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Creating conditions to thrive:
Trauma-informed practices for dance
education
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mindfulness teacher.

Reader notice: This article discusses trauma, its impacts in the dance education context, and
strategies for creating trauma-aware spaces for dancing and dance learning.

Context and Rationale

Although the dance studio is a place for learning movement, refining technique, and
preparing for performances, as teachers and students, we bring our full selves and the
context of our lives into the classroom each day. In recent years, growing awareness of
adolescent and young adult mental health concerns, including trauma and adverse
childhood experiences (ACEs), has encouraged many researchers and educators within the
dance community to think more deeply about how these experiences influence learning and
participation.

Dance educators and their students often observe that meaningful engagement in class
depends on capacities such as focus, memory, readiness to learn, and the ability to connect
and collaborate with others.? Students may recognize moments when these capacities feel
readily available and others when they are more difficult to access. For some individuals, the
effects of trauma can make learning, social engagement, or self-regulation especially
challenging. In any given class, however, a student may exhibit a diverse range of behaviors
and/or emotions for any number of reasons, which may or may not include trauma. It is
helpful to remember that as teachers we must remain within our scope of expertise while
striving to be inclusive and adaptable in our pedagogy to help all learners succeed. As
Schwartz and colleagues note, “dance is a somewhat unique form of physical movement, in
that dancers must connect to their bodies and acknowledge their movements in complex
ways. It brings up emotions and triggers, sometimes ones the dancer is not ready to
confront.”*%3%) By continuing to learn from both research and lived experience, dancers and
educators can work to cultivate trauma-sensitive environments where students feel safe,
supported, and able to learn, grow, and thrive.

Research Summary

My interest in trauma-informed practices grew out of my lived experiences as a dance
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educator with a growing curiosity about how the needs and experiences of individuals
affected by trauma were being recognized and addressed within dance education. | explored
the literature and research about trauma and its related concepts including arousal and
attention, shame and anxiety, concepts of moral and cultural safety and mindfulness, as well
as existing trauma-informed practices in dance and education. This illuminated connections
between trauma, learning and dancing.*” These findings can serve as starting points for
reflection and conversation among teachers and students seeking to better understand the
relationship between trauma and dance.

What is trauma?

The American Psychological Association defines trauma as “Any
disturbing experience that results in significant fear, helplessness,
dissociation, confusion, or other disruptive feelings intense enough to
have a long-lasting negative effect on a person’s attitudes, behavior, and
other aspects of functioning” "

Trauma is complex and can take many forms. It may be acute or chronic, simple or complex,
individual or collective in nature. Experiences such as natural disasters, abuse, war,
discrimination, community violence, serious illness, or injury can all contribute to trauma.
Research has shown that childhood trauma is a significant risk factor for many of the
leading causes of illness, mortality, and reduced quality of life in adulthood,” and more than
two-thirds of children report experiencing at least one potentially traumatic event by the age
of sixteen years.™

Although each person's experience relative to trauma and its effects is unique, several
themes consistently emerge across the trauma literature.

Some Common Characteristics of Trauma

e Trauma is subjective. Exposure to a difficult event alone does not determine whether
trauma occurs; the individual's experience and response matter.

e Trauma can have lasting effects. Its impact may be felt long after an event has
occurred and can influence one’s experiences across the lifespan.

e Trauma can influence cognition, emotion, and physical well-being. These effects
may vary considerably from person to person.

e Trauma is embodied. Trauma can create physiological symptoms such as chronic
muscular tension, nervous system dysregulation, and gut-brain miscommunication.
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e Trauma can affect learning. Attention, memory, concentration, and readiness to learn
may, at times, be more difficult to access.

e Trauma is associated with increased vulnerability to risk-taking behaviours. These
include substance abuse and other health-related risks.

e Our understanding of trauma continues to evolve. Researchers increasingly
recognize the importance of cultural context and the need to better understand how
trauma is experienced across diverse communities and identities.

Application of Research Findings to
Practice for Dancers and Dance Educators

From what researchers currently understand about trauma'' and the three main areas
discussed in the original study on which this article is based, some practical takeaways for
dance teachers and students to consider are suggested below, beginning with the
foundational concept of arousal.

