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I	 loved	 the	 diversity,	 all	 of	 the	 languages,	 the	 simultaneous	

translations,	 the	 physical	 translating	 of	what	 can	my	 body	 do?	 The	

answers	by	a	multitude	of	abilities	and	ages.	It	seemed	representative	

of	the	kind	of	world	I	like	to	live	in.	

Student	response	to	integrated	dance	class	

	

	

Introduction	

Over	the	past	thirty	years	dance	companies	working	with	disabled	and	non-

disabled	performers	have	developed	successful	methodologies	effective	in	

workshops	and	company	training.	Integrated	dancei	has	spread	beyond	

postmodern	Western	Theater	Dance	with	prominent	proponents	such	as	Dance	

Ability,	AXIS	Dance	Company	or	Dancing	Wheels	in	the	U.S.	or	Amici	Dance	Theater	

and	Candoco	Dance	Company	in	the	UK	to	places	as	diverse	as	India,	Ethiopia,	

Uzbekistan,	Brazil,	etc.	spanning	a	multitude	of	dance	forms	and	genres.	While	the	

principle	of	inclusion	in	the	creative	process	and	performance	seems	to	spread	

relatively	easily,	it	proves	both	difficult	and	problematic	to	transfer	integrated	

dance	into	mainstream	teaching	and	to	provide	comprehensive	training	and	

education	for	performers	with	disabilities.	The	last	decade	saw	concerted	efforts,	

particularly	in	the	UK,	to	increase	access	to	dance	degree	programs	for	students	

with	disabilitiesii.	The	research	and	the	resulting	publications	are	usually	able	to	

address	physical	access	to	facilities,	information,	inclusive	language	and	

overarching	artistic	and	educational	principles.	There	is	however	a	greater	
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challenge	to	disseminate	best	practice	in	accessible,	instructional	processes.	While	

individual	solutions	exist,	these	approaches	are	by	and	large	non-verbal,	applied,	

visual-kinetic	and	embodied.		

My	personal	history	as	a	dancer	somewhat	mirrors	the	development	of	

integrated	dance	and	the	challenge	to	transfer	the	practice	into	higher	education.	I	

completed	an	MA	in	Contemporary	Dance	at	the	London	Contemporary	Dance	

School	in	1997,	training	conventionally	as	a	contemporary	dance	performer.	In	

2000	I	gained	a	position	with	Candoco	Dance	Companyiii,	a	professional	touring	

company	with	disabled	and	non-disabled	performers.		Experiencing	integrated	

dance	fundamentally	shifted	and	continues	to	influence	my	artistic	and	pedagogic	

approach.	Moving	back	into	higher	education,	joining	the	faculty	in	the	Dance	

Program	at	the	University	of	Washington	in	2004,	it	was	important	to	me	not	only	

to	teach	about	integrated	dance,	but	also	to	teach	studio	classes	in	an	accessible	

way.		

	 Writing	about	an	embodied	practice	is	always	an	act	of	translation.	The	

process,	however,	of	writing	this	chapter	serves	several	important	purposes	and	

contributes	to	the	discussion	of	Universal	Design	of	Instruction	from	a	dance	

practitioner’s	perspective.	The	article	documents	important	changes	my	approach	

to	integrated	dance	underwent,	when	I	moved	from	a	specific	company	practice	

into	higher	education.		Considering	UD	of	Instruction	required	me	to	rethink	

teaching	process	and	material,	and	to	generate	new	ideas,	tasks	and	exercises.	The	

resulting	document	is	as	much	a	record	and	critique	of	past	and	established	work	

as	it	is	a	blueprint	for	continued	development.	Furthermore,	this	article	can	

hopefully	reach	more	people,	and	generate	a	more	far-reaching	discussion	of	

access	and	teaching	practice	in	dance	as	well	as	in	other	disciplines.	

	 After	providing	a	historic	overview	of	integrated	dance,	I	discuss	the	

application	of	UD	of	Instruction	to	dance	degree	programs	and	studio	practice.	

Central	in	this	discussion	is	how	to	move	beyond	working	with	adaptations	as	a	

device	for	students	with	disabilities.	The	aim	instead	is	to	create	access	for	a	more	

diverse	student	population	by	developing	a	skill-specific	curriculum	with	teaching	

methodologies,	assessment	criteria,	class	structures	and	material	relevant	to	all	

participants	in	the	class.		
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Historical	Overview	

	

Art	is	not	a	mirror	held	up	to	reality,	but	a	hammer	with	which	to	

shape	it.	(Bertholt	Brecht)		

	

In	the	UK	and	US,	dancers	with	disabilities	took	to	the	studio	and	the	stage	from	

the	late	1960s	onward.	In	a	time	when	the	disability	rights	movement	was	gaining	

momentum	and	first	legislation	was	moving	ahead	to	ensure	equal	access	for	

people	with	disabilities,	postmodern	dance	fundamentally	questioned	what	dance	

was	and	set	out	to	develop	an	aesthetic	that	incorporates	everyday	movements,	

works	with	untrained	performers	and	mixes	social	dance,	theatrical	forms,	etc.iv	

During	the	90s,	while	the	ADA	(American’s	with	Disabilities	Act,	U.S.A.	

1990)	and	the	DDA	(Disability	Discrimination	Act,	UK	1995)	were	passed,	a	

number	of	integrated	dance	companies	formalized	their	practice	from	grassroots,	

short-term	projects	to	touring	repertory	companies,	offering	project	or	fulltime	

employment	to	their	dancers.v	These	developments	took	place	despite	marginal	

access	to	formal	training	for	dancers	with	disabilities.	vi	In	terms	of	the	training	

available	to	performers	with	disabilities	the	2003	UK	study	Disability	and	the	

Dance	and	Drama	Awards	concludes:	“On	the	whole,	many	disabled	people	can	

only	gain	access	to	informal	training	provision.”	(Verrent,	2003,	pp26)	

	 Students	with	disabilities	are	underrepresented	in	mainstream	dance	

education.vii	Their	training	is	delegated	to	specialized	dance	companies	and	

schools	or	workshops	for	the	disabled.	Artists	with	disabilities	“learn	on	the	job”	

and	the	training	remains	unaccredited.	These	separate	tracks	for	disabled	and	non-

disabled	artists	are	problematic	for	the	following	reasons:	

	

• they	affect	artists	with	disabilities	in	their	immediate	job	prospects	and	

long-term	careers;	

• they	limit	the	exposure	of	mainstream	dancers,	teachers	and	artists	to	

inclusive	practice;	and,	

• integrated	dance	companies	are	providing	training	to	new	dancers	

otherwise	covered	by	colleges	and	universities.			
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The	teaching	and	training	in	the	academy	is	struggling	to	keep	pace	with	

developments	in	the	performing	art	world.	This	lack	of	accessible	and	accredited	

training	stands	in	striking	discrepancy	to	the	growing	presence	of	performers	with	

disabilities	and	the	demand	for	trained	and	qualified	performers	(both	disabled	

and	non-disabled)	to	join	established	integrated	companies.		Companies	

traditionally	working	with	disabled	performers	are	shedding	the	marginalizing	

label	of	“integrated”	and	“disability	dance”	while	others	cast	artists	with	

disabilities	without	ever	taking	up	a	disability	label.viii	True	to	Brecht’s	quote,	Art,	

in	this	case,	dance	companies	and	performers	with	disabilities	are	leading	the	way	

and	it	is	the	Reality	of	dance	degree	courses	and	formal	training	that	requires	some	

of	the	“hammering”	to	change	shape.	

	

Universal	Design,	Define	the	Universe	

Universal	Design	is,	as	defined	by	Ron	Mace	at	the	Center	for	Universal	Design	

(CUD)	at	North	Carolina	State	University:	

	

The	design	of	products	and	environments	to	be	usable	by	all	people,	to	the	

greatest	extend	possible,	without	the	need	for	adaptation	or	specialized	

design.	(Center	for	Universal	Design,	1997	Website)ix	

	

Initially	conceived	and	applied	in	the	design	of	products	and	architecture	the	CUD	

established	a	set	of	seven	principles:		

	

1. Equitable	use	

2. Flexibility	in	use	

3. Simple	and	intuitive	

4. Perceptible	information	

5. Tolerance	of	error	

6. Low	physical	effort	

7. Size	and	space	approach	and	use	

	

These	general	principles	have	been	reconsidered	for	various	specific	settings,	

amongst	them	teaching	and	instruction.	Sheryl	Burgstahler	and	Rebecca	Cory’s	
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publication	Universal	Design	in	Higher	Education;	From	Principles	to	Practice	

presents	a	number	of	examples	where	researchers	and	practitioners	have	used	the	

seven	principles	of	UD	to	develop	guidelines	relevant	to	their	fields.	Burgstahler	

developed	a	number	of	rubrics	for	Universal	Design	of	Instruction	in	higher	

education:	

	

1. Class	climate	

2. Interaction	

3. Physical	environment/products	

4. Delivery	methods	

5. Information	resources/technology	

6. Feedback	

7. Assessment	

8. Accommodation	

	

In	order	to	apply	the	discussion	of	UD	of	Instruction	to	dance,	we	need	to	start	with	

a	reflection	on	the	conventions	of	teaching	in	dance	degree	programs,	to	tease	out	

which	aspects	promote	and	which	ones	challenge	access	and	inclusion.	At	this	

point	I	also	critically	examine	approaches	used	by	a	number	of	integrated	dance	

companies	and	discuss	why	these	methodologies	do	not	translate	into	mainstream	

teaching.		Subsequently,	I	address	specific	points	of	both	UD	and	UD	of	Instruction.	

