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Abstract
Latin Dance Party, as its name suggests, is a tertiary cultural dance unit that combines technical/social Latin American dance with cultural perspectives.  This article explores the recommendations from two research projects carried out in this unit, over two years, to investigate team-building and cultural authenticity within teaching and learning pedagogies.  The development of approaches that enhance teacher-student relationships, development of online contextual knowledge, and reflective teaching and learning strategies, have been explored as a result of these recommendations.  These strategies have implications for future research into the integration of cultural contexts into dance teaching methodology in a university setting.




Cultural connection:  Approaches to cultural education through Latin American dance

Dance teachers need a new agility in how they connect cultural understandings to teaching and learning approaches in the current global milieu.  They need to acquire skills that connect authentic cultural practice to the dance classroom, challenging those students who have pre-conceptions of dance as predominantly a Western cultural artefact.  The discussion contained in this paper has come as a result of the recommendations made in two separate research projects into the teaching of a Latin American dance unit in a tertiary undergraduate dance unit entitled, Latin Dance Party.  The first research project explored team-building activities as a tool for creating cohesion within the dance cohort, while the second project explored the development of an authentic cultural community of practice within the same tertiary dance unit.[endnoteRef:1]  [1:  Both projects were approved by the University Ethics Committee.] 

This paper will discuss the pedagogical recommendations and implementations of both research projects, to understand how to further develop and enrich teaching and learning within a Latin American dance context.  The discussion is not around the research per se, but how best to use the research in future iterations of the tertiary dance unit.  The development of online resources that maintain cultural authenticity whilst engaging students will also be discussed.  The playful nature of Latin American dance and its strong social connections to the Latin American way of being in the world, engender a foundation for developing new approaches to teaching dance.
First research project (team-building)
The initial research project, Team-building activities in dance classes and discoveries from reflective essays, was designed to explore the learning needs of the students participating in the unit Latin Dance Party, which is a university open elective.  This unit, based on acquiring Latin American social dance skills, draws students from across the university and, as such, is a culturally diverse cohort.  The project was aimed at investigating the use of team-building activities as a teaching and learning approach in the dance classroom, and was supported by the researchers’ knowledge in Latin American dance, and psychology.  This project resulted in the implementation of a range of team-building activities.  The results of the research “suggest that including team-building activities within a university dance class is useful for helping to promote feelings of closeness, similarity, and bonding as they relate to dance, and improving students’ individual interpersonal skills, dance skills, and mental and personal skills” (Hanrahan & Pedro, in press). 
Some recommendations from this research included that the activities should “be spread throughout the semester” and introduced earlier so that the students realised the benefit without feeling there was less time to dance.  A part of the rationale for using these activities was to alleviate the awkwardness of physical touch when dancing with other students (Hanrahan & Pedro, in press).  Whilst this replicates social interaction, it is recommended that the activities should also be based in problem solving situations and “be challenging, creative, and fun” (Hanrahan & Pedro, in press).
Second research project (cultural dance community of practice)
The findings in the first research project supported the use of team-building activities within the unit however they also raised the question of the connectedness between teaching approaches, cultural inclusivity, and authentic cultural education.  The students were engaged in learning activities that were a part of a complex web of lived cultural interactions.  The environment in which this was enacted was alien to the cultural context and, as such, although creating a sense of community and teaching about Latin American dance, failed to capture the essence of Latin American dance and its importance in the social structure of Latin America.  It also failed to acknowledge the individual nature of the countries of Latin America and how dance is embedded within those discrete communities.  Authentic cultural dance experiences required diverse teaching and learning approaches, and therefore the following discussion investigates the recommendations of the second research project entitled, Creating a cultural dance community of practice:  Building authentic Latin dance experiences through a collaborative pedagogy.  This project explored the research question:  How do we support tertiary students in understanding about culturally significant dances?  Sub-questions included:  What is ‘authentic’ cultural engagement?  How do we avoid teaching the ‘single story’?  How do we design learning experiences to encourage students to value the authentic? (Pedro, Stevens, & Scheu, 2016)
The teaching and learning context
[bookmark: _GoBack]As a part of 21st century skill development, students need the ability to connect with a range of cultural contexts that create links for their future career paths.  The unit, Latin Dance Party, started as an exploration of Latin American dance technique.  However in order to deepen students’ understandings of the cultural significance and applications of Latin American dance, there was a need to explore a more layered approach to pedagogy that reflected the transcultural communication of this dance technique.  By increasing the cultural focus of the unit, the current students have opportunities to not only explore a cultural dance, but come to know and better understand the world around them through a range of perspectives.   Many of the students undertaking the unit will go on to become dance teachers in school and community settings and, with this in mind, the second research project explored the pedagogy of the authentic, valuing the specific cultural origins of the dance styles taught in the unit. 
