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The Thinking Teacher: Interactive models for dance education, Part 1 
By Mila Parrish, Associate Professor of Dance 
University of North Carolina, Greensboro 
and Amy Markgraf Jacobson. Associate Professor 
Utah Valley University, Orem, Utah 
 
As university professors directing K-12 teacher 
education programs, Amy Markgraf Jacobson and I 
regularly share stories of our student’s experiences. 
Some stories are unique to specific students, while 
others illustrate universal challenges in teacher 
education and the limitations of our educational 
methods. Our conversation led us to question: 
 
• How can we support pre-service teacher’s development 

of curiosity, questioning techniques, learning progress-
ions and critical thinking skills?  

• What guidelines and resources will help students 
become articulate examiners of dance content, 
inquisitive practitioners and thinking artist educators.  

• When much of educational assessment appears to be 
one-size fits all, how can we help pre-service teachers 
become highly effective advocates for creativity, 
individuality, and artistic expression?  

 
We identified the following pedagogical concepts 
which support the development of these skills. While 
this list is not extensive it reflects our thoughts on 
teacher education. Thinking teachers do the 
following:    
 
Support ongoing dance literacy  
Using specific dance language to describe what we 
see and do is essential for the field to grow. To that 
end we concentrate on the development of sound 
dance content knowledge construction using the 
elements of dance. We require the scripting activities 
that support sequential teaching that focuses on 
artistic, somatic, and anatomical awareness. I use the 
Laban Movement Analysis grid in my dance 
pedagogy classes. The chart centers on the Laban 
concepts of Body, Effort, Space, Shape, and 
Relationship (see below).  

 
Expectations 
Set clear evaluative measures and high aspirational 
expectations of students (in all areas of dance). A 
thoughtful teacher is clear and supportive yet 
discriminating. Thinking teachers do not accept 
whatever their students do as good work. All work is 

not superior, and all 
work does not deserve 
an exemplary grade. Show students what quality 
work looks like. Once students can see the 
difference, they can begin to embody and evaluate 
work quality. It takes time to unpack this but all 
members of class benefit from the practice. 
Encourage students to be expectant of the change and 
provide students the opportunity to demonstrate their 
understanding in class, reading thoughtful reflections 
or performing phrases as groups or solos for 
classmates at the end of class.  

 
Feedback 
Take the time to meet with and give personalized 
feedback to students. This may be one on one, audio 
messages, written, or filmed. Online delivery 
systems like Google classroom, Canvas and Arc 
Media can be very effective methods of providing 
feedback to students on class assignments, 
collaborative activities and choreography.  Students 
are more likely to revisit classroom experiences, their 
thoughts and ideas when feedback, notes and videos 
are posted on handheld devices, thus extending the 
classroom.  

 
Share responsibility and decisions with students 
We encourage shared responsibilities with pre-
service teachers the progressions of class 
assignments, rubric development, peer feedback and 
both formative and summative assessment. By 
providing multiple and varied opportunities for 
personal reflection, voicing opinions and articulating 
beliefs a shared space for discoveries is fostered. 
Quickly we are able to see student growth and the 
promise of a successful professional career.  
 
In part one of our conversation, Thinking Teachers, 
we have shared a few ideas from our conversations 
on teacher education and will share thoughts 
developing learning progression in dance and 
creating teaching environments to support millennial 
students needs in the next newsletter.  
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