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Abstract

 Dance is the smallest of the art forms and the least represented in the United 

States public education system. With teachers looking for new techniques to reach different types 

of learners many are looking at dance. Dance integration is a unique approach at learning and 

teaching that is now being embraced enthusiastically by administrators, teachers and students 

through out the United States. 
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In an educational crisis where the arts and extracurricular activities are being 

eliminated from schools, the idea of incorporating dance into elementary education is one of 

controversy. With teachers faced with the issues of time and financial restraints, critics question 

how it is possible to fit one more activity into the schedule. Teachers and administrators lack 

funding and time to determine whether or not new movement based activities is affective and 

worthwhile. Advocates of dance integration believe that it is an answer to the problems regarding 

today’s education financial and time restraints as well as the pressures of state standardized 

testing. Teachers can continue to teach, reach and even surpass state standards, as well as, save 

time and finances by integrating dance and movement into their lesson plans.

How to Define Dance, Movement and Creative Movement

Creative Movement is the most easy and affective form of dance to be integrated into 

curriculum. Creative Movement is a more free form of dance that is focused on internal motives 

rather than a technique based form of dance. Eva Powers is the chairperson of the Wayne State 

University Maggie Allesee Department of Dance in Detroit Michigan. She was quoted, by 

Schrieber, stating her clear and concise definition of creative dance. She states,

“In creative dance nothing is wrong, you have every 

opportunity to be right, to explore, to invent, to be assertive about 

me and what my body can do and how I can solve a problem or 
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how I can create something that is entirely mine. This lends a lot to 

self-esteem and helps [students] feel successful in 

school” (Schrieber, 2001).s

As observed by Powers, Creative Movement is a form of dance that naturally lends itself to 

education.

  Why Integrate Dance Into Academic Curriculum?

Dance is the smallest of the art concentrations and the least represented. Dance 

instruction is offered in only 20 percent of elementary schools in the United States. Whereas, 90 

percent of schools provide music and 93 percent provide visual arts in the school (Robelen, 

2010). Though it may be under represented, dance has many affordances that should be 

acknowledged.

Detroit, Michigan has found the importance of dance in the classroom and now has the 

largest dance program in their public high schools of any city in the United States. The district 

employs 36 full-time dance instructors that service nearly 200 schools.  They also have an award 

winning dance program and academics within their elementary schools (Schreiber, 2001). Does 

Detroit have an educational advantage that many other cities in the United States are missing?

 

Today’s students are becoming more and more diverse and using movement is one 

technique that reaches students who are not being reached by more traditional forms of 

education. Elsie Fitzenhein, a curriculum integration consultant, states, “We have all the theories 
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on brain-mind research and theories of multiple intelligences that support the need for students to 

learn kinesthetically; it supports the teaching of the whole child.” (Skoning, 2010). Nygard and 

Shaw state that evidence shows a strong union between the mind and the body. We not only think 

with our minds, we also think with our bodies (Nygard & Shaw, 1997). Dance is a powerful way 

to reach students through a kinesthetic approach.

Dance can help with focus, self-image, teamwork, and confidence. With focus and 

confidence in place learning is going to be successful. When dance is integrated into the 

curriculum students are able to not only see and hear what they are studying, they are given the 

opportunity to feel it within their bodies. This is a deeper and more active learning for students. 

(Linthicum, 2009). As Nygard and Shaw have quoted,

“Physical encoding is ‘the learning process which uses the physical 

body to transfer information from the abstract or symbolic level to 

a more concrete level. Physical encoding may include techniques 

such as role playing, mime, simulation, and use of 

rhythms” (Nygard & Shaw, 1997).

This deeper learning and different approach is what many students need to succeed in school.

Dance offers more than just a new academic medium to children, it also creates 

valuable learning and life skill opportunities. Creative movement supports learning for learning’s 

sake, learning to engage, learning to challenge one’s self and learning to feel proud of 

accomplishments after a challenge. These important life skills that can be taught through the 
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commitment that dance requires (Why Teach Dance K-12, 2010). Creative dance allows children 

to explore their own unique views on the human condition, life issues and their own being 

(Donald, 1991). Creative dance also creates a new context and medium for children to engage 

and learn different ways to understand and negotiate in our world (Lorenzo-Lasa, Ideishi & 

Ideishi, 2007). Overall, the arts, and dance in particular, are of value to students as it not only 

aids in the development of academic performance, but it also, and debatably more important, 

aids in the development of well-round and critical thinking students. 