The search for cultural authenticity outside the country of origin is complex as it takes into consideration ideas around social, spiritual, and geographic context, although in this teaching context the focus is on the social function of dance in Latin America.  The occasions in which dance occurs are as important as the technical performance of the steps within each of the individual dances, as they give the movement not only meaning and context, but speak to the nuances of the connections between Latin American dance and its communities.  Although often performed in a social setting, Latin American dance is seen very much as a discipline that is valued for its community building elements and also for its deep connection to the historical and spiritual understandings of the Latin American people (Pedro, 2016).  
Alter’s (2000) research into the adaption of dance teaching methods from country of origin to an American university setting, identified a disconnection between maintaining the integrity of the traditional dance whilst adapting it to suit the university cohort.  Of the seven dance teachers observed, one of them, the Mexican dance teacher, stated that the students needed to “understand how the dance conveys the geographic context and resulting way of life in that setting” (Alter, 2000, p. 34).  This highlights the need for an emphasis on the experience of dancing these particular styles, rather than on only the steps and sequences.  The deeper knowledge of both the cultural context and the dance form requires a multi-layered approach to pedagogy that includes access to physical resources as well as deep knowledge about the dance and music of individual countries.
Within this unit, the approach was transcultural in that the activities and the pedagogy involved the presence of Australian Latin American communities.  The two cultures were not seen as separate entities, but as an interwoven and connected expression of what it is to be a global citizen.  It was an integrated transcultural approach that drew the students’ attention to the presence of Latin American culture within their own geographical location.  While interculturalism focuses on contact “between cultures that are assumed to be discrete entities”, transculturalism interprets “all cultures to be inherently mixed” (Kraidy, 2005, p. 14).
Shaping the unit
Taking this complexity into consideration, the methodology for the second project involved a series of action research cycles carried out weekly and supported by reflective critical analysis.  This research methodology allowed the researchers to respond almost instantaneously without the methodology dominating the subject area.  The natural flow of the learning process was enhanced rather than interrupted by data collection.  It also allowed a more spontaneous engagement with the Australian Latin American community as the researchers took advantage of events occurring within that broader community outside of the university setting.
Questionnaires were employed at the beginning and end of the unit to identify the impact of a range of pedagogical approaches implemented across the semester.  Field notes (gathered during in-class small group discussions or in the course of the classes) and tertiary lecturer reflections recorded during and after the semester, were gathered to enable the researchers to reflect in-, on-, and for-action in order to make changes throughout the delivery of the unit and for its next iteration (Schön 1995; Thompson and Pascal 2012).  Initial pedagogical changes included:  access to live Latin American dance music, a range of cultural experiences (culinary, artefacts, music), and interactive professional Latin American dance demonstrations.  These changes were further supported by collaboration with the Latin American community both at the university and in the broader Brisbane area as a way of modelling the creation of communities of practice.
Prior to the beginning of the semester, the curriculum design and implementation was analysed and transformed using embedded Latin American perspectives.   This included privileging the cultural learning in the orientation phase of the semester, and included general knowledge about the Latin American geography, language, social and cultural artefacts, and music.  Salsa rueda from Cuba, merengue from the Dominican Republic, and bossa nova from Brazil were chosen specifically to emphasise the individuality of the dance and culture of these three specific geographical areas within Latin America.  
The activities throughout the semester became increasingly more complex, not just from a dance perspective but also culturally, and shed light on the interaction between dance and the social fabric of Latin America.  Some of these complexities included the interrelationship between the dance and music.  The inclusion in the classroom of a professional Cuban band playing salsa and merengue, and a university student band playing bossa nova, gave students access to layered discussions about rhythmic structures, improvisation, and social dance nuances.  Also included within the student experience was a manufactured Latin dance party supported by live music, guest Latin American community artists, and an authentic outdoor Brazilian barbeque lunch.  This assisted the students in transporting the experience from a university dance studio into the streets of Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Brazil.  Across the semester, these culturally specific experiences allowed the students to develop a curiosity about the interconnections between dance and the cultural life of the different countries.  These changes to the design of the curriculum were then analysed through critical reflection and adjustments were made during the semester.
