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This chapter explores how hope is understood, created, and sustained
through leadership practices in tertiary dance education. We engage with
four leaders of tertiary dance and dance teacher programs around the
world who have led transformational processes, creating insights about
how dance education can move towards spaces of hope. The leaders
participating in this study are Rainy Demerson, Alfdaniels Mabingo,
Eeva Anttila, and Ralph Buck. Literature on leadership in dance ed-
ucation is sparse, and there is not a lot of research on leadership and
administration in tertiary dance education. With this inquiry, we hope
to contribute to the field of critical and hopeful leadership practices in
tertiary dance education, and we are guided by the following research
question: How might leadership practices contribute to a landscape of
critical hope in tertiary dance education?
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Theories of Critical and Hopeful Leadership
Critical Hope

Cultivating critical hope is core in leadership development in edu-
cation when the aim is to contribute to positive social change in the
world (Bishundat et al. 2018). Devita Bishundat et al. (2018, 91)
argue that it is impossible to develop hope in our students if we do
not cultivate it in ourselves as educators first, and that “[P]raxis is
imperative to critical hope. Without reflection and action, critical
hope cannot exist” (2018, 96). At first glance, the term may appear to
be a merging of the discourses of critique and hope, but critical hope
as a concept has lineage from critical theories (Bozalek et al. 2013)
and is understood as a “unified concept [...] that re-territorializes
hope by emphasizing action for social transformation” (Zembylas
2013, 12). In other words, critical hope is always pivoting around
what we do to create social change in the world. This resonates well
with the leading figure in critical pedagogy, Paulo Freire (2014, 2017)
and his statement that hope alone will not transform the world but
would rather be an “excellent route to hopelessness, pessimism and
fatalism” (Freire 2014, 8). Wishful thinking will not change anything;
it is what we do that creates the world. In our search for a deeper
understanding of how leadership practices might contribute to critical
hope in tertiary dance education, we turn to the leadership-as-prac-
tice approach to leadership (Raelin 2016) as a supportive theoretical
lens to think with and plug into (Jackson and Mazzei 2012) our
research material.

Leadership-as-practice

In our research on leadership in dance education, we are inspired by
the “practice turn” in organization and social theory, since practice
theories not only focus on the leader as such, but on the “work of
leadership” as it takes form in “patterns of action and interaction”
(Crevani and Endrissat 2016, 31), and as relational emerging through
social interactions (Realin 2016, 5—6). Outlining the distinction of the
leadership-as-practice approach to leadership, Lucia Crevani and Nada
Endrissat suggest a definition of leadership that “is about producing di-
rection for organizing processes, re-orientation of the flow of practice,
and emergent co-construction through collaborative agency” (2016,
23). Additionally, they differentiate between two approaches within the
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leadership-as-practice approach to leadership in terms of ontological
priority: leadership as a set of practices that they name as an entative-
soft approach, versus leadership in the flow of practice corresponding
to a relational ontology (ibid.). In this study, we focus on practices. That
is, we adhere to an entative-soft approach to leadership-as-practice.
Furthermore, research from a leadership-as-practice approach “does
not ask what style is typical for a particular leader, but what kind of
practice enables a specific identity or agency” (Crevani and Endrissat
2016, 31, italics added), and thus “decenters” leadership from individ-
uals to patterns of action (2016). In our case, we try to identify what
kind of leadership practices enable the agency of critical hope in dance
education. We understand these practices as embodied, aesthetic, art-
ful, creative and/or collaborative practices, entangled with the specific
environment that the leadership practice takes place in (Kongias et al.
2022, 3—4).

Situating ourselves: Some Ethical Considerations

Every aspect of and every action in research is an ethical act (Leavy
2017). We, the two authors, are working in tertiary dance educa-
tion in Norway and Sweden. Doing dance education differently is
an ethical imperative for us, in a field that we often find to be nor-
mative and excluding on many levels. Looking into ways of leading
towards more just and hopeful dance educations is one step in finding
alternative routes. The treatment of personal information in this
research is approved by the Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in
Education and Research (Sikt). The four leaders have approved not
being anonymous in this inquiry, and they all had the possibility to
read and comment on the parts of the manuscript concerning them
before publication.