Challenges to Movement Integration

Though there are many affordances that come with movement integration, there are 

also many challenges. There are concerns about who teaches dance and who is qualified to teach 

dance classes. As Dunkin expresses,

“The average elementary school teacher is already overwhelmed 

by the content that is required by state standards and curriculums 

that asking them to take on the role of teaching creative dance on 

top of that is just not practical... Why are non-dance specialists 

teaching dance anyway? Would we ask this of music or reading 

specialists? What does this say about the content we deliver as 

dance specialists who train for years to teach?” (Dunkin, 2004).

These are valuable questions that need to be addressed. Some teachers feel that taking on the hat 

of dance teacher is too much. Teachers are asked to wear many different hats to become singers, 
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musicians and poets, to name a few. Why not a dance teacher as well? Dance integration does not 

need to be an overwhelming experience for teachers and administrators. Advocates of dance 

integration are not asking teachers to become prima ballerinas, rather that they introduce the 

concept of movement to their students.

There are also the questions concerning how students will react to the creative 

movement approach. Not all children are going to enjoy dance. It is said, that as long as you 

don’t give up on those children and you try and try again, every child can find something that 

they love about movement (Why Teach Dance K-12, 2010). Students also have to learn that 

dance class isn’t a time for socializing but rather a time to engage and learn (Linthicum, 2009). 

Some students are not going to know how to handle the freedom and decision making that comes 

with creative movement. For many children, this will be a welcomed addition to their curriculum 

and for others, who are not ready, it will be a challenge (Why Teach Dance K-12, 2010). Not all 

students are going to transition into this non-traditional academic setting quickly; as it is a new 

way of thinking and learning. For most students, the more exposure that they have to the new 

style of learning the easier the transition is.

Most importantly, critics’ stress the importance that dance integration needs to be used 

properly to be effective. Some critics say that the dance activities within the school are not as 

rich in substance as they should and could be (Bresler, 1992). Dance is more than learning how 

to do a cultural dance to learn about that specific culture. That is not true integration (Robelen, 
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2010). Critics are correct; dance integration needs to be rich and full of intention within the 

teachers and students for it to be effective.

Examples of Dance Integrated Throughout the Schools

All of the following examples are of schools that take integration one step further and 

are focused around the arts and dance. Each of these schools are teaching to the standards and 

surpassing expectations. The arts, dance in particular, are being used as the main teaching tool to 

enhance the curriculum and education for their students.

Gabriella Charter School:

Gabriella Charter School in Los Angeles, California invites their students to use their 

body’s to write the letters of the alphabet and teachers teach multiplication with tap.  Gabriella 

Charter School is California’s only elementary school where dance is a focus. Student’s find 

themselves at this school for their outstanding academics rather than their dance emphasis. 

Dance is integrated into their everyday curriculum.

The focus of the school is not to make dancers with perfect technique, but rather to 

make great learners and students. The school prides itself on appealing to multiple intelligences 

and using movement to engage and communicate ideas to students. Gabriella Charter School’s 

demographic consists of 90 percent of students are on Free or Reduced Meal Program, two-thirds 

of the students are ESL and most children have immigrated from Central America or South 

Korea. Even with these demographics, the school is defying statistics, as the students at Gabriella 

Charter School are excelling on the California standardized tests. (Linthicum, 2009). Gabriella 
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Charter School is a unique school that is a wonderful example of how dance is successfully 

incorporated into education.

Robinson Elementary School:

Like Gabriella Elementary School, Robinson Elementary School is also defying social 

odds and excelling in education. Robinson Elementary School in Starksboro, Vermont is an 

award winning, nationally recognized school for their collaboration and integration of the arts 

within their curriculum. Robinson Elementary School is in a rural area of Vermont where the 

students were struggling socially and academically. The school found that using art integration 

children were given the medium to become talented and intelligent learners (Raymond & 

Broderick, 2007). Robinson Elementary School has severe financial restraints due to its small 

population and low tax base. As any other school in the United States, Robinson Elementary is 

expected to meet the state standards. The Principal Dan Noel stated “While the intent of our Arts 

Program is to go deeper into the curriculum, to provide richer content, and to help the children 

understand how this applies in different settings, we never overlook accountability” (Raymond & 

Broderick, 2007). The elementary school is not only integrating the arts into their curriculum and 

working against many social challenges, but they are doing it well by reaching the state standards 

and receiving national merit while doing it.

