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How I Came to be a Dance Educator
I have been dancing my whole life; truly, as long as I can remember. Dance has been there for 

me through every pivotal point in my life. I meet my best friends at dance, hand my 16th birthday, it 

saw me through my college graduation and even took me through my wedding day. Dance isn’t just 

something I do; it is a part of me. I have always viewed myself as a dancer or a dance teacher, but not 

until recently did I view myself as an educator. The journey to this awakening has dramatically 

changed my view on education, myself and my art. I learned how to negotiate life, express myself and 

empower myself all through dance.

While growing up, I thought that my dance teacher was responsible for teaching me how to 

dance and to provide me with the best technique possible. I did not understand that she had more to 

offer me than just dance. My dance teacher was a passionate woman who put dance before anything 

else.  As a young student I didn’t know how valuable all of her lessons really were and that dance is an 

education in and of itself. I didn’t understand that when she would demand that our hair be back in a 

tight bun and that we were punctual for rehearsals and performances that she was teaching us respect. I 

found it hard to deal with her attention to small detail and perfection, but later have realized that she 

was pushing us to be the best dancers that we could be. My punctuality, attention to detail and to 

always strive for perfection has served me well in my life outside of dance.  I only recently have come 

to appreciate these life lessons and understand that she was educating us and preparing us for life all 

through dance.

Truth be told, I have a love hate relationship with dance, but something about it keeps pulling 

me back in. At 17 years I could not have been more done with dance. I had been dancing since I was 3 

years old and had been teaching at my studio for 4 years. I was fed up with the rigor, constant 

unattainable goals of perfection, and quite frankly I was over all of the sweating. I chose to give up 

dance and attend Sacramento State University while pursuing my Bachelors in Business. Not but 6 

months into my freshmen year of college I attended my eldest Niece’s dance competition.  The glitz, 
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the glamor, the applause, something about it is intoxicating and sucked me back in. It was a place that I 

was comfortable. It was my passion and I was not longer able to deny it.

Not but a few days after her competition I began taking dance classes at Sacramento State 

University and began teaching again. This was the beginning of my educational journey. I loved being 

back in the middle of everything that I was “so over”. The studio I began working at was a studio 

where dance was an activity and more importantly a place for parents to drop off their children while 

the parents would have dinner with friends. It was not a studio where dance was seen viewed as an 

enrichment.  I didn’t understand why the parents, and even the studio owner, didn’t take dance more 

seriously. Looking back now I realize that I didn’t truly understand the importance of dance so I wasn’t 

able to do my job as a teacher to educate and articulate to the parents the importance of dance and its 

educational value to their child.

A few years later, and a few years older, I began searching for a new dance studio. I wanted 

to find a studio where I felt comfortable. Again, not really being able to articulate what I was looking 

for I found a studio where the owner put a great deal of emphasis on the education of dance. 

Unfortunately, my own personal life began getting in the way of my teaching and I wasn’t present 

enough while working there to understand her educational beliefs about dance. What I did gain from 

teaching there was an introduction to and awareness of dance education, an awareness that would later 

come to be more prevalent in my life.  

When I moved to Sonoma County and began attending Sonoma State University I was again 

introduced to the idea of dance as an education. At this time I was at a point in my life where I was 

receptive to this idea and began implementing my new found philosophy into my teaching practices. 

The Sonoma State Dance Department does a wonderful job of exposing young dancer professionals to 

the concept that dance is more than just moving your body. It is an art form that should be valued for its 

beauty, its deep historical roots and its educational affordances. Now in the master’s program I have 

been introduced to philosophers and literature backing my educational beliefs and philosophies of 
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dance. I now truly understand that as a dance teacher I have more to offer a child than just a 

recreational place to exercise. I am an educator that can help children learn to negotiate this world in a 

critical way.

Since moving to Sonoma County I have had some of the most fulfilling and challenging 

teaching jobs. I began working at Gravenstein Elementary School as an enrichment teacher for their 

arts magnet segment of the public elementary school. I have had the opportunity to grow and challenge 

myself as a student and an educator through my 3 years of teaching there. Every day that I walk into 

the school I challenge myself as an educator and give them the most valuable dance enrichment that I 

can offer. Over the past 3 years I have seen the depth of my teachings broaden and become more 

meaningful than the week before. The challenges that come with teaching dance enrichment have 

helped me grow as an educator as well as an individual and I am thankful every day for that.