In	particular,	the	principle	of	Equitable	Use	really	started	my	rethinking	of	

inclusive	practice.	The	discussion	of	specific,	more	equitable	methodologies	is	

therefore	at	the	center	of	this	article.		

	

Conventions	in	Dance	Degree	Programs	

At	first	glance	there	is	an	array	of	different	colleges	and	degree	programs	available	

to	study	dance.	On	further	investigation	however,	it	seems	that	most	

undergraduate	degrees	are	pretty	similar	in	their	curricular	structure.	Students	

interested	in	performance	and	those	interested	in	dance	education,	therapy,	

community	or	social	dance	forms	all	go	through	similar	undergraduate	degreesx,	

with	the	bulk	of	time	dedicated	to	dance	technique.	It	is	standard	to	have	a	daily	

ballet	class	followed	by	a	second	technique	class	in	another	style	(e.g.	modern,	jazz,	
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tap	and	other	ethnic	forms).xi	While	there	are	significant	differences	in	emphasis,	

technique	classes	share	a	systematic	approach	to	training	skills.xii		In	terms	of	

access,	lecture	courses	in	dance	face	considerations	similar	to	other	university	

courses.	Studio	based	courses	like	creative	process,	improvisation,	repertory	and	

composition,	are	largely	deemed	accessiblexiii.	Technique	class	however	working	

with	set	material	is	less	accessible	material	and	therefore	deserves	particular	

attention.		

Within	technique	classes	we	can	differentiate	between	codified	and	non-

codified	forms.	Codified	techniques	like	classical	ballet	and	historic	modern	forms	

(e.g.	Graham,	Limón	and	Cunningham)	work	with	an	established	and	set	

vocabulary.	Non-codified	techniques,	associated	with	postmodern	and	

contemporary	dance	can	include	pedestrian	movements,	somatic	practices	and	

idiosyncratic	material	relevant	to	the	individual	teacher.	While	often	still	set,	non-

codified	techniques	can	offer	more	freedom	in	terms	of	selection	and	performance	

of	the	material.	

Using	generic	or	specific	assessment	criteria	in	technique	class	also	greatly	

affects	accessibility.	The	Trinity	College	in	London	for	instance	sets	standard	

criteria	for	institutions	awarding	the	National	Diploma	in	Professional	Dance	in	the	

UK.xiv	From	the	six	assessment	objectives	for	technique	class,	number	two	is	a	good	

example	for	generic	assessment	criteria.		

	

On	completion	of	this	component	the	candidate	must	be	able	to:	

Execute	sustained	movement	sequences	consolidating	strength,	

balance,	co-ordination,	flexibility	and	control	with	accuracy,	safety	

and	technical	fluency.	(Trinity	College	London,	p.3)	

	

These	generic	criteria	address	“meta-skills”	of	dance	applicable	to	fundamentally	

different	dance	styles.	Gretchen	Ward	Warren’s	Classical	Ballet	Technique	and	the	

Handbook	for	Teachers,	Vocational	Graded	Examinations	for	the	Royal	Academy	of	

Dance	(RAD)	on	the	other	hand	both	present	exacting	lists	of	standardized	

movements	for	examinations.	Warren	includes	a	number	of	meta-skills,	yet	also	

stresses	the	following	qualities	above	all:	
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Most	important,	however	is	the	evaluation	of		(1)	a	dancer’s	natural	

physical	capacity	for	classical	technique	with	regards	to	“turn-out,”	

extension,	and	ballon,	and	(2)	a	dancer’s	feet,	height,	weight,	and	body	

proportions.	(Warren,	1989,	p.	64)	

	

She	goes	further:	

	

All	aspiring	ballet	dancers,	however,	must	meet	certain	basic	requirements;	

it	is	never	acceptable	to	be	overweight,	awkward,	extremely	“turned-in”	or	

inflexible,	or	to	possess	certain	exaggerated	physical	characteristics	that	do	

not	conform	to	the	traditional	classical	look.	Classical	ballet	is	a	visual	art	

form,	and	what	audiences	see	on	the	stage	must	be	pleasing	to	the	eye.	

(Warren,	1989,	p.	64)	xv		

	

While	institutions	and	instructors	teaching	dance	may	not	actually	spell	out	such	

specific	criteria,	these	values	still	linger	in	the	mind-set	and	practice	of	many	

instructors	and	students.		

Codified	styles	with	specific	assessment	criteria	pose	very	evident	

challenges	to	inclusion	as	the	form	of	the	step	becomes	absolute	and	unchangeable.	

There	are	dancers	with	disabilities,	Kitty	Lunn	and	Marc	Brue	amongst	them,	who	

work	with	the	principles	and	characteristics	of	ballet.	This	requires	a	translation	of	

the	specific	criteria	to	general	ones.	A	dancer	with	a	disability	while	maybe	not	in	a	

position	to	execute	the	double	pirouette	en	dedans	as	specified	by	the	RAD	criteria,	

can	demonstrate	its	generic	skills	of	balancing	and	turning,	conveying	control,	

specificity	and	virtuosity.		

Non-codified	material	and	general	assessment	criteria	are	potentially	more	

inclusive.	Yet	even	they	are	often	still	assessed	through	uniform	performances	of	

the	same	movement	material.	However	generic	criteria	don’t	prescribe	how	a	

student	demonstrates	the	required	skills.	The	essence	is	that	the	student	

demonstrates	the	ability	to	retain	her	(not	a	uniform)	set	phrase	with	accuracy	and	

perform	it	with	appropriate	control	and	detail.	Time	and	time	again	have	I	seen	

dancers	with	disabilities	demonstrate	this.	
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Traditional	technique	class	and	the	hegemonic	position	ballet	and	modern	

hold,	are	the	single	challenge	to	the	successful	inclusion	of	students	with	

disabilities	into	dance	degree	programs.	Examining	the	generic	assessment	criteria	

leads	to	the	conclusion	that	it	is	not	the	criteria	and	the	curriculum	but	what	

actually	happens	in	the	process	of	teaching,	which	either	excludes	or	creates	

access.	The	basic	questions	for	technique	class	therefore	are:	

	

• How	can	I	provide	class	material	and	processes	that	promote	the	skills	

stipulated	by	the	curriculum	for	a	diverse	student	body?	

• How	can	students	demonstrate	these	skills	through	their	movement	range?	

• How	do	I	give	feedback	and	assess	their	performance?	

	

Considering	UD	at	the	level	of	Degree	Requirements	

The	faculty	in	the	UW	dance	program	recently	considered	the	role	technique	class	

plays	for	a	new	dance	studies	degree.	Acknowledging	the	hegemony	set	by	the	

technique	classes	on	offerxvi,	we	explored	different	options	for	students	to	

complete	this	requirement.	Discussing	the	possibility	of	waiving	the	technique	

requirement	for	students	with	significant	previous	training,	I	was	keen	to	

introduce	the	possibility	for	students	to	complete	part	or	all	of	the	technique	

requirements	through	independent	studies	and	to	make	technical	training	

practiced	outside	the	confines	of	the	university	count.	This	approach	to	access	

presents	a	number	of	benefits	for	all	students:	

	

• It	opens	up	the	degree	to	students	interested	in	a	multitude	of	emerging,	

popular	and	ethnic	dance	forms	that	are	not	part	of	the	academic	canon.	

• For	techniques	studied	outside	the	university,	the	degree	program	provides	

quality	assurance	and	accreditation	while	other	subjects	are	studied	in	the	

context	of	degree	course.		

• The	technique	studied	is	relevant	to	the	student’s	practice,	which	will	carry	

over	into	her	professional	work.	
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Since	technique	class	is	the	major	obstacle	for	disability	access,	it	is	worth	it	to	

discuss	different	ways	in	which	this	requirement	can	be	met.	It	is	important	that	

we	imagine	the	student	population	we	could	teach	and	not	just	think	of	the	average	

student	we	already	teach.	Solutions	discussed	at	the	level	of	degree	requirements	

alone	already	lead	to	a	number	of	rigorous	yet	adaptable	routes	to	a	successful	

completion	of	a	degree	with	improved	access.		Diversity	is	both	increased	in	terms	

of	students	attending	as	well	as	dance	forms	represented	in	the	degree	program.		

	

Conventions	in	Integrated	Dance	

Integrated	dance	ranges	from	working	exclusively	with	people	with	a	specific	

disability	to	companies	integrating	dancers	of	all	(dis)abilitiesxvii.	Needless	to	say	

aims,	criteria	and	artistic	mission	vary	greatly	–	not	all	of	them	relevant	to	higher	

education	and	the	discussion	of	technique	class.	Amongst	the	companies	working	

with	technique	class,	I	am	aware	of	two	distinct	approaches:	Disability	specific	

dance	techniquesxviii	and	working	with	adaptations.		