Arousal in the Dance Class

As most teachers have likely observed, arousal is a central player in the dance class; it refers
to an individual's emotional and physical regulation in response to a stimulus, and affects
the individual’s attention, motivation, and more. It is also a foundational factor in those who
have experienced trauma, affecting those same abilities around focus, alertness,
engagement in activities, and also a student’s sense of safety. The windows of tolerance
model,'? as depicted in Figure 1, is a helpful way to consider the different levels of arousal
that teachers may see and that students may experience: hypoarousal, hyperarousal, and a
middle level where an individual is optimally regulated. Although everyone’s arousal state
fluctuates, difficulty maintaining a regulated state is more common for those affected by
trauma.
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Note: None of these zones are bad. They are simply nervous system states. The skill
is learning to notice where you are and finding strategies that help you move toward
your readiness zone when needed.

Figure 1: Window of Tolerance Model. (Adapted from Siegel, 1999)'2

Students may often perceive dancing as having an emotionally and/or physically regulating
effect. However, they might also feel that it further dysregulates them if they already feel a
bit above their window. And if a student is feeling below their window, engaging physically or
simply staying present and concentrating might be particularly challenging. However, tools
and strategies can have a positive impact on these challenges, such as orienting to time and
space, connecting to and specific ways of harnessing our breath, and using muscle
activation (see Figure 2 Strategies for Regulating). Although as teachers we cannot directly
change a student's level of arousal, one question worth considering is how the dance
environment can support students when they need opportunities for self-regulation or
different ways to engage.
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- 2. Orient to time and place
MOVlng out Of hyperarousal Look around, name five objects, and their color; if you

can, go touch each one.

1. Name and Release 3. Box Breathing

Name the emotion you're feeling ("I'm feeling frustrated"). Repeat several times: Inhale for 4 counts (or less if not manageable),

Imagine you are holding that feeling in your fists, squeezing them  hod for 4 counts, exhale for 4 counts. Hold for 4 counts.

tightly, then slowly open them to physically and metaphorically

let it go. Repeat a few times, try with different body parts 4. Bilateral Stimulation

(shoulders, legs). Cross your arms, hands on opposite shoulders (or on thighs if
sitting); alternate tapping.

WINDOW OF TOLERANCE
° f l 3. Imagery
MOVlng Out (0] hypoarousa Use the image of a propeller on a boat where its rotating action
produces energy and fgrward thrust. Imagine a propeller turning
1. Focus and connect deep in your center which is energizing you from within.
Focus on expanding 1}170u1r breathing (via your diaphragm) as it
expands your ribs. Then imagine your whole body is breathing, 4. Make a social connection
expanding it into your kinesphere (the space around you). Eye contact, conversation, or interactive improvisation.
2. Muscle activation . . 5. Self-talk strategies
Do some wall push-ups or isometric muscle engagement against Have a phrase on hand that you can repeat to yourself that either
the wall from a push-up position. reminds you of something pleasant, or that boosts your calm

confidence.

Figure 2: Strategies for Regulating

Focusing Attention for Better Regulation

The dance class often invites various forms of attention, as in Figure 3, including internal
focus (bodily sensations, movement patterns), external focus (other dancers, the floor,
surrounding space, and the music) and dynamic interactive focus (focusing specifically on
dynamic, interactive relationships between internal and external stimuli such as the feet and
the floor or dancers to one another). For some individuals affected by trauma, these different
forms of attention may be experienced in unique ways. Teachers and students alike may
notice that while attending to bodily sensations can be helpful and grounding for some, it
can feel uncomfortable or overwhelming for others or in other contexts. In these moments,
shifting attention outward - to the music, imagery, spatial relationships, or connections with
others - may offer another avenue for engagement and regulation.
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Internal focus of attention examples:
 Breath
» Heart rate
« One’s own body, its parts, their relationships

External focus of attention examples:
« The floor
» The music
« Other dancers
» The windows, walls
» The space around the body

Dynamic interactive focus of attention examples:
 One’s relation of one’s feet to the floor (grounding)
« Engaging with one’s kinesphere
« Engagement of one’s body to the rhythm of the music

Figure 3: Types of Focus of Attention
Applying Mindfulness

Mindfulness is one approach that many educators have explored as a way of supporting
attention, awareness, and self-regulation. Research suggests mindfulness practices may
contribute to greater resilience, self-awareness, and well-being for some individuals,
including dancers.”™"* Within dance settings, teachers often apply mindfulness in many
ways, including activities that encourage present-moment awareness, curiosity rather than
judgment, acceptance of experience, and non-attachment.