Invitation of Participants and Zoom Interviews

In this study, we invited four dance educational pioneers through our
extended network. In choosing whom to contact, we focused on some
of the dance programs in higher education that have undergone trans-
formational and decolonizing processes over the last two decades, and
thus reached out to Rainy Demerson (Barbados), Alfdaniels Mabingo
(Uganda), Eeva Anttila (Finland), and Ralph Buck (Aotearoa New
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Zealand). Demerson is Lecturer in Dance at the University of the West
Indies, Barbados, where she leads the work of creating a new Bachelor
Degree in Fine Arts with specialization in dance, which started up in
2021. She holds a PhD in Critical Dance Studies from the University
of California Riverside. Her teaching involves African Performance
Theory, Afro — Brazilian and contemporary dance, choreography,
improvisation and yoga. Mabingo is Lecturer of Dance at Makerere
University in Uganda, where he has restructured a Bachelor Degree in
Dance responding to cultural diversity and local needs, focusing on
traditional dances in Uganda. He holds a PhD in Dance Studies from the
University of Auckland. Anttila is a Professor in Dance Pedagogy at
the Theatre Academy of University of the Arts Helsinki, Finland, where
she has led the foundation of the MA in Dance Pedagogy, and its de-
velopment throughout the years. She has a Doctor of Arts in Dance
from the Theatre Academy (now part of the University of the Arts
Helsinki) in Finland. Buck is Professor in and Head of Department
of Dance Studies at the University of Auckland, where he led a com-
plete makeover of the dance studies program in early 2000. He has a
PhD in Education from the University of Otago, New Zealand. He is
UNESCO Co-Chair on Dance and Social Inclusion. These four leaders
are leading and teaching in different geopolitical settings, and they
are connected to different programs in dance education. The term ter-
tiary dance education is here quite broad, including both dance teacher
training and other dance education programs within tertiary education.

We did online Zoom interviews with each of the participants, which
were recorded and transcribed by us in March 2023. Each inter-
view lasted between 45 — 75 minutes and revolved around five main
questions concerning the leaders’ own journeys through dance edu-
cation, the change processes they have led and values that have been
important in this work, their perspectives on hopeful dance education,
how leadership might contribute to creating hopeful spaces, and what
they thought were crucial areas of further change in tertiary dance
education. The conversations with these leaders were bursting with ex-
periences and stories about decades of lived life in diverse dance edu-
cational realms. In this short chapter we have used a combination of
drawings and words in our meaning making process to capture some
of the hopeful practices these leaders talked about.
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Artistic Narrative-portraits and Sketching a Landscape

Post-qualitative and performative inquiry seeks to destabilize the
research process and the researcher as neutral or objective by illumi-
nating research as a creative process, where one does not find or repre-
sent reality, but rather co-creates worlds with words (St. Pierre 2018)
and more than words (Haseman 2006; Ostern et. al 2021). In a joint
thinking-drawing-writing process between us, the two authors, we dis-
covered different ways of creating meaning with our research material,
and that process and product are inseparable (Richardson 1994). We
have through this experimentation sketched a two-parted analysis, to
both highlight differentiality through artistic portraits for each leader
connected to their practices, and to sketch a landscape based on
these portraits. A narrative approach (Josselson 2006; Mertova and
Webster 2020) has been useful in our analysis, where we illuminate
both coherence and differentiality in the interviews, and through this
narrate patterns (Josselson 2006, 6) as outlines of a landscape. The
artistic expressions are to be read as an equal part of the analysis
and as creative ways of meaning making. We understand these expres-
sions as poetic representations (Wulf-Andersen 2012), and as such
these “show[s], rather than academically explain[s]” (Wulf-Andersen
2012, 573) and thus can constitute a process of knowledge creation.
Such processes move well within a post-qualitative approach, where
different modes of writing (Richardson 1994) and creative experimen-
tations are core to the research process (Haseman 2006; Ostern et al.
2021; St. Pierre 2018).

