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Abstract

The numerous ways that postsecondary students benefit from experiential education across the academic disciplines has been well documented in the scholarly literature. One exception, however, is in the field of dance, where these effects have not been researched as extensively. Using a combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods, this study examines how university dance students participating in service-learning projects at K-12 schools are affected academically, behaviorally, cognitively, and professionally. The authors also explore the role of service learning in helping to develop socially imbedded artists and model programs that are successful in accomplishing this objective. Implications for service learning in the arts, limitations of the study, and directions for future research are discussed.
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Recent polls of the American public have documented a desire for young adults to be versed in civic responsibility as well as academic subjects. These sentiments have been echoed by calls for service-learning instruction that provides opportunities for practice by students in universities throughout the nation (Kezar, 2000). In the postsecondary setting, service learning has enjoyed a long and prosperous history, dating back to John Dewey’s early works on experience as a meaningful educational method (Dewey, 1934; Lyday, 1998). During the 1930s and throughout the 1960s, university students flocked to join public works programs and community-oriented projects like Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA). Today, service learning has enjoyed a dramatic resurgence on university campuses across the United States and includes outreach into communities, non-profit organizations, schools, and service abroad. Through outcomes-based research, such as that conducted by Alexander Astin and his colleagues, we know that these projects have had immeasurable benefits on clients of service learning. Although we surmise that transformational experiences for postsecondary students to some degree may be attributed to involvement in service learning, our understanding of its multiple impacts is in a formative stage. Nowhere is this truer than in the arts and humanities, especially in the field of dance.

A growing scholarly literature points to some of the more significant impacts of participation in service learning for undergraduate students. Beyond offering opportunities for undergraduates to engage in civic participation, service learning enhances the learning process, cognitive and affective development, moral development, identity processing, understanding of complex material, and pro social reasoning skills (Stanton, 1987; Warren, 1995; Jacoby, 1996; Forman and Wilkinson, 1997; Sigmon, 1997; Giles and Eyler, 1994, 1998; Astin, et. al., 1996, 2000; Sax and Astin, 1997).

A recent search of the academic literature for research examining the impacts of the service-learning experience on postsecondary scholars in the arts and the humanities yielded few results (for an example, see Jeffers, 2000). When the search was narrowed even further to focus on the impacts of service learning in dance on K-12 and postsecondary students, we found that these works were scarce, despite calls for rigorous studies that might serve as a catalyst for informing and reforming research in dance education (see Bradley, 2002). For the most part, research on service learning and arts education—especially dance—has centered on its instrumental impacts on pupils, and to a lesser extent, primary and secondary teachers.

The ArtsBridge Model of Service Learning: 

Impetus for the Study

The absence of scholarly literature on dance and service learning, combined with emerging findings from university-based service-learning projects in dance administered and evaluated by the authors served as the impetus for the present work. These service-learning projects continue to be offered under the auspices of ArtsBridge America, a research-based arts education partnership between 18 universities and surrounding K-12 schools in eight states
. Since the mid-1990s, ArtsBridge has worked in partnership with public schools to provide arts education to children and young adults in public schools. The program has continued to work collaboratively with teachers to build capacity to teach the arts, providing professional support within the classroom. To date, ArtsBridge America has provided over 2,000 scholarships to top undergraduate and graduate students (termed ArtsBridge scholars) to deliver instruction in art, drama, dance, music and the digital arts, providing them with extensive training in content, pedagogy, and how to negotiate the complexities of the educational environment. More recently, based on feedback from university students and teachers, ArtsBridge America has developed specific courses in dance to assist scholars in their projects. These quarter-long courses are a prerequisite for service and present extensive immersion in content, project planning, assessment, and the use of dance as a means to facilitate learning in other disciplines for pupils, such as language arts, mathematics, and the sciences. The ArtsBridge model is described in Figure 1 below.

Figure 1 About Here 

As Figure 1 illustrates, the ArtsBridge service-learning model is highly dependent upon communication and feedback between university arts scholars, host teachers, and pupils. These feedback loops guide scholars and teachers as they engage in an exchange of content knowledge, and pedagogical and other skills designed to meet the specific needs of pupils. In normal student-teacher situations, new teachers benefit from interaction with the knowledge and skills of experienced teachers. This certainly happens in the ArtsBridge model. However, there is a simultaneous transfer of content knowledge and innovative approaches to instruction, based on practices in the arts, that passes from the young scholars to the benefit of the experienced teachers. The pupils provide the teaching dyad with vital information about ability, understanding, pace, and interest. This information is processed by scholars and teachers in a collaborative manner, who deliver instruction based on pupil feedback and the larger curricular framework. Unlike many other types of service-learning projects, the model provides data in real time, as feedback is being generated constantly, even in the midst of a given lesson or project.

