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VIRTUAL SPACE: a learning forum for artists who teach (2021) 

This document reflects two group discussions about virtual learning and online teaching held with 45 of ID’s 
community of teaching artists. This project was initiated by Independent Dance and developed with artists Colleen 
Bartley and Amy Voris, who facilitated two forum events. VIRTUAL SPACE was held in the context of the rapid 
shift to online teaching during the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020/1 and was supported by the Culture Recovery Fund 
through Arts Council England. 
 
 
13 Jan 2021 | facilitated by Colleen Bartley  

18 February 2021 | facilitated by Amy Voris   

90min forum x 2 

 
Summary of challenges of teaching online : 

navigating a different teaching space and time without in-person feedback – ‘teaching into the void’ / 
questions around pacing and how long or short things should be 
 
having to be really detailed in preparing for the sessions and then being prepared to adjust in the moment 
 
working without live relationality and without touch 
 
how to deal with technical issues when they come up 

 
 
Recommendations for support : 
 

Peer support, including:  
sharing practice  
issues arising from online delivery  
the potential for witnessing each other and supervision  
buddy systems  
the value of group discussion 
technical support – how to use zoom / mailchimp etc – the potential for skills exchanges 
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Technical assistance e.g. help with hosting online delivery – it’s always very helpful if you can have a 
person taking care of those things, trouble shooting, via a chat function with participants so that it doesn’t 
take up the class time 
 
Collaborative Resourcing e.g sharing zoom pro accounts, marketing 
 
 
 

 
Questions and prompts shared in breakout rooms : 

 

What has working online given you? 

How has switching online developed or hindered your practice? 

What are things that can’t be done online? 

What have you invented due to the restrictions? 

What has surprised you by using online platforms? 

What are some of your own questions about facilitating online (those questions that are most alive for you 
today, here and now)? 
 
What are the challenges / opportunities that are arising in the online context? 
 
What kind of support do you currently need / want as an online facilitator?   
 
What do you need in order to take your practice forward on zoom / online?  
 
How do we take care of ourselves and our practices as facilitators? 

How do we take care of our participants? 

How do we take care of each other as facilitators? 

What are some of the positive things we want to take forward from these adaptations to online teaching and 
how do we do that (take these things forward)? 

How to take care of the field? 
 

How to take care of the next generation? 
 
 
 
Harvested / transcribed reflections from discussions : 
Note : this is a full transcript of comments from the forums, collated under sub-headings and unattributed 
 
Some pros and cons of teaching online  
  
The benefits of being able to work with people from all over the world and create connections and links 
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The joy actually of being able to go to something [and] trying out a load of things that you've maybe not tried 
before and […] that this is supportive  
 
It’s really good for things like this [...] meeting artists. since I started using zoom I’ve met people I wouldn’t have 
met[…] BUT we should be careful that technology isn’t taking way human contact / other- downside  
 
Different experiences […] limiting and liberating 
 
It’s a lifeline for people […] if they are alone and older [..] feels important - a sense of purpose  
 
miss the personal contact - physical contact and to be able to touch 
 
giving people a space[..] a lot of people who wouldn’t have come 
 
I’m over it..  
 
Doing it at home where they can reach us  
 
I’ve attended more classes in the last year […] because of my health […] its amazing to have not expended my 
spoons to get to a class - also be able to do a class at whatever level I am at that day 
 
Using the online to organise something LIVE 
 
Touched by what I see  
 
Something about people practicing in their own homes 
 
I’ve noticed getting feedback from students able to go deeper into their own internal process.. 
Being on your own terf, in you pjs there is a satisfaction of being at home- that allows a deeper practice some sort 
of silver lining 
 
We talked a lot about the benefits of being a recipient via these things -- like I love being able to do a class with 
no camera and no sound, and being able to do exactly what I need.  And how much it can allow students who are 
self-conscious or less confident to come into a session […] that people can build the spaces as they want 
 
 
 
What are we gaining and losing? 
 