Acting on recommendations from both projects
Reflection on these changes, and those made in the first research project, indicated that further iterations of the unit could be developed to support and an even more diverse view of cultural perspectives within Latin Dance Party.  The students’ changing beliefs and values were observed as they reflected on their learning experiences through small group discussion and journaling that resulted in a reflective essay assessment.  The recommendations that have developed as a result of student and researcher reflections have culminated in a range of pedagogical changes to the unit, to be implemented in 2017.
Teacher-student relationships
In order for students within the unit to question their values and beliefs within this learning context, they need first to have an established relationship of trust with their teacher and with each other.  The findings from the initial team-building research identified that in order to speed-up this process, team-building activities need to be interspersed throughout the semester.  This allows the students to bond early in the learning process by removing awkwardness, and identifies the importance of peer-support within communities of practice.  It further acts to support future careers in teaching through the growing of interpersonal processes as a way of transmitting cultural learnings.
These findings were further supported throughout the second project which emphasised the importance of replicating a cultural community.  The students’ interactions with people from the Australian Latin American community, through visiting guest artists and members of the university’s Latin American student guild club, modelled the social constructs seen within Latin American society.  The team-building activities prepared them for the pace of this immersion within this context.  In a normal community setting this relationship could take many months or years to establish, but in this context, in order to take advantage of the knowledge that these guests provide, students need to be open to being immersed in unfamiliar social interactions.
The reflections of the university teaching artist also highlighted the importance of observation; observations of peers dancing, observations of guest artists dancing, and observations of the teaching artist dancing (both individually and with the guest).  This mirrors the social interactions that would happen in this particular cultural context.  These observations, in a social sense, are about people watching each other enjoy the dance; learning the intricacies of the movement through modelling rather than direct transmission of dance teaching technique.  This results in the students having more confidence to take risks within the dance styles to improvise and to individualise the steps.  
In order for these observations to unfold in a naturalistic sense, the teaching artist also needs to have a sense of connection with the students.  To facilitate this, the team-building activities are as important for the teacher’s self-discovery as they are for the students, and can result in more time in sharing a dance experience rather than teaching.  This further supports the trust relationship between teacher and student within this manufactured social setting. 
Development of contextual knowledge
The second research project identified that, due to time constraints, students needed far more time outside the classroom to learn about the context of the dances.  This raises the issue of teaching efficiencies in and around the transmission of cultural knowledge.  Online resources provide a practical vehicle for giving students access to a range of detailed knowledge in regard to geography and history from particular regions of Latin America.  Whilst this is an efficient pedagogy, some care needs to be taken that there is a nexus between theory and practice and that the classroom component is not solely focussed on the teaching of steps.
With this in mind, the design of the online resources needs to a be a combination of readings, articles, film, and dance demonstrations, as well as discussions between the university teaching artist and guest artists who will later be a part of the classroom practice.  This enables students to establish a connection with the guest artists prior to observing them in the classroom and accelerates the creation of the bond necessary in order for the guest artist to partner students in dancing.  The use of a narrative interview technique in a relaxed setting where these guest artists can share anecdotal as well as highly specific knowledge about the culture and the technique of the dance is essential to maintaining the tone of the learning experience.  By this, it implies that the physical classroom, as well as the online classroom, will be a place that is full of joy, excitement, energy, and community support.  
The online resource material is an ideal medium to support the notion of Latin America as many individual countries rather than the homogenous stereotype.  Although the use of language appropriate to each of the dance styles was used throughout both projects (Spanish and Brazilian Portuguese), brief language examples modelled by the university teaching artist, guest artists (dancers and musicians), and members of the university’s Latin American student guild club, provide ongoing connections with language beyond the time limitations of the unit.  Students learn descriptive words, rather than just the names of steps or directions in space, to be used in the physical classroom.