Disability	specific	techniques,	while	valuable	in	a	particular	company	and	

individual	practice,	are	in	effect	discriminatory	in	the	context	of	higher	education,	

as	they	select	participants	on	grounds	of	their	disability	while	potentially	

excluding	others.	Not	having	general	application	I	value	these	techniques	as	points	

of	reference	with	great	relevance	to	a	specific	student	I	may	have	in	a	class.	

Working	with	adaptations	the	dancers	translate	aspects	of	the	original	phrase	to	

their	individual	movement	range.	Each	version	stays	consistent	with	the	overall	

principles	of	a	phrase,	but	allows	for	aspects	like	body	parts	used,	actions,	space	

use,	time,	and	dynamics	to	be	changed.	In	this	process	instructor	and	students	

have	to	clarify	if	the	form	of	the	phrase	is	more	important	(body	shape,	pathways,	

actions	etc.)	or	its	function	(warm	up,	stretch,	develop	strength	and	balance,	

complex	space	use	etc.).xix	Working	with	adaptations	is	more	flexible	and	able	to	

include	a	broader	range	of	abilities.	Working	with	Candoco,	teaching	company	

class	to	experienced	dancers,	I	understand	the	challenges	of	working	with	

adaptations.	Teaching	in	higher	education	intensifies	these	challenges.	
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• In	the	company	format	participants	with	a	disability	have	a	critical	mass,	

making	the	approach	relevant	to	the	individual	and	the	group.	In	the	

university	setting	I	may	or	may	not	have	students	with	a	disability	present.		

• Knowing	the	dancers	and	understanding	their	movement	range	allows	the	

teacher	to	prepare	multiple	versions.	This	adds	time	to	class	planning	and	

instruction,	reducing	time	spent	moving.	

• Not	knowing	the	dancers	often	leaves	the	burden	of	developing	adaptations	

with	the	dancer(s).		

• The	material	is	modeled	on	non-disabled	dancers,	favoring	normative	

movement	patterns.		

• Working	with	adaptations	is	a	process	that	presumes	a	high	level	of	dance	

skills,	skills	that	first	need	to	be	trained.	

• Adapting	singles	the	dancer	with	a	disability	out,	and	can	marginalizes	

him/her	in	the	process.		

• Adaptations	engage	students	with	valid	and	applied	challenges.	These	

challenges	are	however	very	different	from	those	faced	by	the	rest	of	the	

class.		

• Non-disabled	students	have	each	other	and	the	instructor	as	points	of	

references,	to	observe	and	copy.	Adapting	students	perform	individual	

versions	independently	as	solos.	

	

Even	non-disabled	students	with	previous	training	experience	often	find	

themselves	overwhelmed	by	the	challenge	of	working	with	adaptations.	The	only	

dancers	I	observed	working	successfully	with	this	method	are	performers,	both	

disabled	and	non-disabled,	with	significant	dance	experience.	Over	years	of	

practice	they	have	developed	analytical	skills,	an	understanding	of	how	movement	

material	is	structured	and	how	this	relates	to	their	movement	range	and	training	

level.	xx	These	are	precisely	the	meta-skills	that	we	ultimately	want	to	train,	but	we	

can’t	possibly	expect	them	from	a	beginner	student.		

	

UD	principle:	Equitable	Use		

The	UD	principle	of	Equitable	Use	in	particular	challenged	me	to	rethink	the	

practice	of	working	with	adaptations	in	integrated	dance.	Working	in	higher	
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education	it	became	evident	how	inequitable	this	approach	is,	challenging	me	to	

move	beyond	working	with	adaptations	as	a	device	solely	for	students	with	

disabilities.	The	skills	used	in	adapting	are	relevant	to	all	participants	and	need	to	

be	trained	as	part	of	technique	class.	To	distinguish	the	approaches	I	prefer	talking	

about	“translating”	material,	developing	“individual	versions”	or	“variations	to	a	

theme”.		

Technique	in	its	root	means	skill,	yet	in	dance,	technique	usually	stands	for	

the	physical-anatomical	training	alone.	This	excludes	creative/compositional,	

improvisational,	analytical,	rehearsal	and	performance	skills	practiced	in	other	

studio-based	classes.xxi	Integrated	dance	companies	often	train	required	skills	as	

part	of	the	creative	process	in	a	fluid	workshop-based	approach	not	necessarily	

using	formal	technique	material.	Formal	training	in	degree	courses	tends	to	

segregate	dance	into	separate	areas	of	skills,	technique,	improvisation,	

composition	and	performance.	There	is	a	certain	tension	between	this	modernist	

approach	to	learning	and	the	reality	and	“messiness”	of	the	dancers’	working	lives.	

It	seems	that	postmodern	practice	has	not	made	its	way	fully	into	vocational	dance	

training.	Rethinking	technique	I	advocate	for	the	mixing	of	studio	approaches	and	

the	inclusion	of	improvisation,	compositional	and	creative	material	in	the	context	

of	a	technique	class.	This	approach	is	both	accessible	and	relevant	to	professional	

praxis.	

Implementing	the	mixing	of	studio	approaches	I	include	improvisation	and	

composition	exercises	in	the	context	of	technique	class	and	use	a	workshop	

process	to	introduce	working	with	translations.	Short	of	providing	an	instructional	

manual	here,	I	summarize	the	process	and	discuss	equitable	use	and	shared	

teaching	goals.		

I	facilitate	an	ice-breaker	during	a	first	class	meeting.	Getting	participants	“to	

move	around	the	space”	I	gradually	layer	more	information:	Go	through	the	gaps	

between	people,	acknowledge	each	other,	greet	each	other,	follow	somebody,	stay	

close	to	them	or	far	away,	introduce	touch	etc.	Subsequently	I	set	other	tasks	

where	we	find	out	names,	eye	color,	what	people	eat	for	breakfast,	favorite	

movements,	etc.	While	on	the	surface	about	“getting	to	know	each	other”,	the	

icebreaker	serves	a	number	of	purposes,	influencing	how	I	continue	instructing	

and	develop	the	class.	
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• It	invites	an	informal	exchange	where	students	and	instructor	meet	each	

other	as	a	community	of	learners.	xxii		

• It	introduces	improvisation,	tasks,	communicating,	working	with	touch	as	

methodologies	used	in	this	technique	class.		

• It	shows	preferences	in	ways	of	moving,	communicating	and	processing	

information,	important	aspects	for	recognizing	multiple	ways	of	

participating	and	facilitating	access.		

	

Introducing	working	with	variations,	I	regularly	use	a	sequence	of	Mirroring	

exercises	at	the	beginning	of	the	quarter	in	all	levels	of	technique	classes.	

Following	each	task	I	ask	a	number	of	questions:	“What	was	your	experience?”	

“What	were	challenges	in	performing	this	task?”	“How	did	you	solve	them?”	

leading	into	a	discussion	about	predominant	ways	of	working	and	the	role	of	

individualized	material.	

	

Mirroring:	Version	I		

Spoken,	written	and	demonstrated	instructions:	

	

Find	partner(s)	

Face	your	partner(s)	

Mirror	each	other’s	movements	

Swap	the	lead	seamlessly	(Make	it	impossible	for	an	audience	to	

detect	who	initiates	at	any	given	movement)	

	

A	classic	workshop	exercise	for	children	and	beginners,	Mirroring	is	not	an	

accessible	exercise	and	is	not	usually	used	in	integrated	dance	settings.	Copying	

and	mirroring	are	however	not	only	dominant	forms	of	instruction	in	dance,	they	

are	also	relevant	in	many	other	formal	and	informal	teaching	situations	from	

newborns	to	adults.	In	a	mixed	ability	class	partnering	up	is	potentially	a	sensitive	

situation,	I	need	to	facilitate	and	make	sure	all	participants	are	included.	I	also	

have	the	option	to	go	straight	to	Version	2	or	3	and	just	demonstrate	Version	1	and	

discuss	the	values	it	implies.xxiii	The	discussion	usually	establishes	these	points:	



 

13	
	

	

• Demonstrating	and	copying	is	the	predominant	teaching	methodology	in	

technique	class.		

• It	assumes	sameness	and	values	uniform	performance.		

• The	demonstrating	dancer	inadvertently	sets	an	“ablist”	standard	or	

“correct”	version.		

	

Version	one	is	not	ideal	in	terms	of	inclusion	and	highlights	“ablist”	assumptions	

that	are	built	into	the	teaching	methodology.	With	the	aim	to	be	accurate	and	

“correct”	Mirroring	is	often	executed	slowly.		This	approach	characterizes	many	

technique	class	settings	and	other	forms	of	information	based	instruction,	looking	

for	one	correct	solution.		

In	a	second	round	I	encouraged	the	participants	to	shift	from	accuracy	to	

challenging	each	other,	freeing	up	the	facing,	space	and	tempo	use.	I	also	ask	them	

to	consider	“joining”	or	“dropping”	a	movement	suggestion	from	their	partner.	The	

result	in	this	version	is	a	faster	tempo,	more	and	different	movement	material,	

experimenting,	finding	multiple	solutions	and	making	decisions	is	part	of	the	

“correct”	completion	of	the	task.	The	subsequent	discussion	establishes:	

	

• There	are	more	movement	possibilities	than	in	the	previous	version.		

• Tempo	and	space	range	are	greater.	

• There	is	always	a	clear	connection	between	the	two	partners,	observers	still	

know	who	is	dancing	together.		

• Version	2	leads	to	another	teaching	style:	exploration	and	play.		