To support university dance students as a precursor to service in schools, ArtsBridge America campuses offer a variety of preparatory courses. An example from University of California, Irvine (UCI) is an advanced and highly structured dance course designed to provide a comprehensive introduction to cultural dances from Mexican, Vietnamese, European, and Native American groups and to prepare promising dance students for future work with K-12 pupils and teachers in local schools. The World Dance course also covers national standards in the arts and other subject matter areas, while presenting students with effective strategies to teach children and young adults, including project planning, implementation, and performance evaluation. ArtsBridge dance scholars work interactively with faculty members and invited guest speakers to immerse themselves in the intrinsic and instrumental effects of dances. These include, but are not limited to gaining deep appreciation for and understanding of the cultural heritage and traditions behind world dances, insight into the cognitive and behavioral impacts of dance, and its effects on the development of motor coordination, spatial-temporal reasoning, and social skills. The course is built upon the proven hypothesis that dance positively impacts creative and critical thinking skills; children’s abilities to read and comprehend; and that university-level dance students can serve as important and lasting influences in the academic lives of K-12 pupils (Kim, 1998; Mentzer and Boswell, 1995; Astin, et. al., 1996, 2000; Minton, 2000). 

The course not only includes background in content, but also engages students in pedagogical training typically reserved for teacher preparation courses—such as understanding diverse learning styles and the role of dance in addressing bodily-kinesthetic, musical, and spatial intelligences. Students are challenged to think of ways in which the material they have learned can be transferred to K-12 pupils in a grade-level appropriate manner, bridging to other subject areas such as language arts, mathematics, physics, and the sciences, in addition to cross-disciplinary subjects such as economics, cultural studies, and the humanities. Interviews with the World Dance participants and course evaluations proved valuable in helping us to understand the impacts of service learning on dancers’ appreciation for and understanding of the instrumental and intrinsic value of their art form in a larger educational context.

Using Student Feedback to Guide Research

As we began to analyze student feedback more thoroughly—especially in the context of the World Dance course—it became clear that our initial findings were congruent with the existing literature on service learning and dance and well aligned with conclusions reached in the larger volume of scholarly work on service learning. For example, our broad overview of data collected from dance scholars over a five-year period suggested that many students viewed themselves as social activists and had unique insights into the role of dance as a medium for educational reform, as Janice Ross posited in her paper to the 2000 Annual Conference of the American Educational Research Association (AERA). Early findings also confirmed the positive effects and important role of service learning in behavioral, cognitive, and professional development for postsecondary students examined in research on similar programs in the social and physical sciences, mathematics, and medicine.

Although it was interesting to us that initial analyses seemed to parallel findings from the literature on service learning, we also became intrigued by what at first seemed to be ancillary effects stemming from dance scholars’ participation in ArtsBridge projects. These early findings emerged within the context of interviews, faculty/scholar interaction, observations of scholars in practice, and scholars’ anecdotal accounts of their experiences with pupils. They included the following:

1. ArtsBridge scholars exhibited enhanced interest in the interaction between theoretical and technical aspects of dance, showed deeper interest in and understanding of related university coursework, and demonstrated increased levels of reflection and introspection related to their work with pupils in dance theory and technique. 

2. ArtsBridge scholars reported greater appreciation of the arts generally and an understanding of their role as agents for social change, especially in educational settings. Scholars also believed that they were better able to serve as advocates for the arts as a result of the ArtsBridge service-learning experience.

3. ArtsBridge scholars were able to integrate diverse parts of the K-12 curriculum for pupils, and in doing so, adopted a more holistic view of their own multidisciplinary university studies. 

4. ArtsBridge scholars took a broader view of future career opportunities, particularly in education and community service.

Research Questions

Based on our interest in and understanding of the research on service learning in the academic disciplines, and on ongoing interaction with dance scholars who characterized their service-learning experiences as “transformational,” we sought to examine our initial findings in a more systematic manner. Our iterative reviews of the literature, ongoing student feedback, and programmatic data yielded the following research questions:

· How does participation in ArtsBridge service-learning projects affect dance scholars’ appreciation for and understanding of their own art form? To what degree do scholars perceive that the instrumental uses of dance contribute to its intrinsic value?