Fort Garrison Elementary School:

Fort Garrison Elementary School in Maryland is another example of a public school 

that integrates the arts into their curriculum. Fort Garrison Elementary is known for its 
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exemplary arts program woven throughout their academic curriculum. Their focus isn’t on dance 

specifically, but all art forms from music, singing, sculpting and any other form of art you can 

imagine. Any way that the teachers can connect the arts into their academics they do. Science 

with dance in mind is an example of their curriculum. The children are taught science state 

standards while using movement. Rima Faber, a dance education expert affiliated with Fort 

Garrison Elementary School was quoted saying, “The more we teach through dance integration, 

the more we realize how dynamically it brings deep and complex learning to children” (Robelen, 

2010). This is the same unique outlook on education that all of these schools share.

Cesar Chavez Elementary School:

Cesar Chavez Elementary School in Norwalk, California is a K-5 magnet school that is 

known for its Teaching-Through-The-Arts approach to learning. Cesar Chavez Elementary 

School administration and teachers believe that dance, music, visual arts and drama are not just 

‘add-ons’, but valuable disciplines that can help master math, science, social studies and 

language arts. The school offers a list of awards to prove that their unique approach is affective. 

The school has been honored, by Business Week Magazine, as one of the top 10 schools in the 

United States for its innovation in teaching and learning through the arts program. “The arts are 

used deliberately to hook students interest and increase self-confidence. With those two 

essentials-the doors are wide open for excellence in learning” (Elliot, 1998). Excellence is 

learning is exactly what Cesar Chavez Elementary School is creating through the arts for their 

students.
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What Movement Integrated Into the Classroom Looks Like

Creative movement integration can look many different ways and can be applied to 

many different core subject areas. The flexibility that dance provides makes each project unique 

and interesting. Students can study culture, writing, reading, science and math, all while using 

their bodies.

Some ideas of integration are short activities that any teacher can do in their own 

classroom. Nygard’s article suggests a few different movement based activities to explore and 

engage in a deeper learning about the solar system. The activities range from Solar System 

Charades to Backpacking Gravity to a Solar System Play (Nygard, 1997). Math fractions can be 

taught with rhythmic changes and movement, poems can be explored and interpreted through 

movement and planets can be explored through simple choreography. (Donald, 1991). These are 

all examples of integration being used easily and effectively.

While other examples, of integration are more involved and intense for both the 

teachers and the students. These examples require space, time and commitment on part of the 

students, teachers and administration. Students at Cesar Chaves Elementary School in Norwalk, 

California have the opportunity to explore Native American culture through culture specific 

choreography. Students also form groups and create and explore geometric shapes with their 

bodies. In groups, students make larger shapes and measure the sides of the shapes and create 

math equations that correlate (Elliot, 1998). Students in Detroit are being taught to use and draw 

maps by counting steps in between different students as a visual tool to better grasp the concept 
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of space. When the students return to their desks, they write about their journey and how they got 

to point “A” and how they returned back (Schreiber, 2001). These teachers strongly believe that 

dance and movement is one of the best teaching tools to reach all different types of learners.

Basic Reading Through Dance Program-

The Basic Reading Through Dance Program was put into place in schools throughout 

the United States. Like the schools and activities listed above, this program uses dance as the 

base of the curriculum. The Basic Reading Through Dance Program shows the affordances of a 

movement based curriculum on a national level. As evidence of the academic value of dance, the 

Basic Reading Through Dance Program was implemented into three first grade classrooms in 

different parts of the United States as an experimental project. The program emphasized visual 

and kinesthetic imagery in aid of developing phonetic abilities. Would these tools reach more 

children and in affect would children retain and recall more of the information?

 “Building on imagery, memory, and reading research, a 

curriculum for teaching basic reading was developed, Basic Reading 

Through Dance, emphasizing the use of visual and kinesthetic 

imagery to develop phonetic abilities. If reading instruction can 

focus more on visual and kinesthetic images and less on text-based 

information, children may be more likely to retain and recall the 

information they learn” (McMahon, 2003).
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The results were in favor of the research. The program was successful in many areas and their 

test scores were overwhelmingly better than those of the control group (McMahon, 2003). The 

Basic Reading Through Dance Program puts evidentiary support to the validity of dance in the 

classroom.

Dance Integration at ENRICH! 

 As a dance teacher at Gravesnstein Elementary School for the ENRICH! program I have 

been asking myself how dance can be used as a tool for my students to build academic and life 

skills. Incorporating ballet technique and jazz turns, what ways can dance help students better 

negotiate through life? With the enthusiastic support of ENRICH! administration and 

collaboration with Mrs. Hillier and her second grade class my questions were going to be 

addressed and hopefully answered. 