Many teachers may also find that incorporating moments of mindfulness into class can help
normalize self-regulation as a regular part of the learning process rather than as something
that occurs only when difficulties arise. Dancers, in turn, may begin to recognize patterns in
their own attention, energy, and responses, developing greater awareness of what helps
them feel focused, engaged, or grounded in class. Meditation is one form of mindfulness,
often involving focused, non-judgmental attention on an anchor such as the breath. Other
approaches might include slowing down movement or daily actions to notice internal
sensations, external cues, and patterns of attention with greater awareness and curiosity.
They might also create routines or rituals around practices of gratitude or non-attachment.

For some individuals, these practices may support a stronger connection to the present
moment and provide opportunities to notice and respond to their experiences more
intentionally. For teachers, students, and dancers of all levels, mindfulness can offer a
shared language for talking about attention, presence, and self-regulation within the dance
environment. The practical ideas detailed in Figure 4 offer examples of how mindfulness
principles might be incorporated throughout different phases of a dance class. Rather than a
prescribed set of strategies, they are intended as possibilities that teachers may adapt to
their students, context, and teaching philosophy, and that students may explore to discover
what best supports their own learning and well-being.
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Integrating Mindfulness
into the Dance Class

Use activities and exercises with a “pause then move”
pattern or score. Suggest the option for

students to purposefully pause in a phrase, or an
improvisation both before they begin or during

the movement to consider what they are thinking/feeling.
Invite internal non-critical observations

and the chance to practice non-reactivity.

Harness a simple gratitude practice, using it as the
subject for a movement exploration. Attribute
movements to parts of a gratitude statement, and use
improvisatory tools to expand and manipulate it.

Work with a partner, each considers a challenge
they are currently facing. What is the
architecture/shape of that challenge? Create a

movement nugget: How does it move? How do At an opportune point during class, ask students to come

you shape it Partners teach each other their up with 2 observations and 1 question about their practice

movement nuggets and must then build and (e.g., Idid not use the correct leg in the middle of the

expand it to make it their own (how do you take sequence; I thought about a recent correction during the

what you have been given and create practice; how can I do that movement with a sharper

something novel and interesting from it?). attack?) to build habits of observation and curiosity over
judgment.

Figure 4: Integrating Mindfulness
Shame-Resilient Pedagogy

Shame is an emotion that manifests as feelings of failure, inadequacy, being exposed, or
weakness, and can worsen social anxiety. It is closely linked to trauma, in that the distress
and threat generated by a traumatic experience can become directed inward, leading people
to view themselves as flawed, damaged, or unworthy, rather than simply understanding the
traumatic event as something that happened to them.'® Studies have shown that ACEs
(adverse childhood experiences) are associated with shame-based self-beliefs as well as
anxiety symptoms, resulting in lifelong struggles with negative assessments of self-worth."’
Although the reasons are not clearly understood, studies have shown that dancers have a
higher rate of PTSD than the general population and higher levels of shame than other
athletes.’ Thus, strategies that focus on self-esteem, resilience, belonging, and the idea that
students have agency for change in helping mitigate the effects of shame may be
appropriate. Reflecting on the following research-based reflective prompts and classroom
ideas may further support teacher practices:
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A Teacher Framework for Reflecting on Shame Resilience in the Dance Class

1 | Reflect: How might you incorporate self-talk practices during the dance class that are
aimed at positively reframing any unwanted current self-beliefs?

Try: Ask students to reframe an unwanted thought or dialogue, by changing or replacing that
thought with a neutral or more positive one. This can be done alone or in partners - it may be
most helpful for them to write down the unwanted beliefs and then edit them, so they can
visually track the editing process.

2 | Reflect: Consider both the challenges and opportunities to integrate empathy and social
connection, which have been shown to help with experiences of shame, into the dance
class.

Try: Utilize creative ways to make social connection integral to the class format, such as
regular short pair and shares, setting up “teams” or “tribes” that work together and carry out
frequent check ins with one another, or creating a “dance buddy” system, so everyone has a
peer to connect with throughout the term.

3 | Reflect: Consider how the use of imagery and metaphors might help nurture and
reinforce positive experiences and identities.

Try: Ask students to develop an enduring image of a positive experience they’'ve had or a
metaphor that represents a positive concept, so that they can refer to it over time. Examples
could include creating a mental “snapshot” of a moment of success, pride, or
accomplishment, or other positive feeling from personal experience. Title it and use it as a
touchstone memory to return to regularly. Conjure up and regularly refer to a specific
image/metaphor from nature such as a bamboo tree, which is flexible and rarely breaks
(signifying resilience); a sunflower, a plant that always follows the light as it grows
(signifying always turning toward positivity); a rainforest, where each creature and plant
serves a valuable and unique purpose and contributes to the health of the whole (signifying
uniqueness and interdependence).