During the interviews, Camilla made rapid notes on a Google
Jamboard to map out to pinpoint some of the narratives the leaders
talked about. Thereafter, these notes and the transcripts were used to
make summaries as profile portraits. These visually narrated portraits
came into being by Victoria leaning into the transcriptions and notes,
and drawing in different colors in relation to our interview questions. In
the second part we make connections between the portraits and think-
with the chosen theory, sketching a landscape of leadership practices as
a catalyst for critical hope (Figure 1).
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Analysis: The Four Leadership Practices Visually Narrated

Mabingo shares Rainy’s

perspective that dance education

should be a space for the local
community and emphasize the

importance of making people feel

a sense of belonging. He says
that dance education should
impact society in positive ways
and contribute to improving
people’s lives. He suggests
listening and critical action as
means of creating more
horizontal spaces between
education, the arts, and the
community

/

main changes made

Mabingo returned to Makerere
University as a staff member in
2009, where the dance program
was largely shaped by Euro-
American perspectives, with little
representation of Uganda's
diverse indigenous dance
traditions. Over time, he
restructured the curriculum to
center local practices and better
serve diverse educational
contexts and needs in the local
society, including teaching in
orphanages and refugee camps

Rainy highlights that hopeful
dance education entails creating
space for creativity and unique
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Figure 1. Leadership portraits. © Victoria Husby and Camilla Reppen.
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Discussion: Leadership Practices as Catalyst for Critical Hope

In this discussion, we sketch out a possible landscape of leadership
practices for critical hope in tertiary dance education, as a glimpse
of an ever changing, ever moving, ever growing terrain. Through our
analysis of the interviewed leaders’ stories, we have tried to identify
what kind of leadership practices might enable critical hope in dance
education, understood as practices that nurture change toward a
more socially just and humane dance education. The illustration be-
low outlines the identified leadership practices that might contribute
to a landscape of critical hope when the interview material is plugged
into (Jackson and Mazzei 2012) the theory presented briefly at the
beginning of the chapter.

Identified Leadership Practices for a Landscape of Critical Hope

Letting Values Lead

Being explicit about what values that guide change is essential in any
transformative process and an important aspect of leadership practice.
Leading by values starts by reforming ourselves as leaders before re-
forming others. This is a continuous cyclic process between reflection
and action as means to create social change (Bishundat et al. 2018;
Freire 2014). Some core values lifted from the interviews are empa-
thy, dialogue, inclusion, acceptance, and appreciation of differences of
bodies, traditions and career-paths in dance (Figure 2).
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Appreciating Differences as Treasures, not as Threats

A necessary leadership practice is to recognize, acknowledge and ap-
preciate difference as treasures to cultivate critical hope in tertiary
dance education. Critical hope, as understood by Michalinos Zembylas
(2013), involves action aimed at social transformation. Appreciating
diversity and differences is central when working towards a more just
and decolonial dance education.

Listening and Dialogue as a Decolonizing Act

Listening comes across as important leadership practice in these in-
terviews. Critical action and listening feed off each other and mutual-
ly reinforce each other. Listening deeply to all people, especially those
who hold less power and fewer privileges in the university and society,
is a way to shift power dynamics in education (Freire 2017). Creating
spaces for dialogue between colleagues, educators and students with
diverse perspectives and knowledge resonates with critical hope, which
creates solidarity, relationality, and a sense of connectedness (Zembylas
2013, 14).

Empowering Change Agents that Navigate their own Directions
Equipping students with the agency to take charge of their educational
journey and empowering them to transform outdated, harmful practic-
es in their own unique ways, is another key leadership practice. This is
an anti-paternalistic action, or a resistance of banking education (Freire
2017, 46), where dance students are seen as active participants in their
own education. Using dance education as means to restore students’
self-confidence and mental wellbeing is essential in this work. It pro-
vides them with tools to attend to similar issues when practicing dance
or teaching in schools and other contexts after graduation.

Exploring Bodily Agency and Presence

A leadership practice that emerges in these four portraits is encour-
aging students to explore what their bodies can do and learning to
enjoy the present moment by exploring the power of bodily agency.
Such a practice moves well with critical hope, where sharing power
and co-constructing knowledge between educator and student is a way
of deconstructing traditional power structures (Bishundat et al. 2018;
Freire 2017). It also resonates with understanding leadership practices
as embodied and artistic (Kongds et al. 2022).
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Creating Space for People and 1deas from the Periphery

Inviting people and ideas that differ from the norm is a vital leadership
practice in dance education, as highlighted in these interviews. Viewing
decolonial processes as an effort to flatten out differences by trying to
make everybody the same is a misunderstanding of equity. Always mov-
ing with minority groups, such as indigenous people, in the center is
presented as one way to re-negotiate space in dance education, resisting
the idea of sameness as equality. Decolonizing processes within dance
education cannot be reduced to a checklist; they must go deeper, involv-
ing listening, dialogue and endurance, as there is no quick-fix solution
to social issues and inequalities in education (Bishundat et al 2018).