Description

 Working with Kasey Hillier’s 2nd grade Enrich! Class, with the collaboration of myself 

and Mrs. Hillier, I will integrate movement into their “Animal Projects”. The Animal Projects 

address a section of California’s State Standards about animals, habitats and life cycles.  The 

students were finishing up their Animal Research Projects at the time that we started the dance 

integration project. As a part of their academic work, students picked a specific animal of interest  

and prepared a research paper on the animal. Working the dance integration into the Animal 

project, the students would be able to explore their specific animal through movement. 

Plan
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 This dance integration project will be explored over 4 weeks. With journals, positive 

attitudes and imagination students would leave their human form behind and start walking and 

moving like their animal. Each week would have a different concentration and emphasis of their 

particular Animal. At the end of each class students will have time to write about their experience 

of that day in their project. 

Week 1: 

Using the research that students have already completed on a specific animal, we are going to 

explore the way their animal moves and conducts life through movement.  

Week 2: 

Grouping the students together in their animal habitats, the students will focus on how the 

animals interact with one another in their natural state. 

Week 3:  

Working again in their habitats, the children are going to explore the food chain and life cycle of 

the animals. At the end of class the children will show the other groups what they have and a 

share what they have learned. This will be an opportunity for the children to reflect on their own 

work as well as ask questions about the other groups work. Questions that they will address in 

their final week of the project. 

Week 4: This will be the final day for the project. The students will have the class period to 

finesse their work, ask questions and develop a statement about what their project represents. 

The students in their groups will read their statement as well as show what their final work is in 

front of the other groups. The other students will have the opportunity to comment, question and 

congratulate the hard work of the students. 
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 Participants

 Gravenstein Elementary School is a K-5th grade school located in the small town of 

Sebastopol, California in rural Northern California. The ENRICH! program is an arts magnet 

school within a traditional public school. I worked with Mrs. Hillier’s 2nd grade ENRICH! class. 

The class was comprised of twenty-one students. Of that twenty-one, nineteen are Caucasian, 

two Hispanic students and one Asian-American student. The class is made up of thirteen girls 

and eight boys. 

 The ENRICH! program has different requirements and expectations of the students and 

their families than the traditional section of the school. In the ENRICH! school, there is a 

$150.00 donation to the program that is encouraged. If families are unable to contribute their is a 

scholarship available to them. None of the student’s in Mrs. Hillier’s class are a part of the 

scholarship program. The students of the ENRICH! program are expected to have excellent 

behavior and adhere to higher educational standards as well. Students know that the program is a 

privilege and if their studies or behavior are not adequate they could be asked to leave the 

program. With those expectations in place, Mrs. Hillier’s class has little to no behavior problems.

Data Collection & Analysis

 I used both video and journal writings to collect data for this integration. At the end of 

every class I would allow the children from 5-7 minutes to write quietly in their journals. I led 

them through different topics that the writings would address each week. The last class of the 

integration project I video taped the children working on their final projects as well as the 

presentation of their projects. The students were encouraged to explain to me, in front of  the 

camera, what their project represented. Their enthusiastic responses were fun to read and watch.

Dance In the Classroom ! Laney Price  15 



 Using the confidential numbers that Mrs. Hillier uses in her class every day I was able to 

give them a number that only they knew to keep their journal entries private. This also helped me 

not have a bias when reading and evaluating articles. I used a simple chart to take attendance and 

also note if the child had produced a journal entry for the day. Only 6 students either did not have 

a journal entry or produced an unsatisfactory entry for one or more classes. The remaining 15 

students had entries for each class. The majority of the students took the project seriously and did 

their best work. 

Observations

 The journal entries were a great way to see what the students felt about the project and 

what they were taking away from the experience. The original idea of the journals was that every 

week I would ask a question that they would then answer in writing. I soon realized that this 

project was not only a life science standard, but also a writing lesson. The last two journal entries 

turned into students writing their own creative stories. They took the stories that they were 

writing and in their groups turned them into movement. The groups collaborated together to 

come up with a general theme of the story and in their own journals they were able to take that 

story where ever they wanted. When the class period was over and it was time for the students to 

hand back their journals many students would ask for more time and tell me that they weren’t 

done with their writing. 

