PAGE  

Riitta Parvia, SrDMT
Hawaii International Conference on Arts and Humanities, January 11-14 2008umanitiesHumanities

, Honolulu, Hawaii
Therapeutic dance education, a field of its own between dance education and dance therapy 
Abstract: Therapeutic dance education is defined as an independent educational field between dance therapy and dance education.
Dance therapy is defined as a form of psychotherapy with its own standards, rules and ethics. Dance education is commonly defined in relation to the education of performers. However, many dance practitioners, whom I taught in Finland, had no interest in entering therapy or learning performing skills. Their desire to dance was based on their varying personal needs and social interests. The commonly available dance education with its instrumental dance teaching methods did not meet their needs of dance learning.
Based on these dance practitioners’ dissatisfaction, the concept of dance education was widened, new types of dance courses were created for dance interested adults, elderly and children, and new dance educational methods were developed. The concept of the therapeutic dance education is the result of this educational process.
Therapeutic dance education was launched in a Finnish article in 1995. Initially the concept referred to new dance educational methods that were created. However, only recently have the fuller implications of this concept become clear to me. The concept draws its theories from fields of learning, psychology, psychiatry, anthropology and communication. It has its background philosophy, and it has formed its own professional identity, basic attitudes and intentions. This paper is about the concept of the therapeutic dance education, how it initially, inspired by aspects of dance therapy, became a base of dance therapy education.
The idea of therapeutic dance education

The idea of therapeutic dance education grew out of the dissatisfaction many dance practitioners felt when instructed through the commonly practitzed instrumental dance training methods and commercialized routines in Finland. The often stated idea that dancing is pleasurable did not make much sense to them. 

Finnish dance, its genres and styles are loans from other countries’ dance traditions. Dance concepts, teaching methods and theories applied to dance are also loans. Instrumental dance teaching methods are practized in the education of dance students and amateurs alike. The methods of instruction are not defined; they seem implicit in the dance genre taught, such as classical ballet, modern dance, jazz, African dance, belly dance and alike. The goal of dance education is the acquisition of performing skills. This applies even to children’s dance; small children, initially taught through play activites, are gradually directed towards learning technical performing skills. The dance techniques are essential to the discipline of dance as a performing art form, but they have little relevance outside the discipline, be that amateur dance, the community, or society as a whole.

Another frustration was felt by a few dance teachers, who argued that the dance teacher’s task to teach performing skills is too narrow a scope for dance education. They felt it meaningless to teach performing skills to amateur dancers who had no interest in performing. My concern was to develop new dance educational methods and to improve the learning of my dance students in order to try to meet their various unmet needs. I wanted to show that dance education has aims beyond teaching performing skills. This ment it was necessary to widen the narrowly defined concept of dance and dance education (Parvia 2005), and to get dance education appreciated on its own premises. Dance education needed its own, independent professional identity. 
Based on this need to widen the concept of dance the First Internordic Dance Seminar, Dance in the Nordic Society, was held in Finland, in November 1977. The idea to widen and deepen the perspectives of dance was presented in one of the main lectures, How dance may promote personality development (Parvia 1977). The lecture was received enthusiastically by the audience and media (Räsänen 1977, Vienola-Lindfors 1977), but was considered all too political by some of the arrangers; as a consequence it was not translated into Swedish, the other language of the seminar, and it was left out from the seminar compendium. The omission may be seen as a political act. 
The work to widen and deepen the prevailing narrow concept of dance education has not changed the subordinate position of dance education in relation to dance as a performance form. The concept of the therapeutic dance education is therefore defined as an educational field of its own.
How the concept of therapeutic dance education evolved

The cultural climate in Finland favours dance, both as an art form and as an amateur activity. The country’s dance is institutionalized and supported by the government. My educational dance work was mainly organized by non-profit cultural and educational organizations. Within the liberal educational ideology of these organizations and the open-mindedness of the organizers the innovative dance course work was made possible. Many people who were interested in learning something new in dancing were drawn into the dance courses and dance activities that were arranged (Parvia 2005b).
The different type of dance courses spread out all over the country. People from all walks of life and of all ages got to their feet and danced, the youngest ones were five years old and the oldest one was 93. On some occasions whole villages danced in collective dance events. The dance courses, initially aimed at amateur dancers, started to attract various professional groups. Such were, among many, a daycare centre personnel, with a need to learn how to avoid stress and strain, and how to manage their resources in their daily work situations. A group of physical therapy teachers wanted to get new ideas to make their teaching more interesting for their students. The personnel of an old people’s hospital wanted to learn dance therapy group work, to include the old patients into the course and to combine it all with their Christmas celebration. A mixed choir wished to get their singing animated, not through a coreography, but to get the choir to pulse together. 
A group of business leaders wanted to explore and experience creative and therapeutic dance processes for the sake of their personality development. A group of anthropology students wanted to learn more about non-linguistic communica-tion for their future field work in foreign places. Child dance pedagogues were interested in learning basic dance therapy group work. The process ended with dance therapy credit courses in higher health education and in dance therapy education. Finally the work demanded that sense was made of it in writing.
The new types of dance courses required new educational methods to be created, based on the participants’ needs and desires to learn aspects of dancing other than performing skills. New dance concepts were needed based on the participants’ conceptions on dancing. The process of interaction with my students made me aware of how they structured their thoughts about the world including their dancing. The surprise was to discover that the thousands of year old linguistic and musicological structures of the Finno-Ugrian languages and music seemed to apply to people’s dancing as well, despite the fact that the original music is extinct and so is the dance, if there ever was any. The metaphysical base of the culture started to reveal itself. 
The educational processes demanded that the educator/therapist adjusted herself to ever-changing work situations. She used herself as her work tool and created interactions with the participants through which to work. She used herself creatively regardless of the creativity of the participants or the lack of it.

