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Abstract

This study is part of a postdoctoral research on creative teaching approaches using movement/dance didactic to potential
preschool teachers, through distance learning. The aim was to associate the multiplicity of distance education with holistic
learning of an experiential nature, during the pandemic and in a state of confinement. Methodologically, it was an Art
Based Research (ABR), which utilized alternative forms of expression. The sample consisted of 88 students of a
pedagogical department of preschool education, in Greece. The results showed that this research contributed positively to
the rebirth of new teaching approaches, which illuminate the connection between art and education and enhance the
holistic education of teachers.
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1. Introduction

This research is a study of creative teaching approaches of community dance and somatic expression in the field of
education, during pandemic. Teaching techniques of community dance and its effectiveness to potential pre-school
education teachers, remotely and online, were examined. The aim was to link the multiplicity of distance learning with
holistic experiential learning, in the midst of a pandemic and in particular in a state of quarantine. Similar studies do not
exist. The need to redefine educational processes with a view to a multi-prism learning approach has therefore arisen.
Thus, it implied learners’ holistic learning stimulation. The researcher is a professor, conducting the specific community
dance module at a department of Early Childhood Education, in Greece.

The Act, a term used by Aristotle, is the energy and effort of an individual, who is in a critical and painful situation, with
the aim of changing it for his own benefit (Blattner, 2007). In this situation, in an unprecedented case of a pandemic,
which has radically changed attitudes, thoughts and values and among them basic functions of education, the Act seems
essential and necessary (Kizil, 2021).

On March 11, 2020, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a 'pandemic'. The basic quarantine measures
provided the temporary closure of most businesses, the prohibition of group gatherings in all places and inevitably in
universities (Snowden, 2020). Education was invited to explore multiple and alternative learning approaches, relating to
the link between means of communication for distance learning, sociological and anthropological factors affecting the
learning process (Baloran, 2020; Harari, 2020). Higher education institutions had to find passages and use teaching
methods adapted to the new reality of the pandemic (Carrillo & AssunG Flores, 2020).

Online learning has been carried out for many years in various countries, with synchronous or asynchronous modes of
transmission, but the conditions under which the educational community was called upon to act in this way, at this time,
were new.

The COVID-19 pandemic, may be an invitation to tackle education holistically, to reflect on teachers' knowledge,
teaching approaches and to give opportunities to students to transmit their personal stories (Adnan, 2018; Butchholz, et al.,
2020; Harrison, 2020; Paesani, 2020; Zydney, et al., 2018). Research has shown that in order to make distance learning
richer and more effective, participants should be encouraged to express themselves freely, engaged in a critical and
reflective process of communication with the teacher, have group cohesion and create communities (Alqurashi, 2019;
Baloran, 2020; Beardal, et al., 2005; Carey & Coultts, 2019; Dewey, 1933; Dreamson, 2020; Garrison, et al., 2010;
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Jonassen 1994; Kaloo, et al, 2020; Kizil, 2021; Merizow, 1991; Sajnani, et al, 2020; Zydney, et al., 2018). In other words,
distance learning, when it is an expanded space of interaction and reciprocity, also favors the maturation of the learner in
the way he perceives knowledge (Harrison, 2020; Simons, Leverett, & Beaumont, 2020).

Although the potential of technology, in terms of information and communication, is great, new requirements and
challenges were identified as, limited knowledge of technology (Kaloo, et al., 2020; Lamaster & Knop, 2004), reduced
active student participation (Barton, 2020; Littleton & Whitelock, 2005; Mason, 1995; Morris & Naughton, 1999; Sahu,
2020; Simons, Leverett, & Beaumont, 2020) and distance learning teaching approaches (Adnan, 2018; Alqurashi, 2019;
Barton, 2020; Beardal, et al., 2016; Dreamson, 2020; Harrison, 2020; Jonassen 1994).

In addition to the operational issues arising in distance learning, the pandemic was added, being viewed as an
anthropological-social-political phenomenon with pedagogical variables in localities and nationalities (Barton, 2020;
Zydney, et al., 2018). Thus, there was a need for more emancipated support for the philosophy of education (Barton, 2020;
Kaloo, et al., 2020).

