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Introduction 

Hosting this opportunity for dance practitioners working in HE is part of ID’s aim to support the 

artists who support the next generation.  

This year sees our third round table discussion for artist-teachers working in the academic sector.   

In 2013 we discussed the changing contexts and expectations of teaching choreography. We 

continued the discussion in 2014 by focussing on the dual identity of artist and academic.   

This year, we want to pick up on a topic that surfaced in both of these previous conversations: the 

changing relationship between technical and creative practice.  The relationship between different 

parts of the curriculum is blurring, morphing, changing, and what was our role in responding to that, 

steering it or choosing not to steer.  

 And perhaps at the core of all of these questions is the question of education – that is the question 

of the gap between what is and what might be (and what might not yet even be imagined). 

This week at ID we’ve been having a series of morning conversations – what’s come up a lot is to 

what extent do we have values, content, that we offer our students when we teach – without 

imposing – what’s the line between offer and imposition. 

I am excited by the extent to which I see artists I knew as students creating a dance ecology I had not 

imagined.  So we have as educators made space for that – although I am at times disgruntled by the 

lack of resource for these new ways of thinking and making. 

Traditional boundaries between technical, performance and choreographic practice have become 

blurred by the influence of somatic practices and by the proliferation of choreographic approaches 

and making processes across the professional sector.  These shifts have contributed to a changed 

perception of what dancing demands (excepting, perhaps, in a small, but powerful, corner of the 

mainstream).   The ID round table offers an opportunity for artist teachers from across curriculum 

areas to reflect upon our role in generating and supporting this changed ecology.  

The question artist or instrument also applies to us as educators.  How much does the framework 

within which we work affect our role – are we shapers or servicers? Do we service those we teach? 

The art form? The accountability machine (student feedback, learner destinations etc)?  Educational 

norms and trends? Sometimes something seems a good idea when it is introduced but do we ever 

question it, e.g. encouraging reflective practice – is that useful or are we doing it because it is part of 

current paradigm? 

Are there ways to subvert or redirect the systems we find ourselves working within? 

A quote from Dana Casperson:  

“[Dancers] practice understanding that freedom is not the absence of external pressure, but an 

internal ability to remain fluid and engaged under demanding circumstances… [they] become 

accustomed to riding multiple, sometimes apparently conflicting, energetic waves to find out where 

they might go.” (Casperson 2011:94, as quoted in Attending to Movement: Somatic Perspectives on 

Living in This World, 2015) 

Kirsty Alexander 
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First set of break-out groups  

2.30-3.30pm 

Groups divided by area of interest into four proposed topics:  

1. How do we teach technical practice in a creative way; what is the language and value of this; 

a sense of self-hood or identity in a technique class (or performance)   

2. How we reimagine the relationship between curriculum areas – connection between 

choreography and technique, improve and choreology etc. Also language and values that 

underpin the different parts of the day  

3. The relationship between education and the profession; educating people for a future we 

can’t yet imagine, that we don’t necessarily know yet   

4. How do we as educators ride the conflicting waves of frameworks and contexts in HE?  

3.30-4pm tea break  

Feedback from first breakout session  

4.10-5.30pm 

Each group was also asked to identify one issue to discuss at the next break-out session.  

Group 1: How do we teach technical practice in a creative way; what is the language and value of 

this; a sense of self-hood or identity in a technique class (or performance)   

- The group discussed the idea of self-hood, how to explore this within a technique class: not 

having a ‘dance factory’ while fostering technical skill and knowledge 

- The current economic context has an effect: “Growing student numbers mean we can’t 

foster individuality, you can’t see individuals in groups of 60.” 

- The role of training in different styles in breaking up the ‘dance factory’ problem – example 

from Kingston Uni where the students study a number of very different styles, and then in 

the choreography class are encouraged to draw on all those dance forms, and encourage 

crossover and exposure to different forms  

- A further approach mentioned was somatic knowledge, which should be something students 

critically think about in technique class  

- Group members noted that three years are a good foundation or starting point; they 

discussed the extent to which students might be in a position to direct their journey through 

those three years and thereby express their individuality, which is positive (while 

acknowledging that for the student it can be confusing at times)  

- The group noted that the students experience prior to HE influenced the degree to which 

they felt able and comfortable to express themselves  

- Allowing things to emerge in the class environment might be confusing for the student: is it 

technique, is it something else; and as a teacher can be hard to asses work that arises this 

way 

- It was acknowledged that grading is problematic, the student’s sense of “constantly being 

assessed” running counter to pursuing self-expression to some degree  

- What do we mean with ‘technique’, how can we use different language? 