Decentralizing Concert Dance — Making Space for More than a

Few Dances

All the interviewed leaders have changed their curriculum to open for
more than a few Euro-American dance styles, working towards dance
programs which are more holistic, more contextualized, and anchored
in the dance cultures present in their local environment. Decentralizing
concert dance is thus regarded as an essential leadership practice for
transforming dance education to better address the challenges of our
time. This approach embodies critical hope by encouraging the critical
analysis of power dynamics and hegemonic structures between different
dance forms and traditions, and is a practice that attempts to “construct,
imaginatively and materially, a different life world” (Zembylas 2013, 13).

Holding Space for Creativity

Dance education should be a great place to fail and take risks. Fostering
creativity as a leader thus comes across as actions for change, as one
way of subverting “existing regimes of truth” (Zembylas 2013, 16) in
tertiary dance education. Holding space for creativity, where there are
no fixed correct answers, is therefore honoring the concept that stu-
dents and teachers are all in a “process of becoming” in an “unfinished
reality” (Freire 2017, §57).

Building Horizontal Spaces — Considering Dance as Important Part
of Society

All the interviewed leaders consider dance as a vehicle for transfor-
mation in society, acknowledging its possibility to affect people and
society in positive ways. A crucial practice is making dance education
and dance research meaningful for those both “in the room” and in the
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universities and the communities surrounding it. In a Freirean view, hori-
zontal relationships are built with mutual trust (Freire 2017, 64), and
educational programs must be connected to people’s own hopes,
fears and doubts concerning their everyday lives (Freire 2017, 69).
Building horizontally in tertiary dance education in such a perspective
considers dance as an important part of personal and societal life, and
an elitist and instrumentalist view of dance will not be sufficient if dance
education should stretch beyond the four walls of a studio.

Suggestions for Actions for Further Transformation of Tertiary
Education

We began this chapter by asking how leadership practices might
contribute to fostering a landscape of critical hope in tertiary dance
education, drawing on the lineage of critical pedagogy (Freire 2014,
2017) and critical theories (Bozalek et al. 2013), with the aim of
transforming education into a more socially just and inclusive endeav-
or. Through a narrative-visual analysis (Josselson 2006; Mertova and
Webster 2020; Wulf-Andersen 2012) of our interviews with four leaders
around the world we have sketched out a possible landscape of leader-
ship practices (Crevani and Endrissat 2016) for critical hope in tertiary
dance education in finding ways of doing dance education differently.
To lead with critical hope towards change in tertiary dance education
means to lead with values of inclusion and decolonialization, cultivate
grounds of autonomy and belonging, expand spaces of creativity, and
nurture spaces for growth and connection. Leadership practices that
might contribute to critical hope in tertiary dance education are let-
ting values guide the change process; appreciating difference; really
listening to and being in dialogue with people with less power than
yourself; appreciating people and ideas different from yourself; em-
powering students to carve out their own space and navigate in their
own direction; considering people and ideas in the periphery to be in
the center; focusing on bodily presence and agency; decentralizing the
position of Euro-American concert dances in tertiary dance education;
facilitating space for creativity; working collaboratively to build ca-
pacities; and advocating for horizontal spaces between different ways
of doing dance and the arts and education.

We agree with Freire (2014) that hope is an ontological need that
relies on “practice to become historical concreteness” (Freire 2014, 2).
We hope that this chapter ignites a spark within the dance community,
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encouraging engagement in conscious and critical choices, and in
dialogue and action to develop leadership and educational practices and
to foster an environment where critical hope can grow. Dance education
has the potential to create change for a better world, but to effect this
historical concreteness, we argue that those of us working within these
educational structures need to critically examine our own practices and
where these are guiding us. Are they leading us towards social trans-
formation, where more people, ideas and perspectives are welcome
and included, or are our actions and practices centred around ideas and
people similar to ourselves?
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