Toward an Ethical Practice of Belly Dance Instruction

Introduction

Most of us consider ourselves ethical people, guided by faith, values or, at the very least, good intentions.  As instructors, we strive to provide the best instruction we are capable of offering to our students.  We don’t set out to hurt others physically or emotionally.  Furthermore, most of us would emphatically declare that we have the best interests of our students in mind when we interact with them.

The purpose of this essay is to discuss ethical teaching relationship with students and to outline practical steps for examining teaching practices to ensure they meet personal ethical standards.  The intended audience is teachers, but students can benefit by learning more about what they expect from a teacher.
What is ethics?

“Ethical awareness is simply the recognition by any individual of the rights inherent in the existence of any and all other individuals.” (The URANTA Book, Paper 27, Section 3; quoted by Anthea on www.kawakib.com)  Each of us has our own ethical framework, influenced by our family of origin, religious community, culture, heritage and personal beliefs.  We will begin our discussion of ethics in teaching by exploring the parameters of our own ethical beliefs.

One useful way to create an ethical baseline for further examination is to answer a series of questions:
1) What do I value in my relationships with others?

2) How do I want to be treated?  How do I treat others?

3) What are the moral or religious principles that guide my life?

4) What rights should all people be entitled to have?

Self-inventory for teaching


One step toward establishing an ethical teaching practice is to do an honest self-assessment of our motivations as teachers.  Many of us begin teaching in order to share the transformative experience of belly dance with others.  Or perhaps there are no teachers in our community and we begin teaching in order to create a belly dance practice for ourselves and others.  Whatever the reason, take a moment to reflect…why are you teaching oriental dance?  How do you benefit from teaching?  There may be very obvious reasons, such as income, exercise, community, and dance practice.  Think of the less lofty but very real reasons, too.  For example, maybe you enjoy being the center of attention and having people compliment you on what a fabulous dancer you are or what a lovely body you have.  And finally, go beyond the obvious to consider how teaching benefits you emotionally, spiritually, or interpersonally.  Maybe you feel joy when you see a woman move from feeling ugly to feeling beautiful.  Perhaps you feel a sense of accomplishment as your students’ technique progresses.  Only an honest self-assessment will allow you to create the foundation upon which to build an ethical practice.


Once you are clear about your internal and external motivations for teaching, evaluate what you do well and what you would like to do better.  Maybe you know that you could be more prepared for class if you spend a few more minutes looking over your lesson plan.  Maybe you don’t use a lesson plan, but would like to.  After you have analyzed your strengths and areas for improvement yourself, ask a trusted colleague to share their assessment.  If none of your colleagues have seen you teach, then invite one to observe your class.


Finally, it is imperative to get feedback from your students about your classes, teaching style and their experience. Use anonymous surveys at the end of workshops or class sessions so that people can feel free to express their opinion without fear of reprisal or hurt feelings.  

Truth in advertising


Just as it is important to be honest with your audience, or students about who you are, it is also important for me to say that from this point forward, I am applying my ethical framework to this analysis of teaching belly dance.  I may make judgment calls about what should be included in an ethical practice that you disagree with for your own teaching.  You can use the tools I present in this article to create your own ethical standards and apply them to your own practice.


Now that you know who you are as a dancer/teacher and what you have to offer, it is important to be forthright with your prospective and current students.  Students deserve to know the areas in which you have expertise and the limits of that knowledge.  They should be given information about the type of dance you are teaching and information about the origins or history of that dance.  If you aren’t particularly interested in the history, then at least know where to send your students who are seeking that kind of information.  Provide a context from which your student can evaluate what they are learning.  I often teach a move only to explain that there are variations in the name, execution or technique of the move depending on style of dance or individual teacher.  It is truly amazing to me when I come across a student who has taken for years with a particular teacher, but doesn’t know what style of dance they are practicing.


I believe that it is beneficial for students to be exposed to different styles of teaching and different types of oriental dance.  To that end, I freely refer students to other teachers rather than being territorial about keeping “my” students.  In fact, if you are thinking of the students as “yours” then maybe you have crossed into the dangerous zone of feeling ownership or entitlement to the students who choose to dance with you. 

Physical safety


Because many of us who teach come from the ranks of student we often don’t have formal training beyond that which we received from our own teachers.  I was fortunate to have a teacher who had studied anatomy and body mechanics in order to be a better belly dance teacher.  She didn’t have a formal degree, but she wanted to make sure that she was not injuring her students.  I believe that in order to have an ethical practice, you must have a basic understanding of the human body such that you do not injure people.  That doesn’t mean that people won’t get injured as a result of dancing, but that you don’t directly contribute to the injury because of negligence.   