The videoing of short performances from Brisbane-based Latin American dance events will develop a broader knowledge of Latin American dance and promote the students’ future connections with this dance community.  These examples, which include Latin American dance in a social, performative, cultural (e.g. festivals), and ballroom dance context, will serve to cultivate a more diverse perspective of Latin American dance in multiple contexts outside the university setting.  These multiple perspectives enable the student to be more sensitive to the appropriate use of this cultural artefact in numerous cultural environments.
Many of the students will go on to become teachers, and therefore the online resources need to make transparent the process of setting up a community of practice.  Resources will be developed that deal with logistical issues concerning collaborating with a community, including examples of cultural protocols, thereby modelling strategies the students will use in their own future teaching contexts.  These resources include previous feedback from the Latin American communities that participated, and highlight the essential nature of community consultation when teaching about cultural dances.    
Reflective teaching and learning approaches
Alter (2000, p. 36) discusses the phenomenon in cultural dance contexts of the dilemma of technique versus cultural context.  When the focus is on performance of the dance then the cultural context can take a back seat and result in teachers separating these two approaches.  Through reflective practice, both on the part of the university teaching artist and the students, the simultaneous honouring of both aspects of Latin dance can be addressed.  The university teaching artist must engage in consistent and planned reflection throughout the unit that investigates the teacher’s own learned cultural experience and interpretive paradigms.  Transparency in this reflection in the classroom then empowers the students to engage in their own reflective processes, questioning their own cultural learnings and developing a more nuanced perspective of dance and its place within cultural settings.  
The development of reflective processes across the unit privileges joint construction between the university teaching artist and the students.  These processes need to move beyond group discussion and written reflections to embrace a personal student investment in the learning approaches within the unit as it evolves.  This requires agility on the part of the university teaching artist in planning the unit to respond to what is being observed in the classroom through timing of experiences and unfolding of knowledge.  The students need room within the teaching structure to reject some of the information, if they want to, through reflection and dialogue, and this will also increase their ability to articulate their tacit knowledge.  This flexibility in the teaching plan empowers the students through their own curiosity.
Post-assessment reflection further supports this and emphasises the role of reflection in transcultural learning as a life-long skill.  This also may result in students deliberately creating future goals that connect with the local Latin American community.  Students then have the flexibility to be part of a community of practice beyond the set timeframes of the university timetable.  Further investigation into the longevity of this relationship between the students and the community is warranted.
What remains clear from the results from both research projects, is the necessity to allow time and space to reflect about interpersonal relationships and their connection with cultural perspectives.  In an attempt to create a rich learning experience, there is a temptation to over-fill the unit with too much content in terms of steps and readings.  Allowing time for reflection enables students to develop skills to continue their own investigation at the completion of the unit.  
Conclusion
By shifting the emphasis to the cultural and community contexts within the unit, the students’ inquiry shifted from purely wanting to investigate the technical aspects of the dance, to in-depth questioning about its role within the culture.  Due to the diverse nature of the cohort, the unit will be constantly evolving however this culturally-based focus will remain the core of the structure of the unit.  The relationship between the university teaching artist and the students, supported by culturally-orientated team-building activities, will continue to develop trust and confidence and result in a willingness to explore values and beliefs around cultural knowledge.  The development of online resources will result in greater time in the classroom to implement reflective teaching and learning approaches and to nurture an ongoing connection with the Latin American dance community, both in Australia and abroad.


References
Alter, J. B. (2000). The transcultural adaption of teaching methods from country of origin to an American university setting.  Research in Dance Education, 1(1), 27-37. doi: 10.1080/14647890050006569 
Hanrahan, S. J., & Pedro, R. A. (in press). Team-building activities in dance classes and discoveries from reflective essays.
Kraidy, M. M. (2005). Hybridity, or the cultural logic of globalization. Philadelphia, PA: Temple University.
Pedro, R. A. (2016). Transcultural improvisations: An investigation of hybridity through a local Australian samba de gafieira dance community (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane. 
Pedro, R. A., Stevens, K., & Scheu, C. (2016). Creating a cultural dance community of practice: Building authentic Latin American dance experiences. Manuscript submitted for publication.
Schön, D. A. (1995). The reflective practitioner: How professionals think in action. (2nd ed.). Aldershot, HPH: Arena.
Thompson, N., & Pascal, J. (2012). Developing Critically Reflective Practice. Reflective Practice: International and Multi-Disciplinary Perspectives, 13(2), 311-325. doi:10.1080/14623943.2012.657795