4 | Reflect: Give thought to coping strategies, their relation to learning, and how they might
be relevant for the dance learning environment.

Try: Consider creative coping strategies such as renaming/reframing an experience,
suggesting students use a curiosity journal, where they rephrase and reframe self-
judgmental thinking into descriptions of curiosity and mindfulness about situations they
encounter.

5 | Reflect: How do you weave a culture of self-compassion into the learning process and
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class structure?

Try: Explore how your teacher “script” or narrative during class can include examples for
how a student might think or self-talk about their efforts in class. For example, you might
say, "As you work on this new material, you may try to give yourself some grace, saying to
yourself: ‘I can do hard things!’, or ‘This may take some effort to get there, but | can already
feel progress on this material.’

6 | Reflect: Consider how your students respond to leadership opportunities in your classes.

Try: In group and partnered activities, focus on fostering connection and competence, and
trade leaders often with micro-leadership opportunities as well as larger leadership roles.

And, for dancers, the following reflective prompts can help you focus on positive skills with
opportunities for building empowering habits:

Reflections for Dancers on Shame Resilience

1. | Focusing on Self-Esteem: | am worthy; | am enough.

e When have you felt proud of yourself for reasons beyond an external achievement?

e What personal qualities would a trusted friend or family member describe as your
greatest strengths?

2. | Focusing on Self-Compassion: | am kind to myself.

e What kind words or encouragement do you need to hear from yourself right now?

e What does being “good enough” look like in this moment?

3. | Focusing on Belonging: | feel connected.

e When do you feel most connected to your dance community?

e What qualities in others help create a sense of comfort and belonging for you?

4. | Focusing on Body Appreciation: | am respectful of my unique body.
e How has your body supported your goals this week?
e What do you appreciate about your body's strength, adaptability, or resilience?

5. | Focusing on Resilience: | am capable of growing through challenges.
e How has a challenge helped you grow as an artist or person?
e What coping strategies help you regain balance when you feel overwhelmed?

Viewing Trauma Within a Larger Frame

In recent years, many dance educators have expanded conversations about wellness beyond
physical health alone. While dance wellness research has historically focused on physical
dimensions of training and injury prevention, there is growing recognition that well-being is
shaped by multiple, interconnected factors.®

Teachers and students alike may recognize that our experiences do not exist in a vacuum.
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The ways we move through the world are influenced by our identities, relationships,
communities, opportunities, and challenges. These broader social contexts can shape how
we experience learning, belonging, stress, and well-being. As educators continue to explore

wellness through a more holistic lens, trauma has become an important part of the
conversation.

Looking at trauma as a dimension of wellness, and considering wellness within the context
of equity and inclusion, can offer a broader understanding of the experiences that students

bring into the dance class (see Figure 5 below). It invites teachers to remember that learners
arrive with different histories, strengths, stressors, and resources.

This broader framework encourages an appreciation for how personal experiences interact
with larger social systems and environments. From this perspective, trauma-informed

practices become one way of supporting learning, participation, and well-being within a more
inclusive dance community.

A Reimagined Wellness Wheel
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Figure 5: A Reimagined Wellness Wheel
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In considering this reimagined wellness wheel model, reflecting on these prompts can help
us as teachers focus our thinking and our actions. Use the space here to record your
thoughts:

Reflections for Teachers
How might social context influence a situation or dynamic | encounter?

How might | be acting on beliefs, values, or assumptions that are unrelated to this moment?

Where do | need to increase my competence around social context?

How am | recognizing and responding to issues of inequity in my own practice, my pedagogy,
and my community?

11
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For students applying this model, the following questions can elicit ways to approach your
dance class, your thinking, and your actions. Use the space here to record your thoughts:

Reflections for Students and Dancers:

How might social context be shaping my experience of this moment?

What assumptions might | be making about myself or others, in a given situation?

What helps me feel respected, valued, and safe enough to learn, take risks, or make
mistakes?

Are there parts of my identity or experience that influence how I interpret what happens
during class?

How might my actions, words, or responses affect the sense of belonging and safety of
others in this space?

12
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Tools and Resources

Additional suggestions for a trauma-sensitive or trauma-informed classroom, detailed in
Figure 6, address critical aspects of a student’s lived experience and potential stressors,
such as hypervigilance and arousal, the need for consistency and routine, safety, and
consent.