2. Community Dance and Teachers’ Training in a Period of Pandemic

It is visible that people in extreme situations need art. In times of great historical challenges, the arts give space to process
one's emotions, to discharge, to have fun, to defuse and to be connected with other people (Heyang & Martin, 2020; Kizil,
2021; Kourlas, 2020; Sajnani, et al., 2020).

The community dance course focused on how different forms of knowledge can be structured. It focused on the
recruitment and understanding of the creative nature of teaching and learning through community dance and creative
expression and on the perception of the body as a means of reflection and creation.

Community dance can be applied to individuals where they are bound to dance regardless of abilities, age, gender, religion
and other beliefs (Amans, ed. 2017; Houston, 2005). The practice does not aim at the technical improvement of
participants and this is because dance is used as a form of creative expression. This multi-important dimension of dance,
as a creative tool, allows this art to penetrate and be applied in different fields (Anttila, 2015; Best, 2004; Kuppers &
Robertson, ed., 2007; O’Neil, et al., 2019; Stinson, 1995).

It is generally believed that community dance helps the intrinsic values of art when applied to education. Thus, it opens up
possibilities for self-awareness and development, as its aim is to develop the individual socially, psychologically, mentally,
emotionally, cognitively through physical commitment (Amans, ed., 2017; Green, 2000; Houston, 2005; Kizil, 2021,
Kuppers, 2007; O’Neil, et al., 2019; Simons, Leverett, & Beaumont, 2020).

Teacher education through community dance focuses on a different understanding of how subjects are approached,
presented and analyzed in education, giving an exploratory approach to the learning process (Kizil, 2021; Tsouvala, &
Magos, 2016). Teacher work multifacetedly, escape stereotypes and transform class into game (Augitidou, 2009; Harrison,
2020; Mezirow & Taylor, 2009).

There is a limitation in research concerning distance learning of arts, as experiential learning and an embodied process
(Blanc, 2018; Heyang & Martin, 2020; LaGasse & Hickle, 2015; Pilgrim et al., 2020; Plevin & Yu Zhou, 2020; Sajnani et
al., 2019; Sajnani, et al., 2020; Vega & Keith, 2012). When it comes to community dance-movement and distance learning,
the limitations are even bigger. They mainly concern technical courses aiming at improving the skills and abilities of
professional dancers or at educating artists in general (Anderson, 2012; Beardal et al., 1996; Berg, 2020; Clements, et al.,
2018; Heyang & Martin, 2020; Garland & Naugle, 1997; Kourlas, 2020; Leijen, et al., 2008; Parrish, 2016). There are no
researches on teachers’ education through dance and movement and specifically during a pandemic.

3. Aims of the Community Dance Course for Teacher Training

The specific community dance course generally encouraged active participation. This experiential practice emphasised on
the integral nature of knowledge, connecting art with pre-school curriculum in an interdisciplinary way. The aim was not
participants to become professionals in the genre, but to realize that physical expression can be used as a tool. This
experiential involvement enhanced preschool teacher's teaching repertoire. The course was mainly practical, with
theoretical applications to strengthen and enrich practice.

Due to the pandemic, the structure of the course has encountered several difficulties concerning the remote way of
teaching. A course based on embodied knowledge which by its nature focuses on personal and social factors, was
impossible not to take into account the sociological and psychological impact that the pandemic had on the participants.

The classes coincided with the quarantine, where individuals were compulsorily confined to their residencies. As classes
had to be set up again from scratch, it was an appropriate opportunity to research it as a topic that will certainly be of
concern to the educational community while the pandemic is in the spotlight.

Essentially, the main feature was an internal need to make learning as qualitative rather than quantitative as possible,
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without allowing the multiple constraints to drive teaching into a process of procedure.

Thus, a democratic and creative didactic approach was adopted that placed participants at the center (Dewey, 1933),
allowing their 'voices' to be heard, giving them freedom of choice, working collaboratively, enabling participants to
function in terms of what is relevant to their life during the specific period of quarantine.

