
   

How does a subject like dance permeate the boundaries of a traditional school ecology or 
learning environment? 
 
Hello everyone, My name is Linzi McLagan and I am a dance educationalist based in 
Scotland. I am also Head of Education at YDance – also known as Scottish Youth Dance. At 
YDance, we believe dance can offer children a unique opportunity to develop a range of 
skills and empower them to reach their full potential. 
 
We work with a range of partners - organisations in sport, education, health, social services 
and youth justice.  
 
We create projects that allow children from a range of different backgrounds to access high 
quality bespoke dance sessions, which enables them to  
learn about themselves 
learn about dance  
learn THROUGH dance. 
 
We have three strands TALENT, PARTICIPATION and EDUCATION. Today I will be discussing 
our role within Dance Education and how we aim to continue developing our practice - 
specifically in terms of the teacher support model that we offer to ensure that we increase 
the self-efficacy and skill base of the teachers we work with that deliver dance in 
educational settings across Scotland.  
 
Shake It Up: A YDance initiative which supports the national goal of improving attainment 
within Scottish primary schools 
 
Hopefully you have all seen the QR code link to our video explaining ‘Shake It Up’ which (for 
the ones that may have not seen the video) is a large-scale four-year education programme 
that utilises dance as a tool to promote interdisciplinary learning, as well as teacher skill 
development.  
In some areas of Scotland children experience extreme poverty which can leads to low 
attainment levels compared with more prosperous areas. Therefore, our aim for Shake It Up 
was to continuously explore the barriers of traditional school learning and provide an art 
intervention that looked at ways in which we could support Scottish Attainment. 
  We wanted to create a project that helped engage children of all abilities and encouraged 
an exploration of a range of curriculum subjects through dance to: 
 
 Increase pupils’ engagement with learning 
 Increase pupils’ subject knowledge, achievement and attainment 
 Improve pupils’ health and wellbeing, self-confidence, social skills, concentration and 

team working 



   

 Develop teachers’ skills and confidence in delivering dance as a subject while 
teaching the curriculum through dance 

 
Now, this innovative project requires the artist and teacher to collaborate in order to bring 
the curriculum to life. This way of working enables learning to be relevant, challenging and 
enjoyable with the opportunity for pupils to gain recognition for individual achievements. 
We would like to share our learning in terms of how we are approaching this on a national 
scale and in a targeted way.  
 
 
Shake It Up: The barriers we experienced…. 
 
To provide a little bit of background, In Scotland, dance is acknowledged as an expressive 
arts subject and is part of the Scottish curriculum which all children aged between 3-18 
years are entitled to experience. However, despite its presence and acknowledgement 
within the curriculum dance is valued less than other subjects and artforms. In Scotland, 
dance does not have the same level of infrastructure, capacity or resources that other arts 
educational subjects do. As a result, there can be a variety of barriers which can affect a 
teacher’s self-efficacy in delivering dance, including a lack of confidence, perceptions of 
dance, knowledge and understanding, time and capacity.  
 
Over the last four years, we have found that teachers’ perception and value of dance 
together with their level of experience dictates the opportunities that children are exposed 
to within the curriculum.  
 
The main things that we found as barriers were: 
 
Perception of dance- teachers and pupils had many perceptions of what dance was based 
on their prior experience and exposure of dance. Many saw it as an activity that was for 
entertainment purpose and expected it to be a physical activity that focused on routines, 
some saw it as creative but in a limited way. And others saw dance in primary education as a 
way of delivering traditional Scottish country dancing which they felt became the PE 
teacher’s responsibility and not theirs. 
 
Value of dance within the curriculum: The head teacher or teacher did not always see 
dance as a useful tool for their pupils in comparison to key curriculum subjects. This had an 
impact on timetabling where teachers found that there was a lack of time to deliver dance 
within the curriculum or that there was limited availability of space because the gym hall or 
large space was being used for something of a higher priority.  
 
Understanding of dance and how it can be delivered: we found that a lack of experience of 
dance in general, or exposure to the subject of dance during teacher training had an impact 



   

on confidence. Teachers expressed that they had limited knowledge and skills in dance and 
other than Scottish country dancing hadn’t much experience of delivering or observing 
dance being taught in schools.  
 
Emotional contagion: There was also a knee jerk emotional response to dance being 
delivered and explored as a subject which rippled throughout some schools stemming from 
parents, pupils, teachers or headteachers. For example, at the beginning of the project a 
parent wrote to the school asking their son to not participate in SIU as they saw it as gender 
specific and an irrelevant project. Another example was of teachers at the start of the 
programme who would sit at the side on their phone, mark work, drink coffee or 
consistently chat to the class assistant.  
Despite LA and HTs agreeing to be part of the project. Teachers were resisting and asking 
why they needed to change the way they had always taught? We noticed that if the teacher 
wasn’t fully engaged the pupils were cautious and would begin to drop out and sit alongside 
the teacher, however, if they were engaged and enthusiastic the children embraced the 
project fully. This is when we realised that the children fed off of the teacher’s response to 
the sessions and had a significant impact on how the sessions were viewed.  
 
Now, each school and location were different, but we became assertive to what was going 
on and tried to figure out the root of each issue and challenge. At the beginning the 
research model didn’t work. We gave agency to the HT who wanted all children in the 
school to experience SIU and would timetable a different class and teacher every 6-8 weeks. 
As we were evaluating the impact of the research this became problematic for various 
reasons. We needed to work with the pupils for a longer period of time to evaluate the 
impact the sessions had on their overall attainment AND the teachers needed to work with 
our Dance Artists longer delivering a range of subjects through dance to help provide a 
deeper and richer insight to how dance can be used to deliver the curriculum. The model 
changed in the second phase of the project to work with pupils for a full year and the same 
teachers across two academic years. This increased the validity of the research and 
strengthened the qualitative data collated across the final two years.  
 