· Does participation in service learning impact scholars’ senses of social responsibility and desire to share their art form with others? How does participation impact dancers’ abilities to serve as advocates for dance and the arts more generally? 

· To what degree does participation in ArtsBridge impact dance scholars’ understandings of systemic issues in education and enhance awareness of diversity?

· To what extent does participation in ArtsBridge service-learning projects impact the overall university experience of the scholar?

· How does structured coursework and ongoing mentorship impact dance scholars’ abilities to develop, implement, and assess their work with K-12 pupils and teachers? Are scholars who participate in coursework as an antecedent to field service impacted differently than those who do not? What differences exist?

· What additional qualities emerge in dance scholars as a result of the service-learning experience?

· What programmatic factors enhance or detract from dance scholars’ experiences and/or impacts?

Research Framework

To examine the effects of the ArtsBridge model of service learning on participating ArtsBridge dance scholars, the authors employed a triangulated research strategy designed to enhance the reliability, validity, replicability, and utility of the study. This follows from similar studies of arts education and service- learning partnerships between schools and universities that use multiple research phases, multiple methods, multiple observers, and multiple data sources (for example, see Burton, Horowitz, and Abeles, 1999; Beck and Appel, in press). The research design emerged from the authors’ previous works and employed four primary tools: (1) a program-wide survey questionnaire of dance scholars that included scaled-response and open-ended items; (2) interviews and focus groups with ArtsBridge dance scholars and participating university faculty members; (3) field observations of the ArtsBridge model in practice and its supporting university coursework; and (4) thematic analyses of the dancers’ reflective journals written in the context of project plans.

The Sample

Respondents to the survey questionnaire comprised 23 undergraduate dance students (primarily juniors and seniors) enrolled in universities across the state of California. Information about gender, age, and race were not solicited. The ten dance students participating in interviews, focus groups, observations, and reflective journaling activities ranged in age from 19 to 30 and included one African-American woman, three Asian-American women, two Hispanic-American women, and four European-American women. The ten women were enrolled in World Dance, a course designed to prepare them for future classroom work.

The Survey

Our study used findings from a 70-question pilot survey of ArtsBridge scholars that employed scaled-response items as well as open-ended prompts that allowed respondents to present their perspectives on the ArtsBridge service-learning experience. In an effort to increase reliability and usability, the survey instruments were purposefully consultative and iterative, based on our review of the literature, feedback from former and current ArtsBridge scholars, host teachers, and participating faculty members at the University of California and partner institutions. The survey included both opinion and behavioral items that were designed to capture the breadth of the ArtsBridge experience, and served as an important foundation for the development of additional qualitative measures in the research framework. 

In the spring of 2002, the survey was distributed to ArtsBridge scholars in digital and print formats across the visual and performing arts at eight UC campuses. Useable survey instruments were returned by 115 students, 23 of whom were dance majors (approximately 20 percent of the ArtsBridge survey respondents in the visual and performing arts). After surveys were collected from each campus, they were subjected to a variety of treatments, including descriptive and summary statistics and an examination of relationships between variables. Open-ended data were coded thematically and analyzed by multiple researchers according to established standards of reliability and validity in qualitative research (for example, see Silverman, 1993; Denzin and Lincoln, et al., 1994; Gummeson, 1991). 

Interviews

The desirability of conducting interviews with dance scholars arose in discussions of survey findings and scholar evaluations that ArtsBridge faculty members and staff believed required further clarification or elaboration. Interviews were also used to lend insight into the formative aspects of ArtsBridge programming and to better contextualize data emerging from observations. The authors used a structured interview protocol based on several themes arising from previous research. These themes included quality of instruction provided to scholars where available, comments about the structure and nature of ArtsBridge dance projects, personal and professional learning that had come about as a result of the service-learning experience and overall satisfaction with ArtsBridge programming. Dance scholars were also free to discuss issues of interest or concern. In total, the authors interviewed ten dance scholars at their school sites during the 2001-2002 academic year.
 These data were then coded and placed into outcomes categories established in the framework of the survey instrument.