	

In	the	third	round	I	ask	the	partners	to	choose	different	starting	positions	from	

each	other	(standing-kneeling,	sitting	in	a	chair	–	sitting	on	the	floor,	lying	down,	

etc.)	In	a	mixed-ability	class,	working	with	different	positions	and	levels	may	be	

present	already.	I	remind	students	that	working	with	different	positions	or	levels	

is	not	about	assuming	roles	as	disabled	or	non-disabled	participants.		The	

discussion	establishes	the	following	points:	
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• Standing	upright	on	your	feet	is	often	assumed	as	a	universal,	neutral	

position	from	which	all	other	movement	possibilities	follow.		

• Different	levels/bases/positions	offer	different	movement	ranges.	

• Copying	alone	is	an	inadequate	strategy;	the	material	needs	to	be	translated	

into	a	changed	range.	

	

Many	students	start	the	exercise	assuming	the	standing	version	is	the	standard,	the	

“proper”	version.	As	they	trade	the	lead	back	and	forth	with	their	partner,	there	is	

a	moment	of	realization,	when	they	see	that	standing	has	its	own	limitations.	The	

series	of	mirroring	exercises	addresses	the	dominant	way	of	working	in	dance	and	

introduces	the	analytical,	playful	and	improvisational	skills	required	in	translating	

material.	After	introducing	the	concept	of	translating	it	needs	to	be	practiced	and	

applied	further.		

Traditional	technique	classes	use	a	set	series	of	exercises	to	warm	up	and	

train	specific	articulations	and	general	movement	possibilities.	I	also	work	with	

these	categories	but	try	to	generalize	them	further	by	including	approaches	from	

Choreology,	Laban	Movement	Analysis	and	Bartenieff	Movement	Fundamentalsxxiv.	

Generally	speaking	the	class	material	develops	from	exploration	and	improvisation	

towards	varying	degrees	of	setting	and	sharing	of	individual	material.	For	a	warm	

up	exercises	for	instance	I	present	a	sequence	of	fundamental	movement	concepts	

like:	Reaching	up	and	down,	shifting	forward	and	back	etc.	While	instructing	I	

demonstrate	several	ways	in	which	I	interpret	the	same	element.	The	first	time	I	

may	“Fold	and	reach,	up	-down”	with	my	arms,	the	next	time	with	my	legs	etc.	

Changing	my	own	version	is	important	so	that	I	don’t	set	a	normative	phrase.	

Demonstrating	also	makes	me	part	of	a	shared	process	and	allows	me	to	model	a	

committed	performance	quality.	After	an	initial	exploration	the	order	of	the	

elements	is	given	and	each	set	in	a	time	frame	of	eight	counts	on	a	medium	paced	

pulse.	Within	the	time	frame	each	participant	is	free	to	choose	speed,	body	parts	

used	and	range	of	motion.	While	each	participant	develops	her	individual	version	

the	dancers	share	the	sequential	order	and	time	frames,	they	recognize	and	use	

their	full	range	of	motion,	warm	up	effectively	and	prepare	for	more	complex	

movement	sequences.	I	use	this	same	approach,	defining	and	exploring	elements,	

and	moving	from	improvising	to	setting	for	more	complex	center	phrases,	where	
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students	develop	their	individual	versions	according	to	more	and	more	specific	

information.		

My	main	critique	point	of	adaptations	is,	that	it	is	inequitable	since	it	is	

usually	just	offered	to	or	demanded	of	students	with	disabilities.	Using	movement	

categories	and	descriptions	as	explained	here,	all	the	students	undergo	the	same	

process	and	practice	working	with	translations	in	an	equitable	way.	Once	the	

process	is	established	there	are	multiple	ways	in	which	the	material	can	be	

developed:	

	

• The	phrase	can	remain	improvised	or	gradually	become	set	

• The	timing	is	kept	open	

• The	tempo	is	specified	as	slow,	sustained,	fluid	or	fast	but	not	set	on	a	

metered	pulse	

• Two	or	more	dancers	perform	the	material	in	a	shared	tempo	

• The	phrase	is	set	to	specific	counts	and	performed	in	different	tempo	

groups		

• Time	frames	are	shortened	and	repetitions	removed	

• Dancers	translate/copy	material	from	each	other	

	

The	emerging	material	allows	me	to	respond	with	specific	feedback,	assess	the	

performances	and	make	suggestions	for	development.	A	common	understanding	of	

the	approach	is	crucial	as	it	allows	participants	to	harness	the	benefits	of	working	

with	structured	material,	practice	and	grasp	fundamental	movement	principles,	

and	demonstrate	their	understanding	and	skills	through	their	individually	set	

phrases.	

	

UD	Principle:	Flexibility	in	Use	

It	is	important	that	working	with	variations	is	not	just	introduced	as	a	tool	once,	

but	that	it	is	practiced	repeatedly	in	the	class	context.	Introducing	the	approach	to	

the	class	as	a	collective	makes	a	vast	difference	in	the	readiness	to	apply	the	

methodology	and	the	level	of	accomplishment	achieved.	Allowing	for	flexibility	in	

use,	students	eventually	work	with	variations	independently	where	and	when	
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appropriate,	translating	anything	from	a	single,	specific	movement	to	an	entire	

phrase.		

There	are	a	number	of	ways	in	which	to	further	increase	the	flexibility	in	

use.	The	complexity	of	the	individual	phrases	can	be	adjusted	by	adding	or	

subtracting	simultaneous	material.	“As	you	reach	up	high	can	you	also	add	a	turn,	

travel	or	jump?”	“What	material	suggests	itself	to	an	existing	movement?”	“Do	you	

need	to	adjust	the	original	material,	to	stay	with	the	time	frame,	your	partner	etc.?”	

These	questions	engage	students	to	adjust	the	complexity	of	the	individual	

variation	to	reflect	their	current	abilities.	

Peer	observation	and	feedback	in	groups	or	one-on-one	is	another	way	of	

flexibly	varying	participation.	Students	observe	and	review	an	existing	phrase	

according	to	the	set	criteria.	“Are	all	the	elements	and	specifics	in	the	phrase	

performed	with	clarity?”	“What	are	the	transitions	between	the	elements?”	“What	

would	create	a	fuller	performance?”	These	are	just	some	of	the	concerns	a	peer	can	

comment	on.	

While	moving	and	reviewing	are	not	necessarily	equivalent	ways	of	

participating	in	a	dance	class,	students	can	demonstrate	a	clear	understanding	of	

movement	skills	by	giving	feedback.	I	set	observation	tasks	both	for	the	whole	

class	and	for	individual	students	who	are	not	in	a	position	to	physically	perform	

the	phrase	at	this	time.	The	long-term	aim	is	for	students	to	use	translating,	

adjusting	complexity,	observing	and	giving	feedback	independently	and	flexibly.		

	

UD	Principle:	Simple	and	Intuitive	

In	my	experience	working	with	individual	variations	is	initially	not	simple	or	

intuitive.	While	the	complexity	can	be	adjusted	to	an	individual	level,	having	

multiple	versions	of	the	material	performed	simultaneously	becomes	conceptually	

more	demanding.	Some	dancers	find	the	approach	freeing,	as	they	set	more	and	

more	specifics	at	their	pace.	Participants	who	are	used	to	perform	uniform,	set	

material	and	those	who	rely	on	their	peers	to	remember	movement	sequences	can	

find	working	with	variations	disconcerting	and	confusing.		Others	also	forget	about	

the	specifics	of	a	task	and	indulge	in	safe,	habitual	movements.	All	of	these	

preferences	take	some	coaching.	I	encourage	all	students	who	struggle	with	

retaining	material	to	work	with	specific	partners	and	to	“stay	with	them”	while	
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performing.	I	give	students	more	time	to	observe	and	assist	them	in	finding	

compatible	partners.	I	also	provide	feedback	to	guide	students	to	material	that	

addresses	the	specifics	of	the	task.	

	

UD	Principle:	Tolerance	of	Error	and	Low	Physical	Effort		

Tolerance	of	Error	at	the	level	of,	getting	the	sequence	“wrong”	and	making	

mistakes	is	part	of	the	learning	in	the	studio	space	and	a	question	of	making	sure	

the	level	of	complexity	is	set	right.	More	seriously	there	is	also	the	possibility	of	

loss	of	control,	resulting	in	injury.	It	is	important	in	all	classes	to	consider	the	

potential	for	accidents	and	to	provide	health	and	safety	advice.		

In	principle	students	know	their	bodies	and	possibilities	best	and	I	

encourage	them	to	recognize,	respect	and	address	their	limits.	At	the	same	time	I	

also	encourage	discovery	and	risk	taking	to	expand	the	current	movement	

possibilities.	The	conflict	between	these	two	statements	is	at	the	heart	of	the	

learning	processes	with	the	aim	of	building	awareness	for	a	dancer’s	abilities	while	

also	expanding	her	range.		

In	most	classes	instructors	teach	safe	alignment	and	use	of	effort	based	on	

personal	experience	as	well	as	a	body	of	knowledge	developed	in	dance	over	

generations.	This	advice	builds	on	the	assumption	that	the	instructor	and	the	

student	share	the	same	physical	and	perceptual	possibilities	which	is	not	a	given.	