Widening | the Green Zone

Normalize the concept through dialogue Find opportunities to explore and
create without being witnessed by
others

Be predictable; give clear notice about changes

Practice voluntary,
ritualized community
check-ins at the beginning
and end of each class

Maintain visible exits; stay within a student’s
peripheral vision

Figure 6: Widening the Green Zone

As teachers, we cannot ensure that any practice we employ will result in regulating our
students. However, we can work to create optimal environmental and interpersonal
conditions and settings that can help to facilitate improved regulation. Toward this effort, it
may be helpful to reflect on some of the specifics of our own practices:

Reflections and Invitations

We invite you to reflect on your own trauma-sensitive pedagogy, using the following prompts
to stimulate thinking and further dialogue:

e How much agency do | provide students in the dance class?

e How clear are my goals and objectives?

e How do | communicate a realistic optimism about my students’ ability to achieve their
goals?

e How often do I check in with students?
e How do | foster empowerment with my students?

e In what ways am | consciously building trust and reliability with my students?

13
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e How am I using curiosity and inquiry to check my own assumptions and implicit biases
when observing and communicating with students?

Conclusion

Teachers see that dancers bring themselves along with their past and present, their
challenges and their assets into the dance class each day. Equipped with knowledge about
how trauma shows up and their willingness to expand classroom culture and norms,
teachers are helping students to stay more regulated and feel safer in the dance class so
that they can have a more enjoyable and successful learning experience. Although while not
qualified to serve as therapists or counselors in any way, dance teachers are in a uniquely
valuable and important position to offer a positive, safe, self-esteem building learning
environment for all young dancers, including those who have experienced trauma.

Original Article

Gose R. Dancing within windows of tolerance: Considerations for a trauma-informed
pedagogy for dance education. J Dance Educ. 2025;25(4):402-412.
https://doi.org/10.1080/15290824.2024.2403765

Further Reading

Thomson P, Jaque SV. Risk and protective factors in dancers exposed to trauma. J Dance
Med Sci. 2025;29(2):98-105. https://doi.org/10.1177/1089313X241273880

This study looked at both risk factors as well as protective factors in 292
pre-professional/professional dancers with (or without) PTSD (post-traumatic stress
disorder) and with (or without) trauma exposure. In this descriptive study, researchers found
that 66% of the participants had been exposed to a traumatic event, and of that subgroup
32% had a diagnosis of PTSD. Dancers exposed to trauma and who also had PTSD had
significantly more challenges with emotional regulation, engaged in more emotion-oriented
coping under stress (self-focused emotional responses to stress), had increased depression,
trait anxiety, and cumulative trauma. Despite the differences of trauma exposure or PTSD
diagnosis, no differences were evidenced in the dancers’ ability or tendency to engage in
flow (a state of optimal focus, arousal and challenge). Thomson & Jacques’ study also
acknowledges what has been asserted elsewhere; that the dance environment is potentially
a place of stress and even trauma. However, it can also be a place where flow-like
experiences are promoted, which, in turn, can potentially mitigate effects of trauma.
Recommendations, in addition to building more awareness of trauma, included that dancers
may need to learn stress management, increase their tolerance of negative emotions, and
employ task-oriented coping strategies, or ways to directly address problems/challenges,
along with social support and nurturing a sense of belonging.

14
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The editorial team welcomes proposals and direct submissions for consideration for the
IADMS Bulletin for Dancers & Teachers. We work closely with authors to bring your ideas to
life, and to fit within our vision to bridge research and practice in respectful, empowering and
multimodal formats for teachers and dancers. You can read our guidelines here. You can
make a direct submission to the Bulletin here. Please do email bulletin@iadms.org, where we
will be happy to have an informal discussion to help you shape your ideas before you begin
developing your work.

Disclaimer

The IADMS Bulletin for Dancers & Teachers is suitable for dancers, teachers and educators.
This content is not intended to be a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis or
treatment. Always seek the advice of your physician or other qualified health providers with
any questions you may have regarding a medical condition.

IADMS owns the copyright to this Bulletin and the articles contained therein. The PDF files
may be distributed or reproduced in hard (paper) copy in their entirety for educational
purposes. The content may not be reproduced in any other form without the written
permission of IADMS. Please contact JADMS for additional assistance.

The International Association for Dance Medicine & Science, Inc. is a tax-exempt public
charity under IRS Section 501(c)(3) in the United States.
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