- What is the role of set material; and the need to recognise that there is an appetite for it 

from the students  
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- The visibility of preparation – lying on the floor stretching or doing a ballet class – making 

explicit for students how this is preparation for the next thing they are about to do 

- Communication across modules is needed and compartmentalisation is not helpful  

- Structured learning is also useful – and there could be more exploration of working in 

concentrated modules (blocks, rather than a class a week for a term), to allow in-depth 

engagement with a subject 

- TAKE FORWARD: The blurring between conservatoires and university models – is there still a 

difference? Is it perhaps more in perception?  

Group 2:  The relationship between curriculum areas  

- Connecting across the curriculum needs an awareness of the implicit hierarchy of the 

timetable, which usually starts with morning class, “creative” sessions in the afternoon, and 

somatic practices on Friday at 4.30pm…  

- An example from LCDS of tackling this hierarchy or division: from this term onwards, they 

will pilot a ballet and somatic teacher delivering class together in the morning, to develop 

dialogue together with the students.  

- It is necessary to make this idea of wanting to cross over between curriculum areas explicit. 

Suggestion to share models where we are doing this, and what approach we’re taking, such 

as co-teaching, discussing the teaching that’s happening with the students, the idea of 

creating space for students. 

- Important to communicate the value systems of the different sets of knowledge/skill they 

are learning 

- Discussed skills – noting that we need to define what they mean for us, and acknowledging 

that students have a conception of what that means, and often we need to broaden 

students ideas about skills and technique.  

- The group discussed the impact of the educational experience and background with which 

students arrived at the HE institution; the impact prior training had on their ability to think 

creatively, take charge of their own learning and to establish from the beginning a personal 

practice; in contrast sometimes the previous school education here in the UK made it harder 

for them to open that up for themselves.  

- How do we foster a critical student? Group questioned how to break down structures that 

exist to allow another kind of learning to happen; for students to experience vulnerability 

and failure in safe and constructive ways.  

- TAKE FORWARD: how to break down hierarchies, structures and roles in order to create a 

different environment for learning  

Group 3: Bridging the relationship between education and the profession  

- What constitutes ‘ready’ at the end of 3 years? 

- The gap between graduating and being ready to enter the profession is not just about 

graduates’ ability as a dancer, but also about their other abilities as a professional, and an 

understanding of ‘the business of dance’ 

- Acknowledge that the dance ecology is shifting 

- How do we make sure the dancer is empowered as an individual? 

- The group noted that students are not trained to join one particular company  

- Learning about the value of a particular technique, not just learning the technique itself 
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- Aim is to create ‘the thinking dancer’: can they dance, can they think. The student’s 

expectation can be to be fed, being told how to; teachers could flip this and ask of the 

student what can they contribute to their learning; since upon graduation they are going to 

create the context they go into 

- Dance training vs a degree 

- Higher education not higher dance education – what’s the bigger picture in terms of 

education, and how you navigate through those 

- What happens before a student moves into higher education (college/A-levels/BTEC) 

reverberates through their training and post-graduation: what modes of working, ways of 

thinking, tools do they bring having come through those strands 

- The “re-branding” of us as lecturer / teacher versus artist teacher influences the expectation 

that students have with teachers  

- The HE framework creates a tension between journey and process vs product and 

destination (through requirements such as assessments and grades); the challenge is to 

make change possible within this infrastructure; where process and product can live 

together 

- The structure keeps things quite secure – doesn’t really prepare people for life as a 

professional, dealing with change, building resilience; the HE construct doesn’t really allow 

for this; how can people have the opportunity to practice uncertainty.  

- Collegial professional relationships: how we deal with each other and pass things along to 

each other  

- Some elements we have talked about are perhaps presented as conflicts – how could we 

‘flip’ these to become useful approaches instead? 

- TAKE FORWARD: How do we expand and use collegial relationships?  

Group 4 How do we as educators ride the conflicting waves of frameworks and contexts in HE? 

- The group talked about allowing ‘not knowing’ in their work with the students:  

- Being “allowed not to know” can manifest in different ways – e.g. acknowledging that you as 

a teacher do not know what you are doing with the students in the first three weeks of class 

because you have not met them yet.  

- Also includes not knowing whether they “got it”, because it might not come out for much 

later – we have to measure this learning outcome but we don’t necessarily know when 

something will connect for the student.  

- Self and peer evaluation do not necessarily “know” either.  