Working	with	students	who	have	different	ways	of	hearing,	seeing,	moving	and	

processing	information	further	challenges	normative	assumptions	about	range	of	

motion,	awareness,	center	of	gravity	etc.	Even	in	a	very	homogenous	class	we	have	

to	be	aware	that	assumptions	about	similarities	can	be	very	misleading.	The	

external	form	of	a	movement,	that	is	observed	and	copied,	is	often	very	different	

from	its	internal	connections	and	efforts.	There	are	ongoing	debates	about	the	

aesthetic	versus	the	function	of	a	movement	or	position,	and	which	is	more	

important.xxv	Moving	beyond	“the	look”	of	a	movement	or	position	requires	an	

unpacking	of	its	function;	safe	practice	with	diverse	participants	requires	astute	

observation	and	an	ongoing	dialogue	between	the	instructor	and	the	student.	Until	

a	dancer	and	instructor	are	more	familiar	with	each	other	and	the	process	I	err	on	

the	side	of	caution.	
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Besides	encouraging	students	to	take	responsibility	for	a	safe	class	

environment	the	instructor	is	in	charge	of	setting	up	safe	placement	and	timing	

between	groups	and	individuals.	Performing	multiple	versions	rather	than	unison	

makes	the	movement	of	individuals	in	a	group	less	predictable,	so	giving	more	

distance	and	time	as	well	as	opportunities	to	observe	is	advisable.	It	is	precisely	a	

strength	of	technique	class	that	by	building	from	smaller,	repetitive	movements	to	

larger,	complex	phrases	and	gradually	developing	awareness	and	skills	it	allows	

for	save	practice,	minimizing	accidents	and	injuries.		

The	UD	principle	of	Low	Physical	Effort	needs	rethinking	for	dance	and	

other	physical	disciplines.	In	dance	we	seek	to	find	and	push	a	deeply	physical	

performance	to	gain	endurance	and	strength,	while	also	moving	efficiently,	only	

using	as	much	effort	as	needed.	I	propose	Adjustable	and	Appropriate	Effort.		

In	the	same	way	as	the	action	component	of	a	dance	phrase	can	be	adjusted	

we	can	also	vary	effort	and	dynamics	used.	“Marking”	material	is	a	way	of	adjusting	

effort	dancers	learn	in	the	process	of	setting	pieces	on	a	stage.	Marking	reduces	

effort	while	staying	consistent	in	relevant	space,	action	and	time	aspects	of	a	

phrase.	This	can	be	practiced	in	the	studio	setting	by	asking	students	to	perform	

the	phrase	on	the	side	while	they	are	observing	their	peers	or	by	building	a	version	

working	with	specific	effort	elements.	

Understanding	individual	range	of	effort,	encouraging	pushing	levels	of	

exhaustion,	and	moving	efficiently	are	important	teaching	points.	All	students	are	

challenged	to	learn	and	differentiate	between	pain	as	a	result	of	growth	and	pains	

that	lead	to	injuries.	Working	with	students	with	different	body	types	than	mine,	I	

have	to	be	particularly	aware	of	the	danger	of	assumptions	and	engage	in	this	

dialogue	through	questions	and	observations.	

	

UD	Principle:	Feedback	and	Assessment	

	

Each	new	student	to	our	classes	should	encourage	us	to	re-evaluate	the	

body	and	the	body	of	knowledge	that	we	have	come	to	take	for	granted.	

Assessment	procedures	in	schools	may	need	to	be	revised	when	we	

recognize	that	each	student	is	playing	a	different	instrument…	(Benjamin,	

2002,	p.	8)	
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Degree	programs	in	higher	education	aim	to	prepare	students	for	life	as	working	

dance	artists.	Considering	the	many	ways	in	which	dancers	work	as	performers,	

choreographers,	teachers	in	various	settings	it	is	important	that	we	don’t	

determine	too	narrowly	what	this	entails.	Assessment	criteria	too	often	serve	a	

function	of	gate	keeping,	telling	people	who	can	and	who	cannot	dance,	rather	than	

one	of	guiding	exploration	and	encouraging	development.	Allowing	students	to	

understand	dance	as	a	discipline	and	to	discover	their	artistic	voice	is	probably	

more	important	than	to	predict	if	and	what	type	of	career	they	will	have	in	dance.	

Paradoxically	there	are	students	gaining	dance	degrees	who	never	work	in	the	

field	while	dancers	without	degrees	find	employment.		

In	creating	access	the	intent	is	not	to	replace	the	existing	criteria	but	to	

assess	how	they	are	relevant	to	the	qualification	and	how	individual	students	can	

meet	them.	As	discussed	previously	I	have	found	generic	criteria	most	helpful	in	

working	with	UD.	Benjamin	also	proposes	a	number	of	prerequisites	and	

assessment	criteria	rooted	in	current	dance	praxis	while	also	considering	diversity	

in	the	studio	space.	

		

Prerequisites	for	dancers	

• Stage	presence	

• Aptitude	for	learning	(creating)	movement	sequences	

• Stamina	

• Versatility	

• A	range	of	movement	appropriate	to	the	piece	being	made	or	an	

individual	suitability	to	the	ethos	(aesthetic)	of	the	company	[school]	

• Other	experiences	in	performing	arts	

• Understanding	for	stagecraft	and	performance	skills	

(Benjamin,	2002,	p.74)	

Assessment	criteria	

• The	achievement	of	set	and	agreed	physical	goals	in	dance	technique	

• Demonstrate	an	understanding	of	dance	terminology		

• Interpretation	and	adaptation	of	set	material	
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• Individual	performance	skills	

• Partnering	skills	

• Communication/Teaching	skills	

• Choreographic	Skills	

• Improvisational	skills	

(Benjamin,	2002,	pp.8-9)	

As	in	any	discipline	not	everybody	will	be	successful	in	meeting	all	the	required	

criteria;	the	ability	to	meet	them,	however,	is	not	tied	to	the	disability	or	non-

disability	status	of	a	student	but	dependent	on	the	student’s	talent	and	abilities.	

I	already	discussed	how	working	with	variations	allows	me	to	give	general	as	well	

as	individual	feedback	in	the	same	way	as	when	I	work	with	other	set	material.	

Referring	to	general	grading	criteria,	working	with	variations	can	be	assessed	as	a	

technical	skill	but	also	as	self-directed	learning	and	working	independently.	In	

giving	feedback	I	often	opt	for	asking	questions	or	describing	what	I	observe	

rather	than	suggesting	corrections	right	away.	Differences	in	the	performance	can	

have	many	reasons	some	of	them	exposing	habits	and	lack	of	awareness	and	

others	actually	demonstrating	understanding	and	independent	application.	These	

instances	of	feedback	develop	into	formulating	individual	learning	goals	and	self-

assessment	as	well	as	instructor	based	evaluation.		

In	assessing	I	experience	a	big	gap	between	the	verbal	feedback	I	provide	

during	the	class	and	the	final	number	grade	I	issue	–	words	get	forgotten	easily	and	

number	grades	don’t	are	not	specific	about	accomplishments	and	needs	for	

learning.	To	bridge	that	gap	I	currently	exchange	notes	with	my	students	half	way	

through	the	quarter.	They	write	a	self-assessment	and	include	questions	about	the	

class.	At	the	same	time	I	let	them	see	my	collected	notes	of	class	observations.	In	a	

collective	feedback	class	I	address	questions	and	clarify	teaching	points.	The	final	

numerical	grade	is	published	online	with	a	short	comment,	allowing	me	to	

differentiate,	create	individual	relevance	while	discussing	shared	teaching	aims	

and	assessment	criteria.	Discrepancies	in	the	students’	self-assessments	and	the	

instructor’s	evaluation	are	often	as	interesting	as	areas	of	agreement.	Here	an	

example	of	a	student’s	self-assessment	and	my	feedback.	
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I	struggle	with	technique	a	lot.	I	ask	myself	is	this	really	beneficial	for	me?	

…After	working	on	the	solo,	I	feel	a	bit	restricted	in	technique	class	because	I	

know	I	can	do	a	lot	more	and	I	know	my	physical	strengths.			

Self-assessment	of	a	student	with	a	disability	

	

You	have	made	great	progress,	demonstrating	a	strong	understanding	of	the	

class	material	and	your	own	range	and	possibilities.	Your	translation	of	

material	has	matured	tremendously	and	you	demonstrate	that	both	on	the	

floor	and	in	the	chair.	I	would	still	like	to	see	you	challenge	assumptions	and	

finding	new	possibilities	especially	in	reoccurring	material.	Your	ability	to	

observe,	analyze,	translate	and	retain	is	excellent.	

My	assessment	and	response	to	the	same	student	

	

UD	Principle:	Class	Climate	and	Interaction	

The	prevailing	image	about	dance,	where	you	have	to	be	thin,	fit	and	able	to	“stand	

on	your	toes”	have	to	be	considered	when	creating	an	inclusive	class	climate	and	

interactions.	I	include	the	following	information	in	my	online	syllabus	to	

communicate	my	approach	to	technique	class	and	the	accessibility	these	courses	

promote:	

	

Instructor’s	Educational	Philosophy	

Dance	class	is	a	learning	environment	where	we	are	exposed	to	set,	

experiential	and	improvised	material.		

