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In memory of my father, James Erkert,
who viewed the world with the logic and patience of an engineer;
and my mother, Ruth Erkert, who lived her life with grace, curiosity, and wonder.



¥ arnessing The Wind: The Art of Teaching Modern Dance is a philosophical
guide to the art of teaching modern dance, integrating somatic theories,

& & scientific principles,and contemporary aesthetic practices. This book is for
any teacher or dancer in the contemporary dance field who, at the end of class,
questions what was accomplished that day. It purposely does not provide a set of
easy recipes; rather, it encourages lively internal conversation and dialogue among
students and colleagues. It asks you to make conscious choices about what, why,
and how you teach.

This book will not teach you to teach; the art of teaching is learned through
practice in the classroom—making fast decisions, placing hands on students, and
finding the right rhythms. But if you are a dance student in a college program
taking your first pedagogy course, this book will provide you with the information
and theory necessary to begin the task of teaching. If you are a seasoned teacher,
this book will inspire new questions, confirm your intuition, and hopefully, introduce
new possibilities.

Dance teachers have a long history of learning through experience. Historically,
the apprentice system has been our training ground. After logging thousands of
hours in class, the dancer becomes a teacher. But the time has come to ground
experience with theory. Analytical knowledge confirms intuitive choices and
challenges old beliefs. This powerful combination of theory and intuition will help
teachers train smart dancers who are ready to handle the demands of contempo-
rary dance.

In each of the fourteen chapters, the main text addresses important issues of
dance training. In recent years, somatic practices and scientific research have
yielded an explosion of information about movement training, so discussions about
anatomy, kinesiology, and somatic approaches are included. This information
provides new teachers with a solid theoretical base and provokes experienced
teachers to investigate their practice further. Too much theory at one time can be
overwhelming, so take one chapter at a time and sit with it for a while. Compare the
information to your experience. What rings true for you? What is worth exploring in
more detail? What is useful in the classroom? The book’s structure progresses as you
might, from the first thought of teaching a dance class to the closing applause.

Part |, Philosophy, asks the question,“What am | teaching?” Rooting our teaching
in a clear philosophical point of view is the beginning of the journey. Chapter 1,
Dancing Roots: Technique, defines the role of technique. By looking back at our
dance ancestors and conducting a deep, personal investigation of movement, we
develop a unique point of view about dance training. Technique should enhance
individuality, not erase it; it is within the individual that artistry begins. Chapter 2,
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Flying Souls: Artistry, explores the delicate job of nurturing the artist during the
quest for technical control.

Part Il, Class Preparation, is where the planning process takes shape. A clear vision
allows us to develop strategies and goals that are both realistic and comprehensive.
Chapter 3, Sculpting Dreams: Goals, lays the groundwork for building a progression
of movement skills. Rituals provide consistency in order to honor traditions and
truths. Principles of neurological learning and movement reeducation are explored
in chapter 4, Centering Minds: Rituals, helping you to create an environment where
students can search for center. Chapter 5, Gathering Power: Conditioning, offers
information about anatomy, kinesiology, and somatic practices that will enable you
to safely incorporate conditioning principles into dance training and produce
powerful, resilient dancers. In a technique class, dancers learn by doing, and shaping
movement phrases kinesthetically enhances movement learning. While this is a
physical art, chapter 6, Shaping Phrases: Dancing, asks you to consider elements of
phrasing upon entering the studio. To sequence exercises effectively, the dance
teacher must consider a vast array of possibilities, such as conditioning, dynamics,
and patterning. In chapter 7, Weaving Light: Sequencing, graphs and planning
guides are provided to help you compose a successful class.

Part Ill, Class Presentation, is where the spontaneous skills of teaching come into
play. The delicate art of pacing requires teachers to keep muscles warm while
delivering information. Chapter 8, Time Flowing: Pacing, discusses the importance
of delivering a class that flows. Learning to see and sense enables a teacher to
develop a good eye and gentle touch. Chapter 9, Body Listening: Corrections,
provides information about reflexes, alignment, and touch, so that your corrections
will enhance student performance and confirm the student’s innate wisdom.
Chapter 10, Space Moving: Images, explores the power of images in movement
learning. Based on theories stemming from somatic practices, you will learn why
images work. Understanding the unique relationship between music and dance
unlocks the doors to musicality and phrasing. Chapter 11, Silence Sounding: Accom-
panists, addresses the skills necessary to successfully collaborate with musicians.

Part IV, Professional Concerns, embraces important issues surrounding the
teaching professional. In chapter 12, Energy Talking: Communication, scientific and
educational theories are explored to illuminate the relationship between mind and
body particular to the process of learning to dance. Dance training is a rigorous
activity putting stress on both body and mind, and students may cope by develop-
ing dangerous obsessions or injuries. In chapter 13, Excellence Training: Health, you
will learn how to recognize problems and intervene when necessary. Teaching
dance is a rigorous career demanding tremendous vitality. Chapter 14, Youth
Spinning: Vitality, addresses ways to maintain a healthy body, a curious mind, and a
fresh spirit.

Two additional features of the book will help you dive deeper into your explora-
tion of teaching. Each chapter is followed by an investigation and a reflection.

Because teachers must embody what they teach, the investigations provide
guided suggestions for experimentation and observation. These short exercises
culminate each chapter and cover a range of activities including writing, drawing,
chart making, observing, and experiential processing. The investigations are for
anybody, from student to professional. The in-class investigations are designed to
encourage teachers to develop new practices within the classroom. These might
also be assigned to a student teacher. Take one investigation a day and relish it.
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Take a list from one chapter and dwell on it for a year. Return to them again and
again and see how your teaching practice has evolved.

Teaching dance is inseparable from life, and so the personal reflections unveil the
intangible things we teach such as breath, centering, playfulness, presence, and
openness. The reflections are to be read and savored in the studio with a cup of
coffee, before class to remember why you are there, or at night curled up in bed.
Share them with a friend, a non-dancer, a spouse, or a lover. Perhaps the reflections
will help others understand your dancing life and the rigors of this demanding art
form.

Accompanying each chapter and reflection are photographs by Erika Dufour,
William Frederking, and Rod Murphy. These photographs of dancers who have
graced Chicago stages remind us why we are working so hard in the classroom. The
illustrations by John Matthews provide a visual stimulus while illuminating the text.

Last, the appendixes include a syllabus for modern technique, a level-placement
guide, an assessment report, and evaluation forms. Developed by a faculty team at
The Dance Center of Columbia College Chicago, they can be used as resources and
guides to your own practice.
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