 
What are the perceived barriers which may restrict teachers delivering your art form 
within a school?  
 
The main learning from shake It Up was the relationship between teacher and artist. Dance 
provides a humanistic approach as we communicate with our body as well as our words. We 
needed to lead and learn from each other through exploration and play which is a necessary 
part of life for a child as well as an adult.  
Throughout the delivery of the ‘Shake It Up’ programme, continuous reflection and 
questioning has helped us explore and find ways to support teachers.  
 



   

In the first phase of the project we initially delivered a Professional development session 
with teachers prior to the project and started teaching movement sessions based on our 
perspective of the topics being explored as part of the curriculum. The teachers were 
instantly defensive, and it created an issue where the content being delivered in the 
classroom wasn’t marrying the SIU sessions. We weren’t on the same page and our use of 
language was different. Therefore, we needed to invest time in understanding the 
curriculum and plan alongside the teacher. In the first year we learned from our mistakes.  
 
For the second phase of the project, we implemented dedicated time to observe teachers in 
the classroom, to supplement the teachers approach and to enable the dance artists to get 
to know the kids on an individual basis. This allowed opportunity to build rapport and 
relationship with both pupils and teachers that was based on trust.  
 
Ultimately, we needed to break down their (AND OUR) tacit assumptions, expectations, 
personal barriers and perceptions of learning/dance as a subject.  
 
As a team it was important for us to be brave and foster a collegial way of working with the 
schools to promote integrated curricular lesson delivery. Rather than create dance lesson on 
what we assumed was being taught in the classroom, it was important to collaborate with 
the teacher from the onset and use the content delivered in the classroom by the teacher as 
a stimulus for our dance lessons to ensure our approach reinforced what was taught for that 
particular subject/topic. We also encouraged the teacher to take on an active role within 
the SIU sessions that would then develop across the year and lead into the team-teaching 
phase of the project.  
 
What can you do to address these barriers and permeate change?  
 
Working collaboratively allowed all aims and objectives to be addressed. The teachers were 
also able to observe multiple ways of delivering dance and witness the benefits from using 
dance to deliver the curriculum. We needed to engage in professional dialogue as well as be 
overt when explaining and demonstrating the benefits of dance and the transferable skills it 
can achieve. 
 
Throughout the delivery of the ‘Shake It Up’ programme, avoiding assumptions and asking 
questions helped us explore and find ways to support teachers.  
 
At the beginning, one teacher would consistently attend the session in high heels and a skirt 
and refuse to join in..we originally assumed she was creating a barrier because she didn’t 
feel confident in dance. After a few weeks, however, it was brought to our attention that 
she was confident in dance but as a new teacher (who looked young) did not want to lose 
her authority of the class by rolling around on the floor with them.  
 



   

Another teacher used to avoid the sessions every week and give various excuses such as ‘I 
broke my back, I’ve hurt my leg, can’t come but the class assistant can…This teacher was 
pulling all the stops to avoid full engagement. On one visit I sat down on the bench next to 
her and rather than have a conversation she actually got up and moved to the opposite side 
of the gym hall. I needed to intervene and be overt in letting the teachers know how crucial 
their involvement was and that the teacher’s presence and observation was imperative to 
the evaluation as part of our data collection. Over time her weekly observations changed 
her view of the project. She began to notice the effect on the children and their learning. 
She became extremely fond of our Dance artist due to her personality, passion and ability to 
bring the teachers ideas to life. I can say proudly that that specific teacher is now an 
advocate for SIU and dance. once she realised, we were not there to judge her but to 
accommodate her pupils learning she was fully on board and after 18 months runs an after-
school dance class. What can I say, ‘passion is infectious’!!!  
 
Now the level of growth wasn’t the same for all teachers. It became apparent that simply 
observing professional artists delivering dance made teachers more self-conscious as… the 
more they saw how dance COULD be delivered, the more they felt that they couldn’t deliver 
it themselves. Therefore, we needed to change how we worked with the teachers to 
encourage teachers to continue delivery once the project ended.  
 
That’s when we realised, we needed to take on a more brick by brick approach through 
small incremental steps and transactions rather than overwhelming conversations, 
demonstrations or professional development workshops. I mean these things were 
important but allowing the teachers to digest and reflect after each session through 
discussion provided opportunity for connection. 
 
 It was important to acknowledge the two subjective realities and eliminate a higher power. 
The existence of the teachers and the artists viewpoints meant that both perspectives 
needed to be shared, acknowledged, and heard and it was important for both to remain 
curious and open. Rather than taking on a didactive approach like we did in the first year of 
the project, we had to provide the dance artists and teacher with autonomy in each school 
to meet the needs of the class pupils and teacher’s agenda. The dance artists observed each 
teacher delivering in the classroom environment and scheduled informal chats to ask 
questions and navigate what they were going to explore and deliver together. I’ve used this 
image of the murky jar as trial and error was key. The mud at the bottom represents the 
knowledge and expectations and by Shaking It Up required us to learn and unlearn together. 
The murky water represents our constant need to share and reflect the way in which we 
could creatively deliver curriculum areas through movement.  
 
How can we empower teachers to address personal conscious and unconscious barriers 
when delivering specific artforms? 
 



   

Lastly, in order for teachers to use art as an intervention to support learning and increase 
engagement through a kinaesthetic and creative process, I would like to propose a question 
to initiate discussion for when we next meet virtually on “how artists can empower teachers 
to address personal conscious and unconscious barriers when delivering specific artforms? “ 
 
 


