Title: 

Dance to Read or Dance to Dance? By: Hagood, Thomas K., Arts Education Policy Review, 10632913, May/Jun2001, Vol. 102, Issue 5
Database: 

Academic Search Complete

HTML Full Text

DANCE TO READ OR DANCE TO DANCE? 

Contents

1. Note
After reading the executive summary of the REAP report, I feel indebted to Ellen Winner and Lois Hetland for tackling the great task of bringing to light what evidence exists for instrumental claims for the arts in education. Their admonition that, beyond proving instrumental benefits for the arts, "arts educators must build justifications based on what is inherently valuable about the arts themselves" is a call to the field to come to terms with both the "what" and the "how" of arts education. I would like to address the ramifications of the executive summary as these may inform future policy initiatives for dance-arts education. I have taken this tack because I am a dance educator and because I believe that of all the arts, dance is most in need of connection, development, and linkage. 

Although I agree with the REAP authors that arts educators must build justifications based on the inherent value of study in the arts, continuing to seek connections and links between educational experiences in dance and achievement in other subjects seems both politically wise and necessary, at least for the foreseeable future. Dance is so greatly compromised by its unique (yet oddly flexible) place on the cultural continuum of things social, artistic, and sexual, that to ignore this fact is like ignoring an elephant in the room. Every day dance-arts educators address the widely variable responses and reactions that many colleagues, parents, and students have when the notion of a substantial dance-arts education is raised or realized. I may be out on a limb here, but I've never seen the range of anxiety, pleasure, fear, or joy that participation in dance raises among students involved in the other arts. Dance is also an extremely complex experience to attempt to measure for its educational merit and worth. Yet, dance-arts educators must accept--and not fear--the enormity of the task of addressing all the overlapping and intertwined factors that are at play in assessing the merit and worth of dance as an educational medium. The notion that the arts (and dance among them) "can teach as no other subjects can" speaks to the necessity of undertaking the challenge of measuring the ineffable. 

For dance-arts educators this notion speaks to us in terms of our twin obligations (a) to define what a dance-arts education is, and (b) discover how such education benefits student achievement, learning, and quality of life. The unfortunate fact is that, as the REAP report makes clear, we have made little progress in coming to grips with these two charges. We are a field that is, in many respects, divided about the very definition of our subject matter. We are a field that is largely ill-prepared to develop "theory-building" or "theory-driven" experiments to verify our discipline's educational merit and worth, as the authors of the REAP report suggest we must. 

Reflecting on the contents of the report, I think to myself: One of these days--after I come up with a clear and unambiguous definition for what a dance-arts education is--I'm going to figure out a way to explain its educational benefits clearly and unambiguously. I'll be able to tell each and every one of you what, if anything, a dance-arts education is and what it does. I'll be able to tell you so succinctly that you'll breath in deeply, look profoundly embarrassed that you hadn't thought of this yourself, sigh a little sigh, and say without reservation, "Oh, now I get it!" I won't have to convince you to consider dance and its place in education because Suzie reads better, or adds better, or writes better. After I finish explaining my point of view, you will be convinced that Suzie is educationally better off because she has had the chance to dance and to learn to use her body expressively and creatively. Suzie will be a better Suzie because she can manage her corporeal self with great skill and sensitivity. Suzie will be a better Suzie because she likes her corporeal self more for having had what Margaret H'Doubler termed Suzie's "subjective-objective" dance experience. Having been both "knowing-subject" and "object-known" in creative-movement terms, Suzie will be aware of her body and its potential in expressivity and in her daily life.( n1) Out of her dance experience Suzie will glean many things. If only I could figure out what they are and how to measure them! 

Those of us who dream dreams like the one above have a responsibility to Suzie and all the other children in America. We know that when we teach students in and through dance, they, well, they bloom. We know this, but we really don't know how or why. Project Zero looked closely at dance for a connection between dance education and other kinds of learning--that is, whether or not having had such an educational experience, Suzie reads better, or adds better, or writes better. Such connections are sought because we can measure better reading, better adding, or better writing. The problem is that we haven't determined a way to measure what better dancing does for Suzie. Instrumental claims for arts education belie the educational benefits that such instruction itself may impart. The unique benefits of arts education remain at present an elusive set of understandings, and methodologies for inquiry remain underdeveloped. 