The work was based on participant-centred approaches, processual perspectives and egalitarian attitudes. Egalitarian attitudes between like-minded are cultural values that characterize the educational culture here. The therapeutic attitude, and the openness and sensitivity of the therapist/educator were the base of the inter-relations created between her and the students. The quality of the interrelations reinforced people’s cultural ideas about meaningful human relations. Through the educational interactions the work evolved and found its form. Many participants expressed satisfaction with the educator/therapist’s non-authoritarian and non-threatening attitude, and also with her appearance: “Not too young or too perfect, you are more like us.” Some students said: “Conceptualized this way dance, for the first time, makes sense to us; dance is made comprehensible to us.” A student named the work “Insight-oriented dance education.” Two young men said:”We have been wondering, what is this method really? It could be Zen in movement, but Zen has no movement form.” “There is no method” I said, “It is a no-method.”
The term therapeutic refers here to the therapeutic attitude of the educator/therapist, and to the therapeutic effects of the educational work.

How can educational means affect therapeutic changes in the learner?

Therapeutic dance education is seen here as a form of learning. The learning differs from the commonly practised forms of dance instruction and goal-oriented approaches. The context of the learning is the educational relationship between the learner and the educator/therapist. The qualitative relationship is fundamental to learning, which is more than just accumulation of facts; “it interpenetrates the learner’s existence” (Rogers 1959). 
Different educational means resulted in different learning outcomes. For example the task to correct the students’ movement problems requires educational means that aim at therapeutic changes. I will try to illustrate this with an example. My work with professional dance students showed a need for the students to get more individual guidance in their dance education than what seemed provided by the dance education they received. There were misalignements of their bodies and dysfunctional movement habits to correct, work with their breathing, or with the musicality of their movements. Dysfunctional movement habits are often learned behaviour. In order to correct them they have to be unlearned before any learning or relearning can take place. This learning process seems to include roughly the three stages described by George Devereux in psychoanalytic therapy (Devereux 1956).
The process of unlearning is the first stage of the learning process here. Unlearning commonly causes insecurity in the learner. It also causes dependency on the educator/therapist who imposed the change. It is experienced like a vacuum where the learner has lost the grasp of a part of him/herself. This inevitable insecurity connotes the second stage, and it lasts until new learning takes place. The third stage is related to the learning or relearning of functional movement patterns and to geting these established. 
The work to affect therapeutic changes often requires indirect means. To treat a symptom alone hardly brings about change. The symptom is not necessarily identical with the problem. To grasp the nature of the problem demands an eye that can see the interrelations of the student’s movement pattern, and to see where the whole of the pattern halts. The movement work focuses on dysfunctional parts in relation to the whole of the student’s movement pattern or mover personality, and in relation to his/her resources. Gradually the student gets insights into his/her own ways of moving, as the whole of his/her aesthetic movement structure emerges and becomes established.
Implications for dance therapy

In the educational process the student learns about his/her resources and how to mobilize and utilize them. S/he may also learn the educational methods that were used. S/he gains the ability to see analogies between dissimilar but related work situations and to use his/her learning in these. This means that the student’s learning extends beyond the three stages of the psychoanalytic therapy into what is called learning to learn and more advanced forms of learning (Block 1994). The student’s ability to tolerate insecurity and to cope with it may equally extend to situations other than his/her therapeutic unlearning situation. 
The learning and insights attained through therapeutic dance education form an indispensable base of the student’s dance therapy education. Thus the concept of therapeutic dance education is here suggested as such an educational base.
To sum up

The development of the concept of the therapeutic dance education was initially triggered by the need to widen the narrowly-defined, conservative and formalistic concept of dance, and the need to replace the imported dance concepts by culturally based ones. New dance educational methods were needed for dance practitioners who were dissatisfied with the existing dance teaching practises. Aspects of dance therapy influenced the idea of a new type of dance education to be developed. 
New dance educational methods were based on educational interactions with dance students and amateurs, and on their ways of structuring dancing and on their conceptions on dancing. The new dance concepts formed became culturally meaningful for those who contributed to their formation. New dance educational methods were created to affect therapeutic changes in the learner. The concept of therapeutic dance education is the result of this educational process.

The concept of therapeutic dance education is an interdisciplinary concept that draws its theories from fields of learning, psychiatry, psychology, anthropology and communication. The concept has defined its own field and formed its own professional identity, background philosophy, basic attitudes, ideas and intentions. Culturally specific as the concept is, it is hoped that it will contribute to the culture and society of its formation, and that it may inspire others by its example, so that others may form their culturally viable forms of therapeutic dance education, and contribute to dance therapy education where it may find its form.
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