It's a whole new way of imagining what teaching is and what we're teaching and what we're doing when we're 
teaching. 
 
Seeing the sense of it, and it being a new way of being human […] It's not just a new way of teaching, it's like a 
new way of having a kind of relationship with other humans […] you know it's going take time to consider what 
that what that might be.  
 
 
New types of connection and/or ways of attending 
 
I've really enjoyed the […] the sense of intimacy when I feel like somebody's speaking, or saying something into 
my ear. Not looking at the screen but just like hearing […] the person on the other end is like the person on the 
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other end of the phone […] there's the possibility to think about it being about all the other senses, rather than 
rather than the visual. 
 
Using the peripheral […] and how I really like that I just get a glimpse every now and then of somebody moving, 
[…] there's this sense of there's something happening and I can just get a glimpse […] and whether it's possible to 
build that confidence because when you're teaching students they don't necessarily have the confidence to use it 
peripherally, just to take what they need [… 
 
I think there's something about ‘cocooning’ […] that thing of being in the intimacy of your own home […] and 
feeling like the teacher’s voice is right in their own ear. Or for example, when I was performing [online]: I don't see 
the audience. I just feel that connection with the people that I'm performing with, and so we're sort of cocooned in 
this weird way where we're not depending on that live energetic relationship with the audience that we can feel 
but we're just in our little cocoon together. And I think what I've noticed with the teaching is it can work, it can work 
against you in those moments where people feel isolated and need maybe some encouragement to come to or 
away from the camera -- if they feel like they're losing connection with themselves or with the others.  I think there 
are some things being gained from this cocooning, and I wonder how this might be positively developed 
 
The vacuum and the thresholds that are manifesting in terms of this relationship to being online  
 
 
Further thoughts on connection and communication 
 
How […] to keep some kind of international connection? 
 
Sometimes I ask everyone to unmute if it’s not a group- if we can fit on the same screen. If people do want to say 
something- they don’t have to unmute  themselves - they can just go in and speak..  
 
A level of emotional connection […] seems really important [in online sessions]. [Providing time for…] group 
reflections during the session seem to be really a great way to take care of what's going on that [as is] saying hi at 
the beginning of the hand and [allowing time for] a bit of a chat.  
 
 
Accessibility, different needs 
 
There's quite a lot of potential to better embed anti-racist practice in teaching […] I think there's a lot of work to be 
done about who might feel more able to be in these sorts of spaces […] If there's difficulty getting into buildings 
because of the histories of those buildings.  
 

And I think we always have to keep asking the question of who isn't here and, and why and what do we need to 
do about that, and maybe it's through additional resources but also maybe it is about bigger systems and how do 
we keep having those conversations with the bigger systems as well. 
 

We talked about access and which platform works best- talking into the abyss of FB live- 
Most people in their house have a phone where they are on social media-they might not have a computer 
  
 
Benefits of pre-recorded, if you have fatigue or night shift 
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The question around cameras on or off / permission 
 
We talked about the eyes and the changing vision of eyes and how we need to manage that 
 
It’s useful to have camera off from time to time 
 
It’s useful to be able to see people no matter where they are at 
 
My desire to let people know they are fine whenever they are at..they can be nowhere and everywhere. In terms 
of getting information - in terms of where to go  
 
It’s useful to be able to see people even if they are doing nothing 
Even if you are doing nothing- even if you are curled up sleeping- let me know that’s what you are doing and 
where you are at. I also appreciate sometimes people need to turn off camera  
 
It was strange at the beginning- it took time to feel ok about that. Allowing others to see my process tha t became 
much more private- it was so public being in my own space 
 
Did remove an element of being with others- gave a permission 
I really appreciate the fact that we can be together and physically distant from each other. Its beautiful- expanding 
and expansive 
 
TIP - If camera is off you can ask people to communicate with the chat 
 
Build in when I’m teaching- asking everyone turns off their camera- there is something fantastic in that permission 
 