My journey over the past few years has been one filled with reflection and soul searching to 

come to a place where I feel that I now have a grasp on what it means to be an educator of dance. As 

Chant (2009) supports the importance of reflection by stating, “The call for reflection can be traced to 

Dewey’s contention that experiences influence teacher beliefs and, one these beliefs are analyzed 

critically, provide the basis for professional growth”. I know that this journey of self-reflection is never 

ending and critical to continue to grow as a professional and become educator that I want to be.

  

The Beauty in Dance

I believe that Saint Augustine illustrates the beauty and power of dance through his elegant 

words (Bowler, 2011). 

I praise the dance,

For it frees people from the heaviness of matter

And binds the isolated to community.

I praise the dance, which demands everything:
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Health and a clear spirit and a buoyant soul.

Dance is a transformation of space, of time, of people,

Who are in constant danger of becoming all brain,

Will, or feeling.

Dancing demands a whole person,

One who is firmly anchored in the center of his life,

Who is not obsessed by lust for people and things

And the demon of isolation in his own ego.

Dancing demands a freed person,

One who vibrates with the equipoise of all his powers.

I praise the dance.

O man, learn to dance,

Or else the angels in heaven will not know

What to do with you.

 

     My Personal Practice Theories

As a teacher it is my responsibility to not only teach my students dance but to prepare them 

for life. In all of my classes I give constructive criticism in a positive environment. I tell my students 

daily that they are smart and capable dancers. I treat every dancer with respect as I expect that all of my 

students treat one another. I give students a safe place to dance and grow as a person.  As an educator I 

feel it is my responsibility to instill confidence in every one of my students in their physical strength as 

well as their mental abilities. I encourage my students to think, question and engage in everything they 

do. I often times ask them to turn on their “thinking brains”. It is amazing what children will articulate 

once they have made the conscious decision to engage.  I also feel that it is my responsibility as a 

teacher to teach students to be active and engaged in their art, their education and in the world around 
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them.

Each of my PPT’s have made their way into my life in different ways and at different times.  

When I first began teaching dance at the age of 13 I made a promise to myself that I would never yell at 

a student or make a student cry. Thus far, I have yet to yell at a child and I can count on one hand how 

many children have cried in my class. I feel that I have done a good job keeping to my promise. After 

looking at this promise that I made to myself over 10 years ago I have realized that it is more than just 

making sure I never yell or that no one ever cries and more about having my students leave class 

feeling empowered and confident in their physical ability as well as their mental ability. This 

empowerment and confidence is something I so craved as a young dancer and I now feel proud that I 

am able to provide it for my students.

Confidence is not something that any one person alone can instill into a child, but I will aid in 

the development of confidence in every one of my students. There is a song thats lyrics asks its listener 

who is holding them back from their dream  and I often use it in classes. One day I looked at a student 

and asked her, “Who says you can’t be whatever you want?” She looked at me without hesitation and 

said “No one. I can do anything I want.” What an amazing feeling for that child to feel that she can be 

anything she wants. I hope that she continues to hold her head up high and remember this for the rest of 

her life. I know as her dance teacher I will make sure that every time she walks into my dance studio 

that she knows that is true. It is my responsibility to help her keep this perception of her abilities and 

provide support to always keep this confidence.  

Confidence is vital component to dance, but dance can also be the platform to build 

confidence in children. “This art form emphasizes creativity, problem solving and the expression of 

thoughts and feelings. It involves participants physically, emotionally, and intellectually uses 

techniques from other dance forms, and is non-threatening and non-competitive, recognizing and 

encouraging individual differences while challenging participants to improve physical skill and 

aesthetic expression” (Donald, 1991). With the right guidance dance can be a safe place for students to 
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express themselves and gain self awareness and self confidence. 

When I first began at Gravenstein Elementary School I have found that many of the students 

did not have the confidence that they should. Many of the students feelt embarrassed if they mess up or 

if they were not perfect. I often reminded them that it isn’t about the perfect product, but more about 

the process. The students at Gravenstein Elementary School who I have had the opportunity to work 

with for the last 3 years are now able to get up on stage and dance in front of their classmates without 

the blink of an eye. I was really able to see their progress this semester as I have had many new 

students in the class. When It came time to have the new and the old students preform the new students 

were hesitant and even one refused to dance in front of the class. I gave them encouragement and with 

the help of the other students we made them feel safe enough in the situation and build up their 

confidence so that all of the hesitant students ended up performing. After the performance I asked a few 

of the students if it was as terrifying as they had originally thought it was going to be and they all 

agreed that it was no big deal. I feel that this was a great success. As a dance teacher I feel that it is 

important for my students to feel comfortable in their own bodies, abilities and minds to be who they 

are. It saddens me that many of these students are so reserved and self-conscious. I feel the more we 

break down these insecurities and build up their confidence that the children are going to take this 

confidence outside of the classroom and into their lives.