What are we to do about this? Before I offer my suggestions, I should provide some context for my opinions. To begin, some mention of the history of dance in American education is important prior to addressing future policy initiatives. In American schooling, dance has traditionally played an adjunct role to studies in physical education (or music, or theater, or recreation, as the list goes on). It is only in the very recent past that dance has begun to move out from underneath adjunct status to other subjects and establish itself as an independent, arts-based discipline. That dance is a "late bloomer" in its disciplinary status has left the field shortchanged in its development, representation, and participation in focused educational research--research from which future policy and curriculum development may evolve. Our delayed arrival finds us still struggling with issues of definition and priority that the other arts settled for themselves years or decades ago. Because the essence of a dance-arts education is itself still debated--and the notion of research in and for dance-arts education is in need of great clarification--our field must engage in some substantial preliminary work and contextualization before a strategic vision for empowering future policy initiatives (including curriculum development or a more refined advocacy) may be outlined. Fundamental matters of disciplinary definition and a strategic agenda for inquiry must be addressed before we are able to provide compelling evidence for what a dance-arts education may offer America's children. 

To go about clarifying subject definition, the field must come to terms with its disparate desires and negotiate a working, common definition for dance-arts education in America's schools. We must develop a common sensibility toward what we are all trying to accomplish as dance-arts educators. We must define what it is we mean by dance-arts education and then stick to that definition across state borders, across disciplinary boundaries, and indeed, across the normal dividing lines of arts education in America. After we come to subject definition we must understand and implement tools of evaluation for dance curricula in both arts specific and instrumental contexts. Our policy should be to seek out expert help in developing "theory-building" or "theory-driven" experiments. Educational psychologists. curriculum specialists, educational statisticians, and specialists in research design could be called upon to meet with us and offer opinion about how we might go about designing innovative curricular models--models that may be better suited for investigating the possible educational benefits of arts based dance programs in the future. Out of this pause for advice and instruction our field may be better prepared to ask the hard questions and get on with the work of understanding and effecting change. Do we believe we are prepared to do such work alone without the help of others? If our past success in investigating the nature and value of the dance experience (as this is revealed in the REAP report), is any indication, I'd have to say we are not. I will say this, however: I think the time is ripe for field consensus on these matters. 

The field already accepts that we are responsible for understanding and providing research-based curriculum development and, subsequently, more effective advocacy for dance-arts education. Yet I cannot think of a time when our field has come together--other than in creating the National Association of Schools of Dance--to work out the details of field consensus in any substantive aspect of dance education. The efforts of those who attended the 1965 Dance as a Discipline Conference, or in the early 1990s helped write the National Standards for Dance Education notwithstanding, we have never called everyone together for what would amount to a disciplinary "family meeting," complete with distinguished guests. Frankly, I cannot think of another way to do what we must do to make the case that dance-arts education provides unique and measurable benefits to students. Simply put, we--the field of dance educators--have to move forward from a point of informed possibility. We must seek expert advice to refine our skills and understandings, we must tackle the big problems, and we must develop a strategic plan to implement change. The REAP report highlights the need for a renewed and significant emphasis on connecting research with developing dance-arts evaluation techniques, whether they are specific or instrumentally related, and also with subsequent curriculum development. A concerted effort in these directions can only lead toward a clarified and substantiated advocacy and, eventually, the possibility that our disciplines conflicted cultural status will begin to change toward a more stable one based on proven educational benefits. 

I again thank the authors of the REAP report for their great accomplishment: a good, concise, and interesting overview and commentary on the status of the arts and academic achievement. For America's dance educators I express our thanks for including us in your study. In the past we have often found ourselves out in the cold when the arts were considered in American education. Now it's time to take charge of our own needs and future. Whether it is dance to read, or dance to dance, we must refine a strategic vision for the future of dance in American education. 

Note 

(n1.) H'Doubler, Margaret N. 1948. "A Way of Thinking." TMs (photocopy). Collection: University of Wisconsin-Madison, Dance Program. Madison, WI. Copy in the hands of the author. 
~~~~~~~~

By Thomas K. Hagood 

Thomas K. Hagood, who teaches dance at Mills College, is author of A History of Dance in American Education (Edwin Mellen Press, 2000). 
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