Observations

Hour-long field observations of ten dance scholars were conducted at schools in Orange County, California during spring 2002 as part of a larger exploratory study of ArtsBridge
 (Beck and Appel, in press). These observations were initially designed to define measurable outcome variables for pupils and scholars overall, but have proven useful in illuminating the ArtsBridge program in action and its impacts on dance scholars. Although a classroom observation protocol was used to facilitate the coding and analyses of data, the authors used ethnographic field notes to describe classroom activities and interactions between scholars, host teachers, and pupils. These field notes were later coded and integrated with findings from surveys, interviews, and evaluations of scholars. To increase the degree of inter-rater reliability, the authors compared notes with one another and others involved in the ArtsBridge project. Data gathered from observations also proved useful in lending clarity to and confirming findings from self-reported data in surveys, interviews, and reflective journals.

Scholars’ Reflective Journals

In an effort to bring additional evidence to findings from surveys, interviews, and observations, the authors reviewed reflective project journals maintained as an ArtsBridge requirement. These journals allowed the dancers to recount their classroom experiences in an introspective and largely unstructured manner. Because the content, frequency, and format of journal entries tended to vary widely by University of California campus, thematic coding of open-ended data commentary related to scholars’ perceptions of their experiences was applied, lending a modicum of consistency across ArtsBridge programs and scholars’ dance projects. As above, analyses of these qualitative data adhered to established standards within the research community for working with organizational text and archival information (for example, see Forster, 1994; Hornby and Symon, 1994).

Coding Schematic

Our coding schematic arose organically from data collected from various sources and served as the primary mechanism for content analysis. Each researcher involved in the project contributed to the codebook, which followed from previous work and similar studies of arts education partnerships. Through the process of triangulation and the use of multiple researchers to hone codes more finely, we believe that the analyses of qualitative data produced acceptable levels of reliability and validity according to established standards in the literature (for example, see Burton, Horowitz, and Abeles, 1999; Beck and Appel, in press).

Findings

When qualitative and quantitative findings were aggregated, five noteworthy themes emerged. These themes are described in greater detail in the remainder of the article, and comprise the following:

· University students participating in ArtsBridge service-learning projects reported that as a result of their experiences, they felt they had a better understanding of the theory and mechanics of dance. Moreover, their appreciation of the intrinsic value of the art form was enhanced by its instrumental use with pupils and teachers in the classroom setting. 

· Data collected from surveys, interviews, journals, and observations showed that ArtsBridge dance scholars had enhanced appreciation for and understanding of cultural and intellectual diversity, deeper knowledge of K-12 education, project planning and implementation, state and national standards in the arts and other subject areas, and challenges associated with integrating the arts into the larger curricular framework.

· Dance scholars frequently characterized participation in ArtsBridge as “life transforming” and as providing a holistic and well-rounded university experience. Scholars also suggested that using dance instrumentally in their work with K-12 pupils facilitated their appreciation for and understanding of the need for a broad-based university curriculum that cross-references the arts and sciences. 

· ArtsBridge dance scholars reported that (1) structured coursework that incorporated content knowledge, (2) pedagogical strategies that could be used with pupils, (3) instruction in the use of assessment tools, and (4) detailed information about the educational system represented key factors in project success and ultimate satisfaction with the ArtsBridge program, as did (5) opportunities for networking with other dancers and faculty mentors.

· Other factors that impacted the quality of the ArtsBridge service-learning experience for postsecondary dance students were availability of peer and faculty mentors to provide ongoing guidance; involvement of the host classroom teacher in the project; role clarity; connection of individual dance projects to overarching educational objectives and other parts of the K-12 curriculum; and ability to provide closure for the project, most often in the form of culminating events.

Impacts of Service Learning on Scholars’ Understanding of Dance and Teaching Dance

The research framework was designed to explore the ways in which instrumental use of the arts in the service-learning context contributed to students’ appreciation for and understanding of the intrinsic value of dance. Specifically, we were interested in how students were able to apply in the field what they had learned in courses, and how application informed their own learning processes and those of their pupils. As indicated above, we found that university students participating in ArtsBridge service-learning projects reported that as a result of their experiences, they felt they had a better understanding of the theory and technique of dance and the interrelationships between the two. Moreover, their appreciation of the intrinsic value of the art form was enhanced by its instrumental use with pupils and teachers in the classroom setting, and their ability to teach dance with confidence increased.

Table 1 presents findings from opinion items on our survey concerning scholars’ levels of agreement with statements related to their understanding of dance and teaching of dance.

Table 1 about here.

Table 2 presents behavioral items from the survey that also help to illuminate the impacts of the experience.

Table 2 About Here.