While working at Gravenstein Elementary School I have come to hate passivity. Although I 

am guilty of it myself, as most are, it is something that I hate, in myself as well as my students. What 

are you gaining from life and its experiences if you are passive? We must be engaged in life as in our 

education. We must question, research, set goals and critically analyze. As educators we must actively 

work to keep our students engaged as well as discourage mindlessness. “Creative dance can help 

children reach their full potential, for it encourages the development of the whole child by involving 

the child physically, emotionally and intellectually...” (Donald, 1991). It is my duty as a dance educator 

to use these affordances to my advantage and teach my students that their opinion and questions matter 
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and are valid. This can be taught with dance. Three years ago when I started working with elementary 

school students I began choreographing with them. They were supposed to create their own dances and 

the other dancers were supposed to comment. I got a lot of “cool”, and “I really liked it”. I was 

becoming frustrated with these comments. Where they even watching? I began to ask my students the 

simple question of why? Why do you say that? Why do you feel that? Being questioned and expected 

to articulate an answer was a challenge for them. They could not express why they liked what they saw 

or felt what they felt. For three years I have been working with this same group of students and only 

now are they beginning to be able to answer the why with an articulate statement.  Along their journey 

of finding their own voice there were many tears of frustration, hurt feelings but often when they were 

able to get their point of view across and it was heard they felt more empowered.  To watch this 

empowerment is a rewarding experience as an educator.

Dance Education in Mainstream Academics

Going forward with my teachings and education I have many questions that I hope to answer 

over the course of my journey. Dance has been an education in and of itself for me. I often wonder how 

this can be brought to mainstream academics. There are valuable life lessons to be learned through 

dance. Students can learn to be aware of space, negotiate team work, become critical thinkings and gain 

confidence through dance. How can dance and its many affordances be integrated into elementary 

schools?

Maxine Greene has wonderful philosophies of the arts in education. I often find myself 

drawn to her as well as aligning myself with her beliefs. Greene speaks often about what we as arts 

educators and integration supporters are up against when wanting to see integration in our schools. 

Green (1992) articulates the frustrating perception that society has of the arts in the schools, “The arts 

in education ordinarily summon up certain creative and expressive activities fostered in art rooms and 

music rooms and dance studios. Too frequently, these are described as component parts of an 

“affective” realm, considered in antithesis to the “cognitive,” the really serious concern of the schools. 
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Because standard measurement devices cannot be used to evaluate what happens in the art rooms, they 

are treated as “frills,” as basically irrelevant in a world where important “outputs” are those subject to 

quantification”. As an arts educator we must work diligently to reshape this perception and educate our 

society on the importance of the arts for our children before we can have the true benefits of integration 

for our children. Greene also goes on to explain the affordances of the arts and how important they are 

to a well- rounded education that reaches all different types of learners. “Howard Gardener (1983), 

developing a theory of “multiple intelligences,” draws attention to bodily-kinesthetic intelligence, for 

generally ignored by school people taught to concentrate in a much narrower range. In my view, such 

intelligences must be recognized and heeded; so must the capacities relevant within each “frame of 

mind”...Fidelity, persistence, originality, and imaginativeness: all have as much part to play in art 

rooms as they do in the fields of more specifically cognitive study. The point is to provide opportunities 

for them to be displayed. It may well be that, if expressive and creative activities are carried on within 

sight and sound of the various, problematic art world....there will be more occasions for the expression 

of a range of capacities than there are when attention is confined to the “right brain” (Greene, 1992).  

Greene has spent her life working towards educating the public on the importance of arts education and 

I hope to use her works as support as I go further with committing my life to arts education. 

Where I Stand Today
 (My extra bullet point)

Throughout my journey as a dancer, teacher and a student I have come to a place where I feel 

more passionate about my art and my role as an educator. I feel passionate in knowing that I have the 

knowledge to instill confidence and awaken conscious awareness in my students. Starting out on a 

journey not knowing where the road may lead me I have come to a place feeling empowered in my 

physical and mental ability and confident in my role as an educator. I know now more than ever before 

what dance has given me and what I can and will give back to my art, my community and my students.
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