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Dance within Norwegian school history

Dance as a part of teaching in the Norwegian schools has a controversial history. In Norway dancing itself has traditionally been connected to body, sexuality, art, femininity, folk tradition, leisure and social get-together. That is:  not as a school subject or school responsibility. On a deeper emotional level the resistance was connected to a certain fear of uncontrolled emotions and physical closeness. In addition there were strict opinions about what mandate the schools should exercise. Where were the limits of the schools responsibility, and where was those of the family? Besides that the school curriculum had a clear division between body and mind. Focus was on the mind, and there was a clear division to the rest of the body…

The school subject`s  “usefulness” was strongly maintained towards both family and society. This came across in the aesthetic subjects too; like art-and-craft, and music. The content of art-and-craft was mainly emphasized by the last part of the word; craft. The subject was gender divided until the –70ties, the boys did woodwork (which was useful…), and the girls did sewing (which was useful too…).

In music it was important to teach the pupils knowledge like: knowing about composers and their compositions. And the music practice was through folk songs and religious hymns. All of which one may say was “useful” for: identity, culture, traditions and religiosity.

Dancing as a separate subject in the school curriculum does not exist in the compulsory school system in Norway today. After the first 10 years it is possible to choose high schools that emphasize dance.

Within the first 10 years of compulsory education, the dancing is included in the two subjects: music and P.E.

Physical education

Until 1889 the P.E. teaching was strongly influenced by exercises from the armed forces, they even had shooting exercises as a part of the training. There came to a break with this tradition just before the turn of the century, now over 100 years ago. The change was based on the agreement that the P.E. should be a subject for both sexes, not men only. Still the gender divided lessons existed until around 1960. 

The feminine aspects of P.E. made an impact, and so did the new visions about harmony through body and mind. A certain softening of the P.E. was introduced. In addition, the ideas of some aesthetic qualities in the movements evolved. During the 1940ties impulses from the German “free dance” was visible in Norway, and for the next 20 years Laban`s influence was strong. “Modern Educational Dance” made an impact on both teachers and the teaching itself.

Music

Very simple, the arguments on why there should be dancing in the music-lessons was because “it naturally belonged there”…!

Syllabus

According to syllabuses for both P.E. and for music today, the pupils should be taught dances from different cultures and our “own” culture, and they should explore different movements, create their own dances, express emotions through dance, and perform. In addition they should be able to analyse and evaluate dance; their own dances and those of others.

The key issue here is whether this really does happen...! We, as dance supporters have a major task to ensure that the pupils really are given the education they have been promised.

This is not our: Dans i Skolens responsibility alone of course, but it seems like “someone” have to do it… By an enquiery to the Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, who is supposed to keep control over syllabus and teaching they did not have any recollection of whether dance in schools had ever been investigated.

“The Cultural Rucksack”

“TCR” was founded in 2002 and the aim was to give the pupils during their first 10 years (since this year also those in high schools) professional art performances once a year within the school hours. At least one performance per grade pr year (in the year 06/07 they got 4 performances!). 

The offer should be of high professional quality, show variety and diversity. The performances could be within different expressions, for example; music, drama, literature and… dance. Or crossovers between these.

The choices between the different offers are done in collaboration between the schools and the cultural sector in the local community. And the performances as free of charge for the schools. It is all financed by public money. This is a very popular work area for freelancers and others. The amount of money to be divided this year for the whole country is about 14 mill Euros.

Competence in the art subjects

Last year a questionnaire was passed on to all head masters in the country. This is quite a discouraging reading. They were asked how they regarded the demand for competence of teachers teaching the art subjects. One third of the head masters meant it was acceptable to teach in these subjects without any kind of competence. And in the smaller schools (of less than 400 pupils) the challenge was even bigger. Head masters in northern Norway had the highest tolerance for accepting lack of competence. On the positive side they all expressed a wish for more courses and further education. This is a challenging area for us within the dance subject as well: spreading the competence, courses and education. Making sure the students within the Teacher Training Course are given proper teaching. And after the basic education; whenever the teachers are offered dance-courses, they really do attend these courses, that they are given the leave of absents and are supported financially, and last but not least: that the possibility to increase their DANCE competence is given the priority it has deserved within the jungle of  “must haves”…

Norwegian challenges

On one hand it may seem as if the professional dance offered to the pupils in the schools are relatively well served through the “Cultural Rucksack”. On the other hand the challenges are to make sure this is not only lovely drop-in happenings, a room for dreams, a space to rest, a space in between…. but also a part of everyday life in the schools. An upgraded subject, given priority and sustainable value both in time and content.

No matter what: our organisation “Dans i skolen” will not be out of work in the nearest future!

“Creativity”, the new subject?

Our Minister of Education suggested this spring to introduce a new subject in the curriculum: “Creativity”. The proposal, it still is only that… ( NB suggested by a Minister on election this September) implies that the subjects: music and art which already has their solid security within the curriculum are incorporated in the new subject. He wanted the new subject to contain the two “old ones” in a mix together with creativity, design and…hold your breath: Dance!

The arguments from the Minister are that society demands creative ability. He points at the job advertisements often search for creative persons. And that there is not enough emphasize on creativity in the schools today. Further on he says that we have today just as many employees in the area of art-and-culture as in the travel industry…. 

Our challenge is to become active partners in the discussions about what the content of the new subject should be. The why. The who. The how.

A lot to wish for, but dance itself  is worth it! 

Dreams…

We have traditionally a common, public schoolsystem for all. The main idea is that education is a state responsibility. A consequence of this choice is that there are rather few private schools. In the curriculum for the subjects` music and P.E. where dance is included, it says quite a lot about creativity, - the pupils should make their own dances out of their own movements. I have a feeling that of the actual dance being taught in schools today, the creative dancing is the least weighted. 

My dream is that since creative dance already has its words inside the curriculum text, “somebody” will soon demand for it to happen.

“Dans i skolen” may be one voice. 

The head masters have to make the curriculum promises come true.

And the plans should come alive through the competent teachers.

Through creative dancing we have an excellent content and method for introducing dance to all, -  every   body .

My conviction is that a really good teacher who masters the art of teaching, also may master the teaching of creative dance.

These good teachers are capable of giving the pupils both frames and freedom, 

being a good guide and coach,

they can put up with chaos,

they dare to loose control,

they manage to create a good atmosphere for appreciation,

and take care of the social sides of the pupils experiences,

and put the pupils together in sensible groups.

In this understanding, teaching is not a method but a way of being.

Then, through the creative dancing this could be, and should be the door opener to even more dance experiences for

 every  body
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