Interviews with ArtsBridge dance scholars also helped to lend greater insight into these findings. As one dancer explained, “(The experience) makes me think of dance differently. It actually makes me think about dance—more than having to just go to class and do it. I actually have to think of how to do it, and of what I am teaching. I have to be able to explain what I know. I have to apply my art to school ... I am thinking about dance differently instead of just being a passive viewer, because I have taught it more technically now.”  Another added, “When you work with (K-12) students, you have to be a little more open minded, and I think that has helped me a lot with my own dancing as well…being a bit more interpretive than I had before.” “But, because you are working on the process you wind up getting better results. So, it taught me a lot, it helped me mature a lot, in my dancing as well as in my schoolwork.” 

Field observations showed that dance scholars had developed a new level of appreciation for creativity and actively encouraged free expression when delivering projects to pupils. Observations also suggested that scholars had been able to translate their own classroom learning to fit the needs of a younger audience, and were able to articulate effectively the instrumental role of dance in the educational context, indicating a depth of understanding of their art that was both integrative and holistic. Journals confirmed these findings, and dance students were often surprised by the progress their pupils had made in a relatively short period of time, a positive reflection on their own understanding of dance and development as neophyte instructors. As one dancer explained in a weekly observation of her fourth grade class in action:



I expected (the pupils) to give me answers like, ‘the first one was fast,



the second one was slow.’ One student said, ‘the tempos contrasted.’ 



… he noticed the contrast and used the word tempo a vocabulary word

 from last semester. I was very pleased with their observations. They also

 did wonderful, creative work when they choreographed in groups. I was

 surprised by the intricacy of their choreography…it was witty and entertaining.

The service-learning experience also appeared to help the dancers evaluate and improve their teaching of dance. As one scholar recounted, “Today, I learned never to let the students choose their own groups because it always becomes more complicated than it needs to be. It works better just to assign groups.” Another offered, “If I were to do this session again, I would have spent more time on or done an activity using the terms force and energy,” integrating technique and concepts.

One of the more important impacts that engagement in service learning had for the dancers was their personal development as artists responsive to the needs and interests of the individuals and communities around them—in other words, socially imbedded artists.

Service Learning and the development of a “Socially Imbedded” Artist

As outlined earlier, data collected from surveys, interviews, journals, and observations showed that ArtsBridge dance scholars had enhanced appreciation for and understanding of cultural and intellectual diversity, deeper knowledge of K-12 education, project planning and implementation, state and national standards in the arts and other subject areas, and challenges associated with integrating the arts into the larger curricular framework. These early findings parallel works in the scholarly literature that speak to the value of experiential learning as a vehicle for the artists’ development of social awareness and responsibility, and ability to serve as powerful advocates for the arts in education—traits which we commonly associate with what we might call a ‘socially imbedded’ artist. Table 3 presents findings from opinion items on our survey concerning scholars’ levels of agreement with statements related to their development as socially imbedded artists.

Table 3 About Here.

Dance students reported almost uniformly that the process of sharing dance with others was a transformative experience that compelled them to reconsider the role of the artist in the larger society. As one dancer offered, “The artist within the ArtsBridge teacher—well, when you are working with those kids, you cannot isolate yourself. You have to open yourself up more than you have ever had to open up.” Observations of ArtsBridge projects in action showed that dance scholars worked diligently to develop new ways to share their art with others through the use of project templates and consultations with host teachers and peer and faculty mentors. Scholars also frequently clarified the instrumental and intrinsic values of dance in their communication with teachers, administrators, parents, and pupils. Qualitative data from observations and scholars’ reflective journals also suggested that ArtsBridge dance scholars were better able to understand the intrinsic and instrumental value of the arts in education, and the mutually beneficial (reciprocal) relationships between the arts and other fields of study.

Understanding Diversity and Systemic Issues in Education

In our survey of ArtsBridge scholars, a number of items were designed to collect data on the ways in which service learning helped to introduce university students to systemic concerns throughout the educational system. Although the majority of ArtsBridge host campuses are located in large metropolitan areas, students for the most part are a homogenous lot. For many of the dancers, participation in ArtsBridge service-learning projects afforded them their first experiences in urban settings, high poverty areas, with English Language Learners, and in diversely populated underserved/underperforming schools. As outlined earlier, data collected from surveys, interviews, journals, and observations showed that dance scholars had enhanced appreciation for and understanding of cultural and intellectual diversity, deeper knowledge of K-12 education, project planning and implementation, state and national standards in the arts and other subject areas, and challenges associated with integrating the arts into the larger curricular framework. Table 4 presents findings from opinion items on our survey of dance scholars that relate to their enhanced understanding of diversity and the educational system.