You really can dance for yourself now 
 
 
Time, rhythm, delivery 
 
Pace and rate of information  
 
The rate of how you drop information into the space 
 
There is a lot of overwhelm from the frontal platform, there is a certain amount of time to process information 
 
Zoom makes it obvious - there is a delay. you have to find a way to do what you heard-- it happens all the time in 
class 
 
With this platform I notice I throw tons of info when I’m stressed  
 
What happens in a room is we take the time to watch reactions 
 
How does this context force us to readdress that maybe it's okay that there's big pauses […] maybe it's okay that 
we don't hear it […] maybe it's okay that we don't understand each other as easily […] it's making me really have 
to rethink that 
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Experimenting 
 
Framing the facilitation as research takes away the pressure of having to convert something and allows for failure.  
Because any research process is so full misadventures and stuff 
 
What if there was permission to experiment and to fail?  To work through difficulties rather than prevent them 
 
 
Things to ensure we don’t take for granted – exhaustion management… 
 
Translating what we know to this online world  
There is something about acknowledging the emotional and intellectual labour 
The translations of how we are present in different ways and somehow that translation process in the midst of 
crisis- particularly in relation to organisational structures (university)  
How some of that translation process is taken for granted 
 
There is implicit kinesthetic in a real space 
 
This whole pandemic has been about pause- and respond. 
there is a desire to PAUSE- and look at the process- there is a lot of work going on 
It is labour.  
 
Yes there are new opportunities - forums - which is also exhausting  
 
There being very little consideration of accessibility for those of us who are leading.  And actually, a lot of that 
being swept aside.  There's loads to say about digital poverty 
 
Extra costs for tech and the extra planning time to invent new forms aren’t accounted for in the gig 
 
It's okay not to chase the new approach or the new way of doing it […] It’s okay to slow down and not do it  
 
Some things that are just not possible -- it’s that simple. And the fact that we try so hard to just replicate. And the 
wakeup call that the future might be more blended, and how the processing, the impact of that, and the resistance 
to that being quite challenging.  How do we navigate this? 
 
 
Dealing with online and screen fatigue 
 
Someone talked about cognitive dissonance where the brain imagines voices in the absence of presence and 
how it works hard to have to pull that together to get some kind of cognitive resonance. And after about an hour 
and a half, it’s enough, it's had enough and it can't do anymore  
 
TIP - Meet on zoom - then send people out with an audio score, then come back online to talk about it - turn up - 
accountability- hooks that help me do the practice 
 
 
Things we want to keep learning about virtual teaching 
 
To be generous with the practice and to collaborate 
 
How to set things up with reciprocity - collaboration 
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Reading the room… how that can still happen in screen-based reality..  
 
How do you read all the different expressions 
 
How to work with the play of flow of energy and how you read, reading the room in a different way  
 
Something about this format that is very linguistic 
I’m in the body 
I teach through my own body - zoom is very good for speaking - its not good for bodily transmission 
One of the ways I’ve adapted is to use more words - More poetry, this gives a different sense of how to connect to 
your body 
 
 
Things to keep reminding ourselves of when teaching and participating 
 
I have permission to be a “bad student” when I have to deliver the performance of being a student.. reminding the 
other person. 
 
The class is for me… 
 
It’s allowed me to put a bit more detail into what I’m delivering. I’m able slow things down more - be a bit more 
focused and directed to what I want students to embrace 
I thought I’m taking things a lot slower and adding more depth and detail so they understand - it has its benefits 
 
In the studio the movement just comes 
I have to be more embodied when I’m teaching online- in that experience of embodiment  
It gives me the opportunity not to be flattened by the form of what I’m using 
 

Having to admit that some things are not possible to deliver online.  Depending on the material, depending on the 
group, depending on the context and having to sit with that.  Some things can be adapted and some things can't- 
so registering that for ourselves  
 
Not compromising things by wanting to be everything for all people at once 
 
So much is about self-resourcing of both the person on the receiving end and the person who is facilitating and 
something about that is kind of interesting. Once that idea sort of lands a bit it's like okay [… ] it's not all about the 
feedback that I can get from the room. 
 