The	emphasis	is	on	training	dance	skills	by	accessing	and	challenging	each	

individual	dancer's	facilities	and	abilities.	Through	regular	and	systematic	

practice	we	not	only	strive	to	expand	and	sustain	our	physical,	conceptual	

and	artistic	range	but	to	apply	these	skills	consciously	and	with	growing	

awareness.		

In	dance	we	engage	with	the	changing	reality	of	our	body	and	mind,	this	

also	includes	our	identity	in	terms	of	body-type,	age,	race,	ethnicity,	gender,	

sexuality	and	disability.	

Koch,	Modern	Technique	Class	Syllabus	
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Besides	emphasizing	mixing	approaches	from	different	studio	classes	I	also	

address	disability	as	part	of	diversity.	It	is	important	for	all	students	to	realize	that	

there	is	no	neutral	body	and	that	taking	identity	and	individuality	into	

consideration	is	part	of	the	artistic	endeavour.	My	course	overview	also	states	

prerequisites	and	reiterates	predominant	ways	of	instructing.		

	

The	class	is	structured	to	fit	an	average	student	at	this	level.	Your	abilities	

and	experience	may	differ	and	it	is	important	to	respect	this	in	the	way	you	

work	with	the	movement	material	and	instructional	process.	Dance	often	

relies	on	a	student’s	ability	to	process	visual	and	verbal	information	via	

demonstrations	and	instructions	and	to	work	in	close	proximity	to	other	

dancers	with	improvised	as	well	as	set	material.	

Koch,	Online	Questionnaire	

Through	an	online	questionnaire	I	ask	students	about	their	previous	training	

experience,	possible	concerns,	expectations,	and	learning	goals	for	the	course.	I	

also	include	information	about	academic	accommodations	due	to	disability	and	

invite	students	who	are	using	these	disability	resources	to	set	up	a	meeting	with	

me.	All	students	are	required	to	submit	the	questionnaire.	While	not	assessed,	

completing	it	counts	towards	their	participation	grade.	This	ensures	that	all	

students	have	seen	the	syllabus	information.	The	questionnaire	starts	a	dialogue	

between	the	individual	student	and	me.	It	is	confidential	but	not	anonymous	and	

while	it	facilitates	disclosure	it	does	not	require	it.	The	responses	inform	my	

approach	in	the	studio	and	allow	me	to	follow	up	with	individual	students	where	

necessary.		

	 Learning,	practicing	and	testing	of	skills	follow	each	other	closely	in	dance	

and	are	unlike	in	many	other	disciplines	always	public	–	so	is	the	use	of	variations	

or	accommodations.	Reasons	to	adjust	the	learning	process	however	cut	across	

stereotypical	groupings	of	disabled	or	non-disabled.	Age,	injury,	gender,	body	type,	

height,	size,	etc,	are	all	relevant	aspects	that	may	involve	working	with	variations.	

Considering	the	public	and	performative	aspects	of	dance	students	in	a	higher	

education	dance	class	need	to	be	open	to	being	witnessed	in	performance,	and	

interested	in	engaging	on	this	personal	level.	Facilitating	access	and	an	optimal	
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learning	engagement	may	require	some	form	of	disclosure	where	the	student-

teacher	dialogue	needs	to	be	extended	to	the	studio	practice	and	involve	peers.	

This	includes:	Keeping	site-lines	clear	for	ASL	interpreters,	reserving	working	

space	near	the	front	for	specific	students,	adjusting	use	of	touch,	momentum,	force	

and	weight	when	dancing	with	a	partner,	etc.	It	is	important	though	that	these	

conversations	focus	on	facilitating	and	optimizing	the	learning	process	and	do	not	

veer	into	discussing	personal	information	and	situations.	The	syllabus	also	

establishes	explicitly	ground	rules	around	class	climate	and	interactions:	

	

• Take	and	share	responsibility	in	creating	an	accessible	class	environment.	

• Make	your	needs	known,	while	respecting	the	needs	of	others.	

• Be	respectful	of	your	peers	and	instructors.	

• Work	safely	and	effectively	in	class.	You	know	your	abilities	best,	be	both	

active	and	safe	in	exploring	new	and	established	material.		

Koch,	Online	Modern	Technique	Syllabus	

	

Physical	Environment	Delivery	Method	and	Perceptible	Information	

Dance	studio	spaces	are	on	the	whole	some	of	the	most	accessible	teaching	

environments	I	know.	They	are	well	lit,	have	good	acoustics	and	are	specifically	

built	for	unobstructed	movement.	It	is	again	some	of	the	conventions	in	the	use	of	

the	space	and	class	organization	that	need	to	be	considered	with	regards	to	access.		

Most	technique	classes	start	stationary	with	the	students	working	in	their	

own	kinesphere,	either	upright,	sitting	or	lying	on	the	floor	and	then	progressively	

increase	the	use	of	space	to	include	level	changes	covering	increased	distances,	

change	of	facings	and	directions.	Verbal	and	visual	information	through	

demonstrations	are	often	present	simultaneously,	and	while	some	information	

overlaps,	they	tend	to	complement	each	other.		Verbal	information	often	only	

highlights	specific	aspects	of	the	movement	phrase	rather	than	describing	all	the	

material.	Accompanying	music	also	provides	important	implicit	tempo,	phrasing	

and	dynamic	information.	There	is	little	to	no	use	of	written	text,	books,	projection	

and	other	media	in	the	teaching	process.		The	physical	environment,	where	we	

teach,	and	perceptible	information	are	not	just	the	environment	we	learn	in	and	
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the	medium	we	transfer	content	with,	it	is	itself	teaching	content.	Dance	

specifically	trains	the	use	of	space	as	well	as	awareness	for	sensory	information	

and	proprioception.	Moving	into,	out	of	and	across	the	floor,	using	levels	from	the	

floor	to	flying	through	the	air,	rhythm,	sound,	space	and	time	relationship,	are	

important	skills	and	movement	principles	we	train.	Access	to	the	physical	

environment	and	perceivable	information	therefore	also	immediately	involves	

questions	of	teaching	aims	and	content,	methodology,	assessment	and	class	

climate.	

While	the	predominant	use	of	verbal	and	visual	information	presents	some	

specific	challenges,	access	to	perceivable	information	for	students	with	sensory	

impairments	is	similar	to	other	classes.		

	

• The	placement	of	the	student	near	the	instructor	

• Using	clear	projected	speech	

• Keeping	verbal	information	concise.	

• For	the	instruction	part	an	ASL	interpreter	needs	to	share	the	sightline	with	

the	instructor.		

• Wearing	clothes	that	contrast	with	the	environment		

• Use	live	music	for	better	sound	transference.	Live	music	also	allows	for	

flexible	phrasing	and	tempo	changes.	

	

Methodologies	described	in	equitable	use	also	facilitate	access	to	perceptible	

information.	Separating	demonstrations,	verbal	instructions	and	descriptions	as	

well	as	using	touch	further	layers	the	information	into	several	instructional	stages.	

Involving	touch	in	the	teaching	process	is	part	of	many	experiential	practices	with	

the	advantage	that	it	does	not	only	reveal	the	form	of	the	movement	but	also	the	

underlying,	anatomical	aspects	of	the	material.	While	practiced	in	isolated	

explorations	it	is	more	difficult	to	use	touch	in	the	instruction	of	more	complex	

movement	phrases.	As	important	as	the	proximity	to	the	instructor	is	while	

instructing,	proximity	to	peers	while	performing	is	just	as	important	to	master	

sequencing,	timing	and	movement	details	of	a	phrase.	I	can	set	up	specific	peer	

relationships	to	facilitate	this.	Since	levels	of	perception	and	preferences	differ	this	
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is	ultimately	a	learning	process	for	me	as	the	instructor	and	it	is	helpful	to	involve	

the	student(s)	and	getting	feedback	in	the	process.	

There	is	a	clear	need	to	make	the	transient	information	of	dance	more	

accessible.	I	have	been	using	power	point	projection	at	an	experimental	level	to	

display	written	task	and	phrase	descriptions.	I	am	still	in	doubt	how	effective	this	

is	and	am	considering	low-tech	options	like	a	student	transcribing	the	exercise	to	a	

white	board	while	I	am	instructing.	The	transcript	then	stays	present	during	the	

practice	of	the	exercise.	Using	a	codified	style	actually	may	present	an	advantage	

here	as	a	terminology	describing	specific	movements	already	exists	and	can	be	

used	directly	to	summarize	an	exercise.	Printed	definitions,	glossaries	and	photos	

of	the	codified	movement	can	also	be	translated	into	accessible	formats	and	

studied	outside	the	classroom.	Teaching	non-codified	material	I	am	considering	

listing	and	defining	recurring	elements,	material	and	processes	and	to	develop	a	

glossary	of	definitions	as	part	of	the	class.	These	descriptions	and	definitions	can	

then	be	used	in	future	classes.		

Considering	the	use	of	space	as	teaching	content	it	is	important	to	discuss		

the	use	of	different	levels,	stances	and	distances	in	designing	access.	One	ground	

rule	is	to	reflect	on	the	purpose	of	working	on	a	particular	level	rather	than	simply	

to	copy	a	position.		If	traditionally	students	are	standing	upright	to	have	the	most	

options	working	in	their	kinesphere,	one	wheelchair	user	may	want	to	be	in	the	

chair	and	another	prefer	to	sit	on	the	floor	to	have	the	same	maximum	range.		