Table 4 About Here.

Two of the survey’s behavioral items also facilitated our understanding of the impacts of ArtsBridge on the dancers, as shown below in Table 5.

Table 5 About Here.

Interviews with dance scholars also helped to lend clarity to these responses. One dancer explained her new understanding of diversity and educational issues this way:

I think that when you get to university, well, sometimes, you are sheltered. You are

around people who have (many) opportunities. It is interesting (to consider) 

a sociology class, for example–they are talking about issues in society and

students might be awakened to these issues because they are pretty removed from it. 

So, I definitely think going in the classroom and seeing the diversity of the next generation of (K-12) students and how they are different than us…is important.

Another student suggested, “I think it teaches kids understanding through this new curriculum of multicultural learning in the arts, especially when you use a lot of arts to cross the boundaries and to teach the kids a lot of different backgrounds and culture, and about themselves. So, for me seeing that is a way of teaching kids tolerance, and understanding.” In discussing her ArtsBridge experience and simultaneous enrollment in UCI’s education minor program, a student observed, “The (experiences) completely coincide because we are talking about curriculum in that class, and the arts and how they enrich and then, here, we talk about funding and the system, and bureaucracy involved, so, I’ve become very inspired to be in education.”

Observations of scholars in practice showed that they frequently used activities that took advantage of pupils’ multiple intelligences and learning styles; regularly consulted with host teachers, faculty and peer mentors; and were eager to implement new ways of reaching and teaching K-12 pupils. As dance students became engaged with pupils more deeply, they found their original expectations challenged of what pupils would be able to do and their commitment to the dance projects. One dancer noted in her reflective journal:


Since (the pupils) had just (returned) from their break, I assumed that they would

not be too ready, but they were, and I had a lot that I wanted to get in. The students 

were very interested in Cinco de Mayo and Mexican dances. One of the students in 

the class has an uncle that does ballet folklorico…I told them that I would bring in 

some (folklorico) videos that they could watch. After an hour and forty five minutes,

the students still want to practice, learn, and talk to me during their recess. I am very

honored by the kids’ reaction.

As scholars’ understanding of the content and context in which they were working was enhanced by participation in ArtsBridge programming, their confidence in teaching dance to pupils increased. The student dancers reported that through experiential education, their overall experience at the university was enriched, as is described in the next section.

Enhancing the University Experience

Congruent with the scholarly literature on service learning, ArtsBridge dance scholars reported that their work with K-12 pupils was a major factor in obtaining a well-rounded postsecondary experience that prepares them for future professional careers. As alluded to previously, dance scholars frequently characterized participation in ArtsBridge as “challenging,” “life transforming” and as providing a holistic and well-rounded university experience. Scholars also suggested that using dance instrumentally in their work with K-12 pupils facilitated their appreciation for and understanding of the need for a broad-based university curriculum that cross-references the arts and sciences, and theory and practice. Each of the dancers interviewed suggested that participation in ArtsBridge dance projects and related coursework would help them with their future professional objectives, whether they came in the form of K-12 teaching, non-profit administration, or dance performance. 

Table 6 provides findings from the survey’s opinion items that speak to this point more directly.

Table 6 About Here.

For a number of the dancers, the university experience that included ArtsBridge service facilitated personal development, imparting a set of skills useful in any professional setting, such as discipline, time management, and confidence. As one student offered, “Seeing (my ArtsBridge dance project) have such a profound effect on these kids, made me appreciate the academic side of my career. And, so, I think for me personally, it profoundly changed my experience here (at the university).” Another suggested, “I have to say, from the point where I started ArtsBridge, and where I am now … I feel that as a person, I have grown. I have grown more understanding. More compassionate, and I can cooperate with personalities that I don’t think that I could have without ArtsBridge.” Another explained, “I definitely think it taught me how to organize time. And be disciplined on work, but it also gave me confidence, to know whenever I apply for a job that requires working with kids or some sort of experience with younger kids or to be able to come up with a creative plan, I have the confidence to do that. And before I didn’t. So, that has given me confidence out in the real world.”

Deeper narratives and interviews with dance students, coupled with evaluations from the UC Irvine dance course and observations of scholars enrolled therein suggested that structured coursework could play an important role in improving the ArtsBridge experience, especially in providing scholars with vital content and pedagogical knowledge. This topic is discussed in greater detail below.

