
allowing the group to more fully realize its potential for image embodiment and mutual 
exchange. There was greater freedom from the behavioral issues that typically bogged 
down the group’s progress, and the children became deeply immersed in the class content 
on a multi-sensory level. The sculpture dances’ particular emphasis on group awareness 
also guided the children to greater communal awareness. My dual role as facilitator and 
researcher was less sharply divided in this session, as a more mutual connection occurred, 
and I was able to more naturally communicate with the children through movement. The 
session also involved less of a focus on discipline, although issues did come up at the end 
of the session, when Shirley was hit by a boy whose rambunctious energy got out of 
control, requiring the attention and facilitation of Ms. Suzie. Although the issue of 
discipline did come up, fewer students than usual had been called out to the steps by Ms. 
M. by the end of the session. 
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Children’s Reflective Drawings on 

Perceptions of themselves and the 

teachers –Drawing #1 
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Children’s Reflective Drawings on Session 9 
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Conversation Transcriptions (12/08/08) 
Children’s perception on the dance teachers and dance experience  
 
Nasir W.  

Me? : Umm… you are nice and you help me. Told me “good job”  
Ms. Suzie? Every time I dance, she was beside me and told me to listen to Ms. Hannah 

and friends. 
What did dance mean to you?:  It made me part of a team. 

 
Vernisha. 

Me? :  nice… I liked your moves. You are from Korea and I am not. You move 
different from me. Sometimes funny but fun to watch. 

Ms. Suzie? : she sat next to me. She told me to stop talking and fidgeting. Helped me to 
dance and express myself. 

What did dance mean to you?: Made me move with my friend. I like how I dance and 
what I feel when I dance. It makes me happy. I get excited. I liked dancing statues with 
friends. 
 
James. 

Me? : You a nice lady. You help me do stuff. You are American too.  
Ms. Suzie? : She a nice lady and cute. Looks like you and the same age as you but 

smaller and moves more like a ballerina. 
What did dance mean to you? : It made me feel like a strong person cause it was a lot 

of stuff to do.  
 

Diamond. 
Me?: Helped us with moves and also spell out words when we do the drawings. You 

cute and nice.  
Ms. Suzie?: She danced with me. She is pretty. I like dancing with her and you and 

doing new moves. 
What did dance mean to you?: Made me big, strong and healthy too caus I was jumping, 

stretching, moving around. Lots of exercising at the same time. 
 

Giaverdi 
Me?: Nice. You a dancer. You can dance. You dance crazy. It makes me laugh but it is 

cool. You like to dance with us and I like that…. 
Ms. Suzie?: Cute, nice, talks soft. 
What did dance mean to you?: It made me proud. I did good and I can do stuff. 

 
Kwame 
  Me?: (with giggles) talk funny. Moves funny. Looks different from me. You from Korea. 
Where is that? How can you get there? You like dancing with us I can tell. That is good. 

Ms. Suzie?: She is cute and dances with us and sometimes video tape us from the 
corner. She sometimes told me to that I need to stop and listen. 
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What did dance mean to you?: Made me feel flexible. 
 

Tyrell 
Me?:  talks softer than Ms. M. Talks different. Dances with us. She nice and flexible. 
Ms. Suzie?: Fun! Helped me dance and got me to dance. She is small and talks very 

soft. I have to listen to her carefully. 
What did dance mean to you?: Made me “danceable” I am open and flexible now.. 
 

Nasir S.  
Me? Quiet than Ms. M. and moves in circles. 
Ms. Suzie?: she moves slow. Helps us to stop playing. She modeled how to sit quietly 

and got me to listen and dance quietly.  
What did dance mean to you?: learning about moving and dancing. 
 

Markeisha 
Me?: moves very strong. Dances different from me. You from Korea and is here to 

dance with us. That’s cool… 
Ms. Suzie?: Dances like ballerina. Looks like you.  
What did dance mean to you?: Ummm… it made me learn about me. And I like to 

dance. 
 

Shirley 
Ms. Me?: You can be loud when we are rude. You dance crazy. ( with a giggle) You 

like to dance with us. 
Ms. Suzie?: nice… she likes to dance with me.  
What did dance mean to you?: dancing is hard when staying with a group. I like 

dancing by myself. 
 

Messiah 
Me?: (with a giggle) dances funny. It made me laugh. You from Korea. 
Ms. Suzie?: She is very patient with me. I like it. 
What did dance mean to you?: It makes me ok to be crazy. There was too much space 

for things to do and stuff. 
 