This	process	requires	some	experimentation.	At	first	possibly	neither	the	

instructor	nor	the	student	may	know	what	the	best	solution	is.	In	a	one	on	one	

meeting	I	discuss	with	the	student	how	to	best	work	with	levels	and	distances	and	

find	out	if	transferring	is	of	interest.	It	is	worth	asking,	if	and	how	a	student	can	

access	different	spatial	levels	and	distances	to	explore	the	potential	of	these	

options.	Transferring	from	a	wheelchair	can	be	beneficial	for	one	student,	allowing	

her	full	use	of	the	kinesphere,	while	for	another	student	transferring	may	not	be	

productive.	If	a	student	is	interested	in	transferring	there	are	some	questions	to	

clarify:	Does	she	transfer	herself	or	does	she	need	assistance?	Who	is	part	of	

facilitating	(instructor,	peers)?	What	does	it	involve	(lifting,	moving	and	storing	of	

equipment,	etc.)?	Is	the	time	used	effectively	for	the	whole	class?	Does	the	student	
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need	special	equipment	or	clothing	while	working	on	the	floor	(mat,	stool,	long	

sleeves,	kneepads	etc.)?	

Some	people	may	feel	uncomfortable	at	the	suggestion	of	instructors	and	

peers	lifting	fellow	students.	However	touch,	lifting	and	working	with	partners	is	

not	an	added	aspect	to	dance,	it	is	part	of	our	art	and	training.	Instructing	safe	

practice	in	lifting,	taking	and	sharing	weight	are	important	skills,	and,	while	not	

traditionally	part	of	technique	class	can	easily	be	made	explicit	learning	and	

teaching	goals.	Once	again,	access,	safety	and	aesthetic	aspects	are	part	of	the	

teaching	process	and	content.	It	is	paramount	that	this	is	a	dialogue.	I	only	

consider	transferring	an	option	when	a	student	indicates	that	this	is	of	interest,	is	

possible	and	has	the	potential	to	increase	the	movement	range.	No	participant	

should	ever	feel	obliged	to	transfer.	I	also	don’t	expect	any	participant	(instructor	

or	peers)	to	lift	or	partner	another	dancer	in	the	context	of	the	technique	class.	It	is	

important	that	I	provide	alternatives	and	facilitate	this	dialogue	with	some	

sensitivity,	assess	transferring	on	a	case-by-case	basis	and	allow	for	changes	over	

time	for	both	the	transferring	student	and	their	partners.	

Considering	working	with	distance,	not	all	students	will	necessarily	be	able	

to	cover	the	same	distances	or	feel	safe	in	crossing	the	studio	space.		Distances	can	

be	adjusted	to	an	individual’s	maximum	range,	using	different	points	of	return	

rather	than	the	maximum	distance	a	space	offers.		For	safety	students	can	shadow	

each	other	while	crossing	the	space.	Shadowing	or	witnessing	is	common	practice	

in	dance	ensuring	partners	stays	safe,	when	moving	with	closed	eyes,	during	

experiential	exercises,	in	authentic	movement	praxis,	improvisations	and	while	

moving	and	exiting	backwards.	Interventions	by	the	observing	dancer	range	from	

calling,	placing	herself	between	the	dancer	and	an	obstacle,	using	touch	and	

catching	the	partner.	Each	pairing	will	have	to	discuss	what	works	best	for	them	in	

relation	to	the	task.		

While	dance	studios	offer	great	flexibility	and	are	in	principle	very	

accessible	physical	environments,	access	to	information,	different	levels	and	use	of	

distance	require	some	experimentation,	research	and	effective	facilitating.	Besides	

starting	a	dialogue	and	providing	assistance,	this	may	also	include	the	introduction	

of	new	processes	involving	peers	and	the	class	collective.		Working	as	a	community	

of	learners,	creating	access	is	not	the	sole	responsibility	of	the	instructor	or	the	
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person	with	a	disability,	but	something	that	concerns	all	the	participants	in	a	class.	

Creating	access	is	part	of	the	class	climate	and	the	teaching	goals	of	technique	

class.	

	

Conclusion	

As	stated	by	many	instructors,	working	with	UD	results	in	a	general	investment	in	

good	teaching	practice	with	positive	spin-offs	for	all	students	in	the	class.	The	

approaches	discussed	extend	beyond	the	initial	idea	of	adaptations	as	a	disability	

accommodation	and	disability	becomes	a	part	of	the	spectrum	of	diversity	present	

in	our	societies,	institutions	of	higher	education	and	dance	studios	rather	than	a	

separate	group	of	students.	Differences	in	body-type,	age,	level	or	type	of	training,	

acute	or	chronic	injuries,	current	form,	individual	learning	goals,	etc	are	not	

“issues”	but	educational	and	artistic	interests.	Applying	UD	of	instruction	also	in	

my	mainstream	classes	here	some	specific	benefits	I	observed:	

• Students	versed	in	traditional	technique	material	are	challenged	by	

working	with	improvisation	and	comment	on	its	specific	and	rigorous	

nature	

• Students	with	varying	levels	of	training	manage	to	find	their	individual	

100%	in	terms	of	complexity	and	performance	of	the	material	

• Students	often	demonstrate	a	sense	of	connection	and	coordination	that	is	

not	present	when	working	with	set	technique	material		

• The	material	and	its	progression	create	a	common	ground	without	aiming	

at	the	“lowest	common	denominator”	(Performing	only	material	all	the	

participants	can	perform	in	unison)	

• Students	with	injuries	learn	to	pace	themselves	and	make	choices	about	

how	they	work	and	which	material	they	vary	

• There	is	an	overall	sense	of	increased	agency	in	the	learning	process	and	

ownership	of	the	material	

• The	approach	is	transferrable	to	other	classes	where	students	apply	these	

strategies	independently	
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• Implementing	UD	in	the	studio	and	writing	about	it	has	stimulated	

discussions	in	the	wider	faculty,	raising	questions	about	access,	diversity	

and	conventions	in	teaching	technique	class	

	

In	the	process	of	creating	access	to	training	opportunities	and	accreditation	for	

dancers	with	disabilities	through	Universal	Design	of	Instruction	it	is	clear	that	the	

form	and	the	methodologies	do	not	stay	the	same.	Challenging	and	complex	as	the	

process	may	be	I	have	also	experienced	how	rewarding	and	creatively	stimulating	

it	is	for	me	as	an	instructor	and	for	the	dancers	in	the	class.	The	aspects	I	have	

implemented	and	the	results	they	created	encourage	me	to	continue	this	process.	

Having	completed	this	article	it	now	means	moving	away	from	the	drawing	board	

and	back	to	the	praxis	and	lived	experience	in	the	studio.	
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Notes	