The module framed by methods that promote students' personality edge, autonomy, interaction, learning maturity,
responsibility, critical and analytical thinking, democracy, uncountability. It was the right time for the participants to
realise that they are responsible for the acquaintance of the learning process and to decide how much to commit to and be
involved in the learning process. Relevant researches (Alqurashi, 2019), emphasised on similar factors as significant
contributors to perceived learning in online teaching settings. Similarly, Simons, Leverett, & Beaumont (2020) have set
out to identify that when a course emphasises on developing students’ confidence, it increases competence and therefore,
enhances their intrinsic motivation.

Each lesson included movement improvisations, there was provision for discussion, theoretical support and power point
presentations, video projections from the art world and group work that enhanced participants’ didactic support. The
topics of each course used connections to the subject matter in early childhood education but the way they were conducted
was linked to art. It was an interdisciplinary teaching approach, where art and education interacted with the common goal
of transferring knowledge in early childhood education.

The general objectives of the courses are summarised as follows:

- Encouragement of creativity
- Strengthening cooperation
- Enhancing participants’ research skills
- Development of relationships between teacher and trainees
- Promotion of personal artistry
- Encouragement of critical thinking and reflection
- Supporting initiative
- Promoting lively critical discussions
- Strengthening responsibility
- Encouragement of collective empowerment and emancipation
- Enhancing the promotion of personal views
- Giving space for participants’ 'voices' to be heard
- Teacher-student interaction
- Development of creative teaching techniques in distance education
- Solving problems arising from distance education
- application of theory to practice.
4. Structure of the Course

The structure of the course was built on four stages. In the first stage, focus group interviews were held, regarding the
participants’ state. The course could not be structured if everyone's experience was not made known. In the second stage,
participants were asked about their expectations of this course through distance learning and their views on how they
considered it to be functional. Based on this, the researcher began to build each of the nine (9) classes that have been
conducted. At the end of each class, a research diary for reflection was kept by the researcher to assess the group dynamics
(mood, participation, interest), the teaching approaches used and the learning outcomes. The outcomes informed the
design of the next class.

In the third stage, there was the creation of a performance, which resulted from the analysis of the researcher's practices in
relation to the group dynamics. The action was done online, with the researcher being a consultant rather than the ‘director'.
All participants had an equal role in the creation, from the initial idea to the composition. For this reason, participants
responded to semi-structured interviews, which led to a face-to-face open-ended discussion with each individual
throughout the week. Participants videorecorded their compositions and were then edited by a professional
cinematographer.

In the fourth and final stage of this research, the participants evaluated the course as a whole, followed by a reflection by
the researcher on the methods and their effectiveness. Participants also provided texts in the form of poems, drawings or
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free-form texts where they stated their experience.
5. Methodology and Methods

Methodologically, this was an Art Based research. The sample consisted of 88 students (6th semester), from the 95
enrolled in this course, of an Early Childhood Education Department, in Greece. The course 'physical expression and play
in education' was an elective course and attendance was not mandatory. The course lasted for one semester and more
specifically in thirteen classes. The final, visualized performance, was composed by 51 students.

As an approach, art-based research enabled the use of methods that have an executive and creative character, based on a
continuous comparative qualitative analysis of data (Gerber, 2012). Reflection was a metacognitive process as it fed the
educational practice and guided the teacher's thoughts and actions afterwards.

The knowledge that arose from the different practical teaching approaches produced transformative learning beyond the
traditional ways of knowledge, creating social change through creativity (Merizow, 2009; Tsouvala & Magos, 2016;
Leavy, 2017). Art-based evaluation techniques aimed to describe and explore the subject from different perspectives,
allowing participants to experience the action with all of their senses, making it more accessible and the experience more
intense (Leavy, 2017). Avgitidou (2009) points out that such approaches even benefit the university itself. By constantly
enhancing teachers’ practical knowledge, it gives depth to the processes of supporting professional learning and ensuring
the diffusion of knowledge. As follows, five (5) research questions emerged and were formulated as follows:

1. What are the predominant feelings of the participants about the situation they are experiencing, in the midst of a
pandemic?

2. Can a community dance course be taught during pandemic?

3. What are the possibilities and limitations of distance learning in a community dance course?

4. What sub-elements of distance learning seem to motivate participants?

5. What are the participants' expectations from such an approach? Have they been achieved?

Concerning the methods, Art-based research (ABR) enables the analysis of data that have performative character to be in
use. Accordingly, this research applied various research methods of critical-dialectical research example. For the purpose
of this research article, observations, focus group interviews and a community dance performance will be examined.