 The creative stories that conspired were sweet, inventive and relative. The students 

amazed me with their stories, so full of life and fun. As student #11 wrote, “Ahh! Sea turtle 

veering straight towards me! Oh! It’s Anna the friendly sea turtle. I’m starving . There looks like 

a great plankton feeding spot, yum! Oh great, here comes Stella. (She tries to eat me).” Student 
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#11 along with her group went on to make this story into movement. The product of both their 

stories and dances of the other 20 students in the class were equally as relevant and engaging.  

 The students worked hard at put their own human life aside and became their animal. As 

their animal they negotiated life, their food chain, life cycle and then as students they were able 

to put that into words. It was interesting to watch the different types of learners negotiate this 

movement based learning style. Some students chose to write and then base their movement off 

what they had written. Other students wanted to start moving and once they had their movement 

worked choreographed they chose to write. Two different and yet equally affective ways to get to 

the final product of having both a piece of movement and a journal entry by the end of the class 

period. This alone shows the validity to having movement as a medium for students to learn 

through. Every student took a different path, yet they all ended up at the same place by the tiem 

the bell rang. 

Discussion

 This dance integration project was largely inspired by the schools that I read about: 

Robinson Elementary School, Gabriella Charter School, Fort Garrison Elementary School and 

Cesar Chavez Elementary School. All of the schools take the state standards and use dance as a 

tool to teach these standards. I collaborated with Mrs. Hillier and designed the curriculum to fit 

the standard that they were working on in their classroom. The collaboration was simple and the 

outcome was more than I could have expected.  

   My original intention was to video tape them through out the process of the 

research. I was unable to do so due to schedule changes within the school. The first week that I 

was to start the project, the teacher and the students had a field trip so I was unable to begin. 
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From that, the already time restricted, class was now a week off schedule. For the third and 

fourth classes, I was thrown another curve ball and was told that I would have two 2nd grade 

classes at the same time. I still went ahead with what I had originally planned for the class, but 

the other class was lost as to the purpose of the assignment. I was still able to have the last 5-7 

minutes of every class where the children journaled about their progress and what they were 

learning from the project. In the midst of a chaotic class, this was a wonderful time where the 

students reflected and thoughtfully wrote about their unique experiences as their animal. 

 Once the classes were back on track I found myself facing many dance integration 

specific challenges. Linthicum wrote about how dance helps with team work and problem 

solving, I saw the true affects of this in my research. (Linthicum, 2009). With the benefits of 

teamwork and problem solving comes the challenges. The students had to work together in 

groups following an assignment that uses both their minds and bodies. At times students were 

frustrated at other students or in tears due to lack of communication. At one point, the teacher 

validated their frustrations, and mine, at the end of the class by asking the students to take a few 

minutes of silence to regroup from all of the negotiating that they had been participating in. The 

children were very receptive to this and for about three minutes they were silent. This was a great 

technique, and a simple solution to the problem, that I learned and will be able to use again. 

 The article Why Teach Dance K-12 addresses issues concerning children that do not 

respond to dance, as well as, students learning that dance class is a place to move and learn not 

just socialize  (Why Teach Dance K-12, 2010). I found myself problem solving this issue as well. 

For my particular group of students, it wasn’t that they did not enjoy using their bodies. In fact, I 

believe that all of the students liked having the mobility and freedom that this integration 
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brought, but rather balancing the freedom that comes with movement. As a whole, the class did a 

great job of keeping one another on task. There were those few students who had a hard time 

relating their movement back to the assignment. For those children, I stayed in close proximity to 

them to show that this was an academic class and that they needed to treat it as such. This 

technique seemed to be a good solution to this issue. I learned that some children will not be able 

to use their bodies in an academic way with out getting off task at times. Keeping their focus 

with my own presence works well for these students.

 The classes turned out different every week than I had planned for. From schedule 

conflicts, to ideas that did not work as planned, to technological obstacles the class threw me a 

few curve balls. Through out the process, I found myself problem solving against many of the 

obstacles that come with dance integration, but at the end I felt that the project was successful. 

Conclusion

            The affordances of dance integration in the classroom are clear. When used as a tool, 

creative movement is an affective teaching strategy. Dance integration is not without its 

challenges, but schools throughout the United States, like Cesar Chavez, Gabriella, Fort 

Garrison, Robinson Elementary Schools and now the ENRICH! program remain excited about 

this new and inventive tool in order to reach all different types of learners. Teachers can integrate 

movement into any subject that they desire. From life science, math or history, creative 

movement is an exciting addition to curriculum. Creative movement and academics is the perfect 

marriage of complimenting traits; when the two work together children reach their full potential 

in both academics and life skills.
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