Examining the Role of Structured Coursework

ArtsBridge dance scholars stressed the benefits of structured coursework that (1) incorporated content knowledge that allowed them to build upon their own prior learning; (2) imparted pedagogical and classroom management strategies that could be used with pupils under the guidance of the host teacher, (3) provided instruction in the development use of assessment tools that tapped into multiple intelligences and learning modalities, and (4) provided detailed information about the educational system. Each of these represented a key factor in project success and ultimate satisfaction with the ArtsBridge program, as did (5) opportunities for networking with other dancers and faculty mentors.

The scholarly literature on service learning presents a foundation for understanding the importance of structured coursework in grounding the field experience for postsecondary students and providing them with requisite strategies and tools to implement projects successfully (Grimes, 1998; Howard, 2000; Whitbourne, et. al., 2001). These themes are echoed in our findings from interviews and observations with dance students. As one dance student explained, “ I remember when I was doing my proposal last quarter for ArtsBridge, I really didn’t know the kinds of things they were teaching, and I was supposed to have an original idea, I was just not sure at all. So, this (course) gives me a huge basis, a huge curriculum for what I am going to do when I go into the classroom … I would be pretty lost without it!” Other dancers commented on the degree to which in the context of the course they were able to scaffold upon prior learning and experiences. Most importantly, however, is that availability of structured courses for dance students engaged in service learning helped to lend a sense of clarity of purpose and overarching objectives for the dance projects, a theme that is explored in greater detail in the next section.

Clarity, Communication, Context, and Support: Other Factors
During the course of our research with ArtsBridge dance scholars, thematic findings showed that a number of additional factors impacted their experiences with the program specifically and service learning generally. Many of these factors involved the quality and frequency of communication and quality of feedback between scholars and others involved in the project, such as host classroom teachers, and faculty mentors. Responses to opinion items from the survey featured in Table 7 help to illustrate the significance of clarity of objectives and roles, as well as the support networks. Data from interviews and observations confirmed the importance of clarity in the development, implementation, and assessment of ArtsBridge dance projects. When host teachers and scholars came to consensus about their respective roles and the necessary degree of participation in the endeavor, and when constructive feedback helped shape the projects in their formative stages, implementation tended to flow more smoothly, and ArtsBridge dance scholars reported that they gained more from the experience, academically, personally, and professionally. Dance scholars frequently cited the importance of culminating performances as significant venues for pupils to showcase their work to parents, teachers, and other members of the school community, as well as providing an important sense of closure for all involved in the project.

Table 7 About Here.

Responses to behavioral items also enhanced our understanding of other factors, as illustrated in Table 8 below:
Table 8 About Here.

As one dance student discussing the World Dance course observed, “Honestly, I am just thinking that there was a day when I walked out of class, and I remember that I was working with three or four of the other students and then, it was just the teamwork that we had together, and the collaboration was really neat! Just being able to reiterate some of the stuff that we have learned, in terms of the grades, and you have to work with these students at their level, and how to relate it to the dance and the culture, it was really neat, it was a huge collaboration between all of us to see what we produce.”

Scholars often cited the value of peer networking as a key facet in the implementation of a successful ArtsBridge dance project. As one student reflected in an interview, “ I was in class, listening to some of the other scholars talking to one another, saying that, ‘this isn’t working,’ or ‘this teacher is doing that,’ or ‘what should I do?’ and they were bouncing ideas off one another and offering each other support, so this is really neat to be able to work with other scholars and you know who is a scholar and if you want to call, or need help in some way, yeah. Its great.” The importance of mentorship and acquiring skills from host classroom teachers was also a recurring theme that emerged in the context of interviews with dance students. For example, a dancer in the course suggested that

…I would like to learn some of tricks that (teachers) use and, 

also how they can relate to each student. One thing that I like is

that I use journals with my classes as well, so they can reflect. But (my)

teacher says she uses it more like a checks and balances type of system in the classroom…because she has students who really open up to her that way. 

They tell her what is going on with the family—‘my dad got taken away, the policemen came in this morning and took him away so I was late for school,’ 

‘my sister has the Chicken Pox, and I’ve never had the Chicken Pox,’ things that 

are both simple and complex. You need to know that dad’s in jail and that is 

why (the pupil) is having a hard time, so how do we reflect on that, how do we 

help her in school?
Taken in total, findings related to the experience of ArtsBridge dancers have important implications for the role of service learning in postsecondary dance education, which will be explored next.