i	Disability	in	performance	spans	across	many	genres	and	there	are	many	terms	coined	to	talk	
about	it:	Dance	and	Disability,	DanceAbility,	Inclusive	Dance	to	name	but	a	few.	I	generally	use	
integrated	dance	or	ID	knowing	that	it	is	not	a	term	understood	by	the	general	public	and	also	not	
one	accepted	by	all	practitioners.	
ii	A	number	of	these	publications	are	cited	and	referenced	in	this	paper.	They	include	Adam	
Benjamin’s	Making	and	Entrance	and	Jo	Verrent’s	Disability	and	the	DaDA	Report	funded	by	the	UK	
Department	for	Education	and	Skills	DfES.	A	direct	result	from	the	report	was	the	Candoco	
Foundation	Course	that	ran	from	2004	to	2007.	This	has	since	been	replaced	by	the	ADAPT	
Program	at	the	Urdang	Academy	London	run	in	conjunction	with	Candoco	Dance	Company.	In	2007	
Sarah	Whatley	from	CeMap	at	Coventry	University	ran	two	conferences	concerned	with	Dance	and	
Disability	access	to	Higher	Education	the	findings	of	which	were	published	in	2008	under	the	title	
Moving	Matters:	Supporting	Disabled	Dance	Students	in	Higher	Education.	
iii	The	company	recently	changed	the	spelling	of	their	name	from	CandoCo	or	CandoCo	to	Candoco.	
iv	Sandahl	and	Auslander	discuss	the	connection	between	art	and	societal	movements	and	
stress	the	radical	roots	at	the	heart	of	disability	and	performance.	(Sandahl	and	Auslander,	
2005,	pp8)	Adam	Benjamin	describes	how	integrated	dance	emerged	through	postmodern	
dance	emphasizing	the	link	to	contact	improvisation	(Benjamin,	2002).	Seen	more	broadly	
ID	emerged	through	several	social	and	community	dance	forms.	
v	This	includes	Candoco	Dance	Company,	AXIS	Dance	Company	and	Dancing	Wheels.	Other	
companies	deliberately	choose	to	be	community	and	project	based.	I	am	making	this	point	not	to	
buy	into	the	hierarchy	of	art	making	but	to	note	a	particular	stage	in	the	process	of	performers	with	
disabilities	establishing	themselves.	1990-2000	also	saw	a	number	of	important	publications	
discussing	performance,	training	and	disability	by	authors	like	Albright,	Benjamin,	Kuppers,	
Sandahl,	etc.	
vi	Adam	Benjamin	mentions	and	critically	discusses	Alex	Spitzer	(US)	and	David	Tool	(UK)	as	
earliest	attempts	to	route	disabled	dancers	through	conventional	dance	training	programs.	Spitzer	
received	his	B.A.	degree	in	Dance	from	Texas	Woman’s	University	in	Denton,	Texas,	and	according	
to	his	websites	holds	the	distinction	of	being	the	first	dancer	in	a	wheelchair	to	receive	a	four-year	
degree	in	dance	in	the	United	States.	(http://www.spitzerdancecompany.org/index.htm)	David	
Toole	completed	a	one-year	"Professional	Diploma	in	Community	Dance	Studies"	at	the	Laban	
Centre	–	London	in	1992	(http://www.dtoole.co.uk/)	From	conversation	with	the	two	artists	
Benjamin	contends	that	neither	of	these	attempts	at	inclusion	were	particularly	successful.	
(Benjamin,	2002,	pp8) 
vii	From	four	hundred	students	in	dance	and	drama	schools	in	the	UK	only	1.5%	stated	that	they	
had	a	disability.	In	all	cases	the	students	noting	a	disability	were	dyslexic.	(CEDAR	July	2002	in	
Verrent,	2003,	pp	5	and	11)		
2004-05	in	courses	where	dance	formed	50%	or	more	of	the	total	study	time,	only	13	students	
were	registered	as	having	physical	or	sensory	disabilities:	even	fewer	of	these	required	learning	
support	in	studio-based	activities.	This	represents	0.5%	of	students	on	these	courses.		(Whatley,	
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2008,	pp3)	
I	am	not	aware	of	any	U.S.	based	data.	In	my	estimate	it	is	safe	to	assume	that	individuals	with	
disabilities	are	just	as	underrepresented	in	dance	colleges	and	degree	programs	in	the	U.S.	as	they	
are	in	the	UK.	
viii	David	Toole	performed	in	a	number	of	performances	and	productions	with	DV8	directed	by	
Lloyd	Newson	without	the	company	ever	referring	to	itself	or	their	work	being	referred	to	as	
integrated.		
ix	It	is	noteworthy	how	strongly	the	ambitious	objectives	of	UD	resonate	with	Adam	Benjamin’s	
aims	for	integrated	dance	training.	“In	terms	of	teaching	methodology,	an	integrated	workshop	or	
class	can	function	perfectly	well	without	the	presence	of	a	disabled	student;	it	simply	doesn’t	miss	a	
beat	when	a	disabled	person	joins.”(Benjamin,	2002,	pp16)	
x	It	would	be	worth	conducting	a	more	comprehensive	study	examining	differences	and	similarities	
in	the	BA	and	BFA	dance	degrees	and	how	this	affects	the	demographics	of	the	student	population.	
In	my	limited	research	I	found	most	programs	focus	their	BA/BFA	programs	on	a	similar	range	of	
subjects	including	technical	training	through	ballet	and	modern.	Some	offer	areas	of	concentration	
for	their	BA	or	BFA	students	including	K	–	12	Teaching	Certificates.	The	University	of	North	
Carolina	Greensboro	Community	Dance	offers	a	concentration	in	community	dance	to	their	BA	or	
BFA	students.		Notable	differences	are	Columbia	College,	Chicago	offering	more	differentiated	
BA/BFA	degrees	in:	Dance	Studies,	Dance-making,	Performance	and	Teaching.	The	Amsterdam	
School	of	the	Arts	(AHK)	offers	a	number	of	differentiated	degrees	in	ballet,	modern	theater	dance,	
jazz	and	musical	dance,	new	dance	development	and	dance	teaching.	Other	schools	like	the	Laban	
Center	offer	an	independent	study	program	and	a	postgraduate	certificate	in	community	dance	the	
former	culminates	in	a	certificate	only	whereas	the	latter	presumes	access	to	a	first	degree.			
xi	Classical	ballet	and	modern	dance	are	of	course	ethnic	forms	as	well.	
xii	Benjamin	appreciates	traditional	technique	class	as	training	“skills	that	are	necessary	and	highly	
valued…for	professional	dancers”(Benjamin,	2002,	pp44),	but	is	also	justifiably	critical	of	the	
limited	selection	of	dance	forms	offered	and	the	continued	exclusion	of	improvisation	as	a	form	of	
technical	training.		

xiii	An	experience	I	share	with	many	companies	working	in	the	field	as	well	as	authors	such	as	Anne	
Albright,	Adam	Benjamin	and	Sarah	Whatley.	
xiv	In	the	U.S.,	a	similar	document,	the	Standards	of	Learning	and	Teaching	Dance	in	the	Arts:	Ages	
5-18	by	the	National	Dance	Education	Organization	provides	an	even	more	detailed	catalogue	of	
learning	goals.	The	language	used	again	is	general	and	inclusive.	
xv	Warren’s	criteria	are	in	my	view	beyond	discussion.	Placing	appearance	before	skill	and	equaling	
aesthetic	with	physical	beauty	is	not	only	highly	exclusive	it	also	diminishes	dance	as	an	art	form	to	
something	decorative	with	nothing	much	to	say	about	the	complexity	of	human	existence.	
xvi	The	UW	Dance	Program	focuses	its	technique	class	training	on	ballet	and	modern	with	the	
addition	of	jazz,	ballroom	dancing	and	integrated	dance	as	electives	that	can	also	cover	parts	of	the	
technique	requirements.	
xvii	Company	d	for	instance	works	with	teenagers	with	down	syndrome,	companies	like	AXIS	and	
Candoco	work	with	dancers	with	physical	disabilities	in	their	touring	company	but	work	with	a	
broader	range	of	disabilities	in	their	educational	work	and	companies	like	Amici	Dance	Theater	or	
DanceAbility	work	with	communities	of	dancers	including	a	vast	age	range	and	all	types	of	
disabilities.	
xviii	Examples	for	disability	specific	dance	techniques	include	Kitty	Lunn	developing	ballet	classes	
for	(manual)	wheelchair	users	(Lunn,	1999),	Company	d	teaching	and	performing	jazz	dance	with	
young	people	with	Down	syndrome,	and	Steve	Paxton	and	Anne	Kilcoyne	teaching	contact	
improvisation	to	visually	impaired	and	non-disabled	participants.	
xix	Karen	Kaufmann’s	article,	Adaptation	Techniques	for	Modeling	Diversity	in	the	Dance	Class	
(Kaufmann,	2002),	is	a	concise,	if	not	unproblematic	summary	of	the	methodology.	Stine	Nilsen	and	
Charlotte	Darbyshire	also	published	a	short	paper	Investigating	Integrated	Teaching	Practice	
(Darbyshire	and	Nilsen,	undated)	where	they	discuss	the	use	of	adaptations.	



 

32	
	

																																																																																																																																																																			
xx	I	had	the	pleasure	of	having	Petra	Kuppers	visit	for	one	day	during	a	week	long	integrated	dance	
intensive	in	Seattle	in	2009.	Petra	attended	a	mid-week	session	and	independently	developed	her	
floor	version	of	a	traveling	phrase	with	relish,	while	I	worked	with	the	rest	of	the	group,	most	of	
them	with	less	experience	in	dance,	till	the	end	of	the	week	to	develop	a	more	independent	
understanding	of	the	approach.	
xxi	I	prefer	the	term	traditional	technique	class	when	talking	about	courses	training	physical-
anatomical	skills	and	refer	to	working	with	set,	improvised	and	experiential	material	when	
referring	to	a	broader	understanding	of	technique.	
xxii	While	dancers	work	in	close	proximity	with	each	other	the	non-verbal	nature	of	the	work	often	
prevents	them	getting	to	know	each	other.	Students	sometimes	don’t	even	know	each	other’s	
names	by	the	end	of	the	quarter.		This	does	not	mean	that	there	are	not	other	ways	of	knowing	each	
other	in	a	class.	Using	words	and	opening	up	a	dialogue	will	not	take	away	from	the	profound	
possibilities	the	non-verbal	experience	of	dance	offers,	but	will	be	important	in	facilitating	access	
and	collaborating	with	each	other.	
xxiii	Since	the	exercise	focuses	exclusively	on	visual	information,	depending	on	the	group	I	may	
want	to	demonstrate	how	the	task	can	be	performed	through	verbal	descriptions	or	through	touch.	
xxiv	In	2002	I	was	able	to	conduct	a	research	project	concerned	with	the	application	of	Choreology	
and,	in	particular,	the	study	of	movement	analysis,	in	contemporary	dance	integrating	dancers	with	
and	without	physical	disabilities,	under	the	tutelage	of	London-based	choreologist	Rosemary	
Brandt.	
xxv	The	discussion	of	turn	out	of	the	legs	is	one	such	example.	Classical	ballet	in	particular	favors	a	
turn	out	as	near	to	180	degrees	as	possible.	If	this	is	anatomically	not	possible	for	a	student	the	
questions	is	if	the	look	(aesthetic)	of	the	turn	out	is	more	important	than	the	function	of	using	the	
correct	turn	out.	While	nowadays	many	practitioners	teach	the	use	of	an	individual,	anatomically	
correct	alignment	this	is	not	always	the	case.		More	recently	this	same	debate	also	extended	to	the	
parallel	position	used	in	modern	dance	and	the	aligning	of	the	knees	over	the	feet,	the	carriage	of	
the	arms,	etc.	