I think, zoom, or the online world is highlighting that we can't be everywhere all the time, for everybody 
 
 
Other useful tips 
 
I give students the options at the beginning of a series- these ways of being present are available in a group- say 
where they are- say the CITY- to earth- the tangibility of our ground- expand the awareness of being connected 
through that ground- the possibility to expand our attention beyond our walls and houses 
Very different groups can connect to this way of expanding beyond our tangible physicality- 
Where we can be in our process - how we can invite that into our own space- perceive it as a support- all these 
differences 
I encourage people not to clear their living rooms- not to make big open space 
One of the challenges is how do i move my body differently - 
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How to do things different that are other than visual. 
I don’t have to have the distraction of other people. I also have the opportunity to explore my body differently - the 
ability to slow down and become smaller is really useful 
In a big space its harder to go small- in a smaller space it is easier to drop in and move little bits of one self- in 
order to get a bit of information. 
People can spin off into wild moving in small spaces that surprise me watching and surprise them watching- it 
gives them a different sense of freedom that is quite exciting  
 
 
Recognising new opportunities 
 
I haven’t done any teaching online but a lot of dancing on zoom- trying to find the things that are liberating and 
expanding 
Not trying to make a replica of dancing in a live theatre 
Acknowledge its a different world 
What could be exciting about that? 
 
How does this shift to online learning offer the opportunity to explore a different emphasis within what you 
facilitate? 
 
I’m a parent and I’m in Brighton- its been brilliant to be able to join stuff- its very difficult to travel to London 
 
To connect - I feel much more connected than I’ve ever been 
I see lots of work- festivals-as a citizen of the world- to be able to actualize that 
 
You really begin to realize how finite your own resources are.  And actually, it really allows you to clarify ‘what do I 
want to do, what do I want to engage in?’ And also, then ‘what do I want to offer and what do I want to share?’ 
And then ‘how then do I do that? And how do I communicate that?’ 
 
 
Forming support networks 
 
Buddying and connecting with others being really important right now, especially for people that live on their own. 
How to reach out, or to connect people who need that? 
 
The potential need for supervision - the possibility for people to have supervision in at this particular time with the 
complexities of teaching and holding groups and surviving. 
 
Struggling with the business side of things -- the marketing reaching people pricing things and doing it all yourself 
[…] especially if you're a freelancer, and lacking some of the skills like using MailChimp.  And I guess this session 
today is doing a build on what skills people need, the support they need and who's already got the skills, maybe 
not a community and who can offer that.  And maybe offering that through paid sessions, or even through 
exchanges like I've done some exchanges where I offered something that I take free classes […] and that seems 
to be also a way to create peer support you know through that exchange then. 
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Blended learning spaces 
 
We talked about blended learning and our different experiences of that […] and we had mixed experiences 
around that. Mostly not entirely positive in terms of the students, with some feeling like they are missing out. The 
teacher not being able to be present with both and there are often some technical issues. 
 
Context is everything… 
 
Just to say that one of the things that came up for us was of course that context is kind of everything, but in terms 
of who one is actually offering the sessions to becomes the most important thing – to get to a place of self-
reliance and autonomy [as a participant] is quite a long process. So how to navigate this with students, whether in 
studios or on zoom -- the self-reliance of knowing what you need when you need it, and creating that container 
and creating that permission is a long process […] So there's a sort of a difficulty imagining how one would 
navigate that in this particular medium [as a beginner]. 
 
 
Further reflections from artists after the forums 
 
 
What works for me (Vanessa Grasse) 
 
- teacher's presence, energy & engagement is visible & coming across the screen  
 
- moments of connection with group & human connection: quick Hi & unmute at start & end; sharing experience 
verbally; 'virtual touch' i.e. reaching towards camera, seeing & acknowledging everyone; break out rooms with 
one person - experience of dancing with someone else; teacher reminds that you can switch to gallery view at any 
time and/or if you have a friend in the session you can agree to pin each other.   
 