The analysis and evaluation of the data was conducted in a qualitative way. Categorical, inductive approaches to
qualitative data (Miles and Huberman, 1995; Denzin and Lincon, 2000), such as thematic and content analysis was used
(Berelson, 1971). The coding of text units produces a large amount of material and therefore content analysis assisted in
reducing the complexity of texts (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). As soon as thematic categories were formed qualitative data
analysis began so as to give meanings to the data. The answers from all participants were classified and were clustered in
order to produce categories. Following that procedure, thematic categories and sub-categories were produced. It was
possible then to detect the number of times each category occurred. As Bauer (in Bauer and Gaskell 2000) states "content
analysis bridges statistical formalism and qualitative analysis of the material” (p.132). The use of multiple methods,
established validity and reliability in this research (Thomas and Nelson, 1996).

6. Results
Observations

In memo format, the reflections favoured the selection of approaches and teaching methods that seemed to work. The
following emerged from the reflections during observation (where italics, phrases from the reflection recorded):

Aiming to encourage creativity through movement improvisations, the students broke their barriers, took risks and this
gave them the power to participate more actively. An important role was played by highlighting personal artistry because
this gave value to each individual's diversity and individuality. Their personal space used also played an important role.
Many felt more comfortable in their space and more liberated due to the closed camera, improvising with more interiority
than in the face-to-face classes. There were several (10/88), however, that this lack of immediacy caused them to lose
interest in class.

The teaching approaches involved kinetic improvisations, interdisciplinary games, mini homework tasks that fostered
observation and creativity, film screenings and analysis, choreology, decoding of images, photographs and texts and
composition. Also, the performance 'Between the borders,” was created, where it was structured entirely by student
initiatives.

Another objective was to develop relationships between teacher and trainees. This was achieved by encouraging
collective empowerment and emancipation, by promoting lively critical discussions and reflection, supporting
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participants' initiative and personal views. In this way, accountability was also enhanced in terms of their active
participation in the lessons and in the utilization of knowledge.

As creative teaching methods in distance education we noticed that the combination of theory with practice was
functional. When the course was only theoretical, the attendance decreased and this was evident from the number of
participants, which is clearly visible in the digital attendance register (from 80 to 35). Thus, methods were adopted that
combined theory with practice through collaborative work, by placing them in parallel rooms to structure something. The
aim thus was to determine whether students acquired research skills to become flexible and reflective practitioners.

Focus group interviews

The thematic analysis provided interesting insights into the students' experiences. The thematic categories are numbered,
while categories and subcategories are presented in bold and italics respectively.

1. Participants’ Status

The three stages of the interviews revealed the participants’ difficult psychological situation in the midst of a pandemic.
Statements such as 'l am suffocating', 'the restriction is too much, ‘I don't feel free' were common at the beginning of the
course. Also, very prevalent was the fear of the 'unknown’, the fear of 'losing’ their loved ones and the increased "anxiety'
they felt. In the second round of interviews, there was a huge emotional change. Twenty-five students (25/88) said that
through movement they 'unravelled' and ‘freed themselves', bringing out what was hidden. There were strong references to
how the course helped them because it was a 'space to express themselves verbally and physically’. However, there were
ten (10/88) students who expressed that online education created more "anxiety and sadness' as they did not feel the same
as the face-to-face training.

2. Develop a holistic approach to the teaching of movement expression

Interestingly, using the pandemic as a key focus of the module, provided an opportunity for participants to better
understand how we decode movement and reproduce it with qualities and dynamics and other semiotic references. Ten
participants (10/88) stated that they understood how, through movement, 'they can teach children various concepts',
Ultimately, it was identified through participants’ statements that they were able to 'develop kinesthetic awareness',
‘cognitive development' and 'understand the basic principles of creative dance'

3. Weak elements of the course

The weak elements of the course, concerned the ‘change of the course from in-person to distance'. Fourteen (14/88)
students felt that the 'magic of the course was lost’, as it could not become highly practical. Other limitations related to the
use of technology with most complaints focusing on the fact that 'it was difficult to have eye contact', and 'the connection
was not good. ' Moreover, statements included the lack of space at home, or external sounds (family, noises at home) and
fatigue from watching many classes from the computer. An important finding here was that despite these difficulties, they
tried to work around them with statements such as 'we will make it with what we have' or 'we will not let the constraints
hinder our learning'.