Implications for Postsecondary Dance Education

Because of its alignment with the broader literature in experiential education, this study helps to underscore the value of service learning in the context of postsecondary dance programs. Our data indicate that university students benefit academically, cognitively, and professionally from delivering dance instruction to pupils and providing professional support to teachers. Experiences for student scholars were enhanced by structured course offerings, regular feedback provided by faculty, peer mentors, and host teachers, project plans that gave scholars a sense of the ‘big picture’ learning objectives, and connection to their own coursework at the university. Certainly, experiential education opportunities such as ArtsBridge help students forge connections between what might seem to be unrelated fields of study. Moreover, service learning can go a long way toward the development of a seamless K-16 curriculum based on reciprocal partnerships between primary, secondary, and postsecondary institutions with the arts as a central focus. Therein we find a rich pool of future artists and arts educators, not to mention forward-thinking professionals with a deep awareness of the intrinsic and instrumental value of the arts. Finally, opportunities for students to engage in service provide broader access to the visual and performing arts, and community demand for them can serve as an important catalyst in the development of future arts policies, as can meaningful outcomes-based research on service learning conducted by colleges and universities.

We have seen that participation in arts-based service-learning projects broadened dancers’ perceptions about their own art form, the multiple roles of the artist in the twenty-first century, and definitions of professional success. As one dancer explained, “I definitely am going to want to continue teaching. I really have grown to love it. I mean, I had always said that I never wanted to be one of those dancers who never makes it then teaches. And most dancers say that, because somehow if you are teaching, that's like you've not made it… but I want to teach.” More importantly, service learning has helped to provide a well-rounded university experience for dance scholars, one that involves practical application of theory and technique in a complex professional environment.

Our study shows that the service-learning experience must include more than field visits to classrooms in which university dance students are sent out to sink or swim with little professional guidance and support. Service learning in the arts, especially in dance, requires clarity of purpose for all parties involved—university students, faculty members, classroom host teachers, school administrators, and others. Structured coursework that supports these efforts is an important precursor to service, as is an ongoing system of support that allows students to engage in mutual problem-solving activities and sharing of best practices. Successful service-learning programs in the arts, therefore, require more than mere agreement between institutions. They require a good number of resources, both fiscal and human. Universities must prepare to invest at some level, be it in terms of redefining the way that service and research contribute to decisions on promotion and tenure; preparatory coursework for students that facilitates fieldwork; assistance in developing a diverse and solid revenue stream; course release for research that involves extensive site visits, interviews, observations at off-campus locations, etc. As we have seen with our dance scholars, a small initial investment can reap significant rewards for schools, universities, and communities alike.

Limitations of the Study and Directions for Future Research

During the course of this study, we may have inspired more questions than we have provided answers. Because of various resource constraints, our field research was somewhat limited in scope and geography. Although we have presented findings from university dance scholars across the state of California, it is difficult to generalize them to service-learning projects in dance as a whole because of the unique nature of each program and project. Future research may involve larger samples of more structured programs, more extensive qualitative case studies of individual programs, or longitudinal studies of dance scholars who have implemented projects over the course of their postsecondary experiences. Data gathered from ArtsBridge dance alumni throughout their careers could prove valuable in determining the extent to which the program and/or service learning influences graduates’ decisions to pursue teaching, community service, or non-profit arts administration as professions, as well as the types of art they produce and the degree to which their aesthetic priorities are affected. These data could help us generate descriptive characteristics of graduating classes of 21st-century artists who are socially embedded and conceive of art as a means to capture and share the human condition.

As findings from our study suggest, service learning in postsecondary dance education may have important implications for the development of a socially embedded artist, one who is cognizant of the changing role of the artist in society and acknowledges the need to make the arts more accessible to the public. Certainly, this phenomenon warrants further investigation within the field of dance and across the visual and performing arts. Future research may seek to examine other models of service learning in the arts and across the academic disciplines to determine best practices and lessons that might be useful to providers, practitioners, and others. Although we have attempted to balance self-reported data from surveys, interviews, and journals with structured observations, it is clear that future studies would benefit from more objective assessments of postsecondary student learning. 

Given recent national agendas promoting community service, studying the role of ArtsBridge and similar programs in the arts and humanities is imperative in understanding the range of impacts on K-12 pupils and postsecondary students. Although this study shows that we still have much to learn about the role of service learning in the arts and its impacts on participants, arts partnerships that involve university students have begun to reshape postsecondary dance education by providing new types of relevant experiential education.
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