(9:1) Dancing Social Studies

As part of global history, I involve students in learning international folk dances. Although I know the steps, I am not much of a dancer or dance teacher. The activity has been most successful when we jigsaw. I teach the dances to a small group of volunteers (between 3 to 5 students) during free periods, and then they teach the dances to the rest of the class. I have a small repertoire of dances from different cultures and time periods that I use to teach different social studies concepts. While dancing, the class discusses the dances, their similarities and differences, and the roles that dance and the arts play in different cultures. 

Pata Pata is a dance from South Africa that was part of the anti-apartheid movement. It blends traditional African dance steps with contemporary music. It is an example of art as a form of social protest. A Youtube version of Pata Pata is available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_BYCtK2XOYY (accessed July 17, 2013).

Tanko Bushi is a 19th- century Japanese pantomime dance with precise stylized movements. In this dance, the dancers reenact the work of pre-industrial women coal miners. A Youtube version of Tanko Bushi is available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yjP79-0aE7k (accessed July 17, 2013).

Alunelul is a Romanian harvest celebration dance. It is a vigorous dance with a lot of stomping because the dancers are symbolically breaking open the shells of hazelnuts. Young men and women dance in separate lines demonstrating their physical fitness in an effort to attract prospective mates. A Youtube version of Alunelul is available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O9fNhatPndU (accessed July 17, 2013).

Tininkling is a dance from the Philippines where dancers step between sticks and act out efforts to capture a bird. It is an example of the blended Asian and European culture of the archipelago. A Youtube version of Tininkling is available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eT2vQA1z2sY (accessed July 17, 2013).

Mayim is an Israeli dance that originated on collective farms called kibbutzim and represents a hopeful call for rain. It is an example of efforts to create new cultural symbols after Israel became an independent nation in the 1940s. A Youtube version of Mayim is available at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X15ODiDDev8 (accessed July 17, 2013).

Misilou is a Macedonian and Greek dance that celebrates resistance against oppressors. The legend behind the dance is that in ancient times Macedonian women danced to their deaths over a cliff rather than surrender to conquerors. During the 1940s, the dance symbolized Greek resistance to Nazi forces that occupied their country. A Youtube version of Misilou is avail able at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C26cJQkMs20 (accessed July 17, 2013).

It’s your classroom:

How could you use dance or other art forms to teach social studies concepts about culture?

Add your voice to the discussion:

Is it worth the investment of time to involve secondary school students in this kind of activity in social studies classes? Why?
