MAXIMIZING DANCE INSTRUCTION

By Ginger & Lee

There are people who dance amazingly well.

There are people who teach amazingly well.

And then, there are some rare people who both dance and teach amazingly well.

Let’s consider how dance instructors can maximize their dance instruction to help dance participants get the most out of their dance lessons or workshops.  While we are not dance experts, we are seasoned teachers who understand in general, how people learn.  We also, happen to love dancing and so we care about people getting the most out of their dance instruction.  We’ll also make some suggestions that participants can use to be able to recall the new dance moves or patterns after the class. 

The nature of NEW learning

Whenever you begin to learn anything new (i.e. how to execute a new dance move or pattern/how to paint with water colors/ how to repair a faucet, etc.) there are some basic things that need to happen.  Of course, if you already have a little bit of knowledge, it is always easier for you to pick up some new, additional skills.  

When we learn something new (in this case, a dance pattern), we initially have to understand what we’re being asked to do (i.e. execute an open whip with a………).  Once we know what to do, then we have to figure out how to do it.  During this initial and critical stage of learning a new move, we have to be able to visualize all the steps between how to start the move and how to end it.  This visualization process is much easier if two things are happening:

1st There are “anchors” for learning the new move:  (For instance, face the wall with the mirror to start and face the back wall toward the clock when you end the pattern).  Anchors are a key word.  When learning a dance pattern, anchors are usually something in the environment that remain constant during the learning process (the wall with the clock).  

2nd We have “names” for the new moves in our head (so we can reference them during the early stages of recalling the new dance pattern).  The more names we know for the dance, the better we’ll be able to access the move from memory when we’re dancing.

Let’s talk more about Anchors:

Many instructors like to rotate the leaders (oftentimes men) because they want the leaders to be able to use the pattern in any room, at any time. This is definitely the correct goal, but it doesn’t belong in the early stages of the learning process. Leaders benefit greatly from doing the dance pattern in the same orientation in the room until they know the pattern well.  Once they fully grasp or know the pattern, then they can begin to do it enough times to move it into kinesthetic (feeling/movement) or body memory.  

After enough practice, they no longer need the external anchors and the move becomes “independent” of the learning environment.  In other words, the particular learning begins to generalize.  Once this happens, the leader can execute the move under a lot of different circumstances because the external anchoring points have become internal ones that he now knows the pattern without thinking a lot about it.

In summary, anchors are very interesting when it comes to learning. We’ve noticed that sometimes a dance pattern becomes “anchored in our memory” to an auditory cue, such as certain music that was played repeatedly while learning it. We all learn using visual, auditory and kinesthetic (feeling) anchors and some of us prefer one type of an anchor over another.  If you pay attention to your own learning, you’ll quickly learn what is most helpful to you.  Once you realize your “preferred anchor,” you’ll be able to maximize your initial learning in dance and hence, speed up your learning curve. 

Let’s talk more about Words:

There is power in knowing a “name”.  In dance, a name provides a quick reference point for a whole complex set of moves.  For instance, when you hear the word, sugar push, you probably know what that means.  The word quickly brings an image to mind and/or a kinesthetic feeling in your body of doing that dance move.  

Many dancers seem to believe that they don’t really need to know the name of various dance moves. While they can certainly dance without knowing the names of patterns they are using, they will eventually find themselves stuck using the same old few patterns that they’ve always used.  Think of the brain as if it were a file cabinet.  If you keep stuffing folders into a file cabinet without labeling the files according to some system, eventually you’ll have too much information and no easy way to locate it.  Without having a tag or name for locating the various dance patterns you’ve learned, you’ll begin to notice that you are limited or rarely able to easily access all the patterns you’ve previously learned. 

What if the pattern you’ve learned doesn’t have a specific name.  For example, maybe it is a variation on a whip. Lee and I have noticed that we usually make up a name for such a pattern that we’ve just learned AND we usually link it with the person who taught us the pattern.  These names or words help us recall the newly learned pattern in the future.  We might say to each other, “You know, the whip with the funky backout that Mario taught.”   Having words for what we learned allows us to more easily access it on the dance floor.  

You can imagine how having a filing system in your head really comes in handy, especially after you’ve learned hundreds of moves.  In short, our personal mental filing system seems to be the following:

1st level:
Dance Style: 

i.e. WCS

2nd level:
Dance Instructor   
i.e. Mario

3rd level:
Dance Pattern

i.e. Whip with funky backout

In summary, while mental filing cabinets are extremely important for early learning, as well as for future access, we also tend to make a “back up system.”  What’s that?  Many of you have a computer and if it has ever crashed, you know the value of having made a hard copy or a back up to your hard drive.  We do the same thing with our own memory.  We usually come home from a dance workshop or lesson and immediately videotape ourselves doing the move along with a verbal description to accompany the images.  This hard copy is available if we want to review what we learned.  

As you know, review and practice are what help create “body memory.”  Once your body knows the patterns, then your mind is free to listen to the music, interpret the music with your body, and fully enjoy your dancing experience.
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