- Stay responsive to students creative learning needs 

- Group acknowledged a tension between developing creative artists within fulfilling 

prescribed criteria of a course/curriculum 

- Members of the group gave an example of a task in which students are asked to create a 

portfolio as part of their choreography/composition course; encouraging them to start 

building their own creative practice, and giving their own practice value. They noted that 

that while the emphasis with this task was about not having to follow someone else’s path, 

method or practice, students often want to ‘do it right’, and search for the ‘correct’ way to 

execute the task.  

- A group member talked about her approach, summarising it as “here is what I have to share 

with you, and so we have to figure out between us what is useful for you.”  
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- The imbalance between the requirement to plan and look forward all the time vs being 

there with the students 

- TAKE FORWARD: “How do we do this?” Developing constructive ways in which we can 

facilitate reflective, creative learning within an academic framework 

Feedback from second breakout session 

5.30-6pm 

Four groups then formed on each of the ‘take forward’ topics.  

To feed back from this second round of discussions and capture the day, each person was asked to 

highlight one point or issue; below, as much as possible, we have captured the statements from each 

contributor:  

 The challenge in evidencing practice based research – we need to develop a strategy to get 

different bodies to talk to each other (e.g. major funders like ACE, and HE), to take artists’ 

practice seriously in academic context 

 The REF – how do we value artists’ work over and above the focus on REF  

 It is difficult to break down hierarchies when hierarchical structures like assessments are an 

integral part of HE life 

 Getting the students to value not knowing against an enormous pressure to get it ‘right’ 

 How possible is it to be brave not to accept the givens and challenge them; maybe bravery is 

not enough, but it’s a good start… 

 I am interested in the impact the assessment systems have on us, the barriers they form and 

how we break them. How do we assess the process and not just the final snapshot? Our 

discussion also touched on language and the way we communicate with students (academic 

language) and how we might communicate better.  

 Cultivating a trusting and open environment where our differences, strengths and 

weaknesses are fine, where there isn’t the pressure to be right. Colleagues observing 

colleagues, which can be pressurising. The bridging between the professional and academic 

worlds means we need to be willing to leave 50% of our ego at the door, to exist in this 

context and to provide this education.  

 Assessment can allow everybody to see the value of what they have done, but how do we 

enable the students to make use of that space for reflection once it is there.  

 A utopia of non-assessment… the reality is that’s hard to argue for; how far am I personally 

trying to bend or change the structures?  

 Lots of us do foster not knowing, but it is sitting alongside a measurement system that is 

trying to measure something that is largely unmeasurable.  

 I am interested in the criteria – we write and design them, so how can we use them? 

 I am just not that frustrated with teaching; I feel I make it work. Would I like hierarchies to 

break down further, yes. If we want students to be comfortable with not knowing, we have 

to be ok with that too. We value improvisation in movement but not in speaking. 

 Trust. I teach in an acting department with a focus on comedy, so immediately everything is 

funny, which is a boon. The students don’t want to be good, they want to learn. They fail, 

they like failing.  

 I co-teach, and that is very useful. Learning to speak each other’s language. I even assess the 

impact of my work with the students in other people’s classes / assessments. 
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 I’m very interested in the difference between what we’re passing on when we are in 

dialogue and when we are not in dialogue. That word has come up a lot today, dialogue.  

 ACE holds a lot of research that is about impact; could an ACE and HEFCE memorandum of 

understanding enable a translation of evidence from one to the other.  

 It struck me how often we come back to the restrictions placed on us by the institution. How 

much would it take for us to write a paper to put this forward publicly? We can make a point 

and take this forward now.  

 Look at these structures and what we can change; can we build in the opportunity for 

students, as young artists, to fail. To go beyond what is the pass level, go for other things 

and be brave… 

 Perhaps we could replace assessments with sharings as happen in the profession.  

 Students and teachers have to be brave, that’s come up a lot today.  

 Make use of the fact that the Conservatoire of Dance and Drama has a research mentor.  

 One could say to the student, what do you bring to the class? Like staff, bring in this ethos of 

what do I contribute, how can I invite others to bring themselves to the work?  

 I will take from this an impetus to experiment with different forms of dialogue 

 We have a dialogue between universities and conservatoires, which is great; a shared 

interest in similar content. Prioritising performance research which is really practice. The 

more we do that the more we can place dance as a body of knowledge, and the writing 

forming  a part of that.  

 The discussions today underlined how much the student’s experience, learning and 

development was at the forefront of everyone’s agenda.  

 Struck by the call for the courage to be vulnerable.  

6pm Close  
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