- teacher has a co-host who looks after zoom technicalities (this is difficult for freelancers running independent 
classes, perhaps we can think of creating exchanges with a participant or collegue to have that figure in place) 
 
- teacher has practiced technicalities before using music (i.e. balance voice & music volumes & turn speaker 
volume up. Having someone to test this with helps)    
 
- recorded audio sessions can be very valuable to allow people to do them elsewhere and in the open air (and 
with another person!), especially when the weather is better, and if people are struggling practically to move from 
home & alone and/or can no longer cope with being inside. 
 
- use of music. We are doing a lot of self resourcing so music provides extra support & companionship to 
participants. 
 
- offering an experience of tactility, relationality & different types of companionship (self touch, props, 
environment, music, etc)  
 
- if teacher's video isn't needed teacher switches it off. Also reminding to face different directions & turn away from 
screen.  
 
 
What doesn’t work for me (Vanessa Grasse) 
 
- teacher has low engagement, and/or is just sitting back and talking it through rather than moving (we often pin 
the teacher and it is nice to see teacher embodying the session & have a kinaesthetic empathy r with them). 
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Unless the session as been carefully designed more as an 'audio' experience or the session is more internal & 
somatic. (Teacher can switch her/his video off when not needed).  
 
- session with too many visual demonstrations / having to keep a visual concentration with the screen & figure out 
what movement to do 
 
- very slow and a lot of theory  
 
- blended sessions - teacher can't engage well with online participants  
 
 
Practical things to support practitioners that ID and as peers we could perhaps offer 
 
One to one sessions as coaching &/or support with various aspects: 
 
All 3 people in my group today expressed a struggle with self producing, reaching new people & the admin 
involved, lack of skills in creating mailing lists, market & promote in simple/not too time consuming ways. Other 
people might need help with this. I have those skills and I could offer a session/s and/or one to ones. (as 
exchanges or paid). Could perhaps ID have a pool of practitioners offering very specific support to other 
practitioners? (in my experience one to one sessions are the most valuable). Either by paying those practitioners 
or by collating the list of skill & support and advertise who can offer what, but then payments or in kind 
exchange agreements happen independently. Perhaps by sending an email to the pool of ID practitioners & 
teachers, asking what they would need help with if they could have one to one sessions and what they could 
offer to others. (i.e coaching, marketing, fundraising, creative mentoring, one on one specific somatic sessions 
etc). This could be very useful to encourage more peer support and it would also support artists generating 
some side income.   
 
 
Comments from Beatrice Allegranti  
One thing that I thought about afterwards was the discussion that was beginning to open up about the 
affordances of working online and how internal and somatic detail is perhaps more accessible. I do agree this is a 
potential affordance of working online, since we are all relating with each other -- but doing so from our own home 
spaces. However, my experience of working with vulnerable people and/or sensitive material (in a dance 
rehearsal or university teaching or in my psychotherapeutic practice), is that working remotely in this way and with 
amplified somatic attention, is not necessarily accessible and is a process that needs to be safely held -- which of 
course presents different kinds of challenges online. Also, working with an internal/somatic focus is a privilege for 
those who are able to 'hold' themselves safely during the process.  

Another thought I had was about space (also a privilege!), and the idea that to work with a somatic focus does not 
require much physical space. Here, I wondered about other diverse dance and movement practices and 
techniques that do require space for the dancer to fully embody and maintain technical ability and range (e.g. 
capoeria, hip hop).  

These are some thoughts I've been percolating since the session as a way to maintain an awareness of the 
complexities of our current restricted situation as dance artists, in a more nuanced way. Maintaining an acute 
kinaesthetic awareness for myself as a practitioner whilst also reading the kinaesthetic temperature of the virtual 
room is a new kind of practice that presents challenges as well as opportunities. 
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