4. Strengths of the course

Participants considered teacher's attitude (approachable, cheerful, animating, eagerness to learn, non-processive
approach to teaching, willingness to understand the situation we are in) as strengths of the course. Also, the performance
was one of the most important factors for activation and engagement with the learning process. Another category was
created concerning the communicative nature of the course, with a concentration of 25 statements on the opportunity to
'speak their minds', 'to hear different positions from their own', 'to express themselves without fear of saying what the
lecturer wants or needs to hear".

In-between borders performance

The results showed that all participants enjoyed the process and the final result. All 51 students had negative emotions
during the quarantine and therefore chose to show through the performance the negative situations they experienced. The
results showed that feelings, truths and situations that were already present in everyone's life came to the surface, but the
pandemic and the quarantine allowed them to swell. It was a self-discovery experience.

7. Discussion

The pandemic had a big impact on the emotional state of the participants. The module contributed positively to the
improvement of their psychological state and affected the effectiveness of the intake of knowledge. As Heyang & Martin
(2020) stated, art in higher education brings hope, and dance changes the way individuals experience a situation.

The embodied way of approaching knowledge, affected foremost their psychology and therefore their desire to attend the
classes. Similarly, Sajnani, Mayor, and Tillberg-Webb (2020) have stated that it is imperative to apply arts so as to exploit
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their therapeutic nature. By participating actively, the learners become the focus of the learning process, giving them the
opportunity to become responsible and autonomous. In that way, self-sufficiency is cultivated (Magos & Tsouvala, 2016;
Simons, Leverett, & Beaumont, 2020). It was apparent that the more the teacher showed empathy to participants, the more
engaged they were.

Merizow (1991) argues that in adult education, individuals’ personal experiences should be used. Experience and its role
in the learning process has proved (by all data collection) to be an important factor in the recruitment of knowledge.

Free from critique, but with a critical mindfulness, each participant was allowed to become an observer of himself/herself
in a unique way. That was an integrated and embodied approach to movement, body and consciousness, as
Laban & Ullmann also support (2011). Art-based research allowed such approaches to evolve. This collectively
acclaimed approach, intrigued participants more and inspired them to be more engaged with the course.

However, the limitations were multiple. Any exploration which makes collaboration and physical interaction imperative,
was left out of lessons. No exercises could be performed on duets and groups with physical contact. Because this course is
applied to future pre-school teachers, such exercises are very useful in the learning process in the field of a kindergarten.

In conclusion, this research has also contributed to the regeneration of new teaching approaches, which shed light on the
link between art and education and enhanced teachers’ holistic teaching techniques and approaches.

Conclusions/Researcher’s reflections

The experience of this research was decisive in the way | observe myself. It assisted me in becoming more aware of my
role as an educator and researcher, it allowed me to become more optimistic and to wish, through my own professional
development, to improve the way | indulge my students.

I was able to acquire empathy for my students and 'listen' more substantially to their needs. In this process, | have tried to
discard treating myself as an authority, giving solutions and moving forward with a democratisation of relationships. |
wanted students to understand that they themselves are able to propose, test and criticise based on their own personality,
temperament and beliefs.

The pandemic, made a strong contribution to the whole process. It placed us on a human level, giving us the opportunity to
listen to each other. | never imagined how much power this would have.

The failures or errors of the teaching techniques used, did not place me in an analytical process where the mind judges,
compares and rejects. | stopped being judgmental of myself and tried to understand the cause and effect. | once thought it
takes a lot (financially, administratively, logistically) to build a course the way | envision it. Now | know it only needs
awareness. Silent, lucid awareness, where the thinker and his thoughts become and are experienced as one, allowing the
unification of all fields of consciousness.

This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, commercial, or not-for-profit sectors.
The authors report there are no competing interests to declare.
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