Janiyah 
Me?: You are nice. It was exciting. I felt all the expressions. 
Ms. Suzie?: She helped me do everything. She helped me when I felt shy. She danced 

with people. I gave her love. 
What did dance mean to you?: ummm…. I think it is one way to grow healthy. I 

learned I do not like the stage but like dancing myself. 
 

Miana 
Me?: You made the coolest teacher. You my first dance teacher. You a good dancer. I 

want to become a dancer too, like viance 
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Ms. Suzie?: She dances good. Watching us on the camera sometimes. She is Korean 
and looks like you. 

What did dance mean to you? : It was exercise in many ways. It helped me grow and 
stretch many ways. I can dance now. 

 
Abdul 

Me?: You a good dancer. Modeled new moves which was cool. I like dancing with you. 
Ms. Suzie?: She quiet. Dances like you and looks like you. Different from me but nice. 
What did dance mean to you? Made me strong and get more flexible and proud. 

 
Ricki 

Me?: Sweet. From another country… ummm.. Korea right? You a worker. Wow… you 
helped us. 

Ms. Suzie?: Helped me when we messed up. She is nice and sweet. She is different. 
What did dance mean to you?: It was an excitement. I always looked forward to the 

dance class. Wonderful stuff. I got to move and try out different moves with friends. 
 

Nykirah 
Me?: You know how to dance. Now I know how to dance and what dance is. You nice. 

You talk like Korean. ( with a giggle). 
Ms. Suzie?: She dance with me. Always helped me with dancing. She is good. 
What did dance mean to you?: It shows me and I know how to dance now. I like the 

stage and showing myself on stage. 
 

Veronica 
Me?: I liked dancing with you. (with a giggle) you can roll on the floor and flop around 

on the space like nothing I have seen before. You make us dance together. 
Ms. Suzie?: She helped me dance better. She modeled for me when I was stuck or shy. 
What did dance mean to you?: It gave me experience. It is easier to be on stage with 

friends as a team. 
 
Dymond 

 Me?: You sweet but sometimes you can yell. You nice. Your voice is soft.  
 Ms. Suzie?: She helped me with stuff. She is pretty.  
 What did dance mean to you?: I learned how to dance. With dance, I can show off my 

stuff. 
 

Baceem 
Me?: You Korean. You  look and dance different from any of us and it is cool to dance 

with you. You are from Korea. You are bigger and louder than Ms. Suzie. You like 
dancing with us. 

Ms. Suzie?: She is a quiet dancer.  
What did dance mean to you?: Made me feel good when I am in that space. I did not 

know how much I liked dancing.  
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Omar 

Me?: You are really nice. You let us dance! You are from Korea. You are tall and your 
hair is long . You have different skin color from us. You can dance. 

Ms. Suzie?: Almost the same as you but she is shorter and her hair is short and she is 
more quiet. She makes sure that we all get to dance and we listen and focus. 

What did dance mean to you? Made me feel good. I was faster and stronger moving. 
 

Jalil 
Me?: Nice. Showed us how to dance and watched us our dance. looks more white than 

black. You from Korea.  
Ms. Suzie?: Helped us. She is from Korea, too. Talks different from me or you. She 

always smiled at us and danced with us. 
What did dance mean to you?: Made me feel like I can move. I got to show my stuff to 

my mom and brother which was nice. I can do stuff. 
Ebony 

Me?: you a nice dancer, quiet than Ms. M.  
Ms. Suzie?: Very very quiet. Nice dancer and teacher too. Both of you are older than 

me are dancers like me. It was cool to dance all together. It made me feel safe and good. 
What did dance mean to you?: Made me feel better about myself. When I do something, 

that does not feel right, it is not the end of the world. I just make it my own and I can do 
that.  

 
Kyseem 

Me?: You nice, smart. Different. You move different, look different, talk different, and 
you are from different country. Korea, right? You came to U.S. to dance? You different 
than us but you dance with us. I like it. 

Ms. Suzie?: Different voice, too. She is smart too. Has different nose and hair from me 
like you. She knows how to dance and she likes to help us dance. I sometimes danced 
with her which was nice. 

What did dance mean to you?: It taught me that I can do a lot of things. Our class 103 
can dance. I was excited that this was first for us and our class got to do this. I felt special 
doing this dance class. I know now I can do stuff through moving. I can flip, jump, hop, 
swirl around, and dance with people. I can do stuff and everyone can. 
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