Basic attention to warming up and cooling down appropriately can eliminate some risk.  I also believe that it is my job to caution students about potential areas for injury (e.g., lower back, knees) in general and in relation to specific dance steps that they are learning.  Finally, I always ask students to bring any injury to my attention so that I can modify the dance step appropriately.  

Emotional safety

People come to dance, particularly belly dance, seeking a variety of things often related to emotional wellbeing.  When I was living in NC, I did an informal survey of the reasons that people began belly dancing.  I heard everything from a life change (e.g., broke up with my significant other, moved to a new area) to a physical challenge (e.g., diagnosed with chronic condition, rehabilitation for injury) to emotional reasons (e.g., looking for community of women, positive body image, healing from abuse).  I don’t believe dance instructors should serve as therapists, but I do believe that we need to create a safe emotional environment for our students.

This environment ideally would be respectful of differences including age, race, ethnicity, sexual identity and orientation, and size.  I have seen teachers who say that they are open to all kinds of people, but who use heterosexist language that is offensive to lesbian clients.  One woman described to me that her teacher never looked her in the face when she was talking to her, but looked at her stomach in a way that made the woman feel judged about her size.  If we are aware of our own personal biases, then we can create a more tolerant, supportive environment for our students.  If you don’t think a woman in her 70s should be belly dancing or showing her midriff, then you are probably not the right teacher for that woman.  

Inherent in the teacher/student relationship is a power dynamic.  The teacher is by definition more powerful than the student.  She has knowledge, skill, experience and many other factors that the student doesn’t have.  Teachers have a duty to be respectful and mindful of that power differential when they interact with students.  

One of the ways in which teachers wield the most power is in providing honest feedback to students.  Some teachers don’t provide any feedback, positive or negative to their students.  They basically teach the class with little to no interaction with the students.  For those teachers who do provide feedback, there is often debate about whether to correct students in class.  Some teachers say that they don’t want to embarrass a student so they only give general feedback in hopes that the student will understand that this correction applies to her.  I believe that although the intention is well-meaning, the outcome can be negative for the student.  Students can’t improve if they are not constructively given feedback about improper technique, posture, or any other element.  After all, we are talking about teaching, not playing “follow the leader.”  I ask each student if she is comfortable with feedback at the beginning of class. That way the student has given me informed consent prior to my offering constructive criticism.

Likewise, I think that positive feedback is essential in the progression of a dancer’s skills and in creating a safe environment.  I try to give positive feedback to every student in every class.  It is honest, specific and intended to make the student a better dancer.  Because of the power dynamic inherent in the teaching relationship, students need to be told what they are doing correctly and acknowledged for their effort.  My duty to provide feedback isn’t restricted to the classroom.  I believe that it is my responsibility as a teacher to say something positive to each student (or former student) who performs at a hafla, show or any other venue where I am in attendance.  I may also offer constructive criticism if asked to do so.  It can be extremely de-moralizing for a student to perform in front of her teacher only to be faced with silence or indifference.   

Consistency in policy and practice


Structure can also be a valuable part of creating an ethical teaching environment.  Students pay you to provide a service to them.  Policies help the students know what to expect and help the teacher to be consistent between students.  Policies should include information regarding payment, attendance, make-up classes, and any other issues pertinent to your practice.  One of the biggest mistakes that teachers can make is to be inconsistent in the application of the policies that they have established.  Students notice and often question the honesty and the integrity of the teacher as a result.  One teacher I know of only allowed some students to make up classes.  Others were not given that option.  When students began to “compare notes,” this teacher lost students who thought that she was being unfair or dishonest.  I believe that she was just trying to give special treatment to her favorite students, but it cost her business and respect.

Teacher’s behavior as a model for students


Students look to their teacher for standards of behavior and appropriateness within the belly dance community.  The teacher sets the tone for the environment in her dance community.  If the teacher is engaging in unethical or illegal behaviors, then the students are going to be injured, insulted or offended.  The teacher should behave in a professional manner demonstrating respect for all students and other dancers.  

Some examples of unethical or illegal behavior are as follows:

-Copying or selling other’s music for a profit

-Treating students with rudeness, contempt or disgust

-Lying

-Manipulating students for teacher’s own use (e.g., in a show or troupe)

-Deliberately discouraging students from solo endeavors so as to not have competition in the marketplace

-Stealing other’s ideas or choreography and presenting them as your own

-Taking credit for other’s accomplishments

-Failing to encourage students to achieve their fullest potential because you feel threatened by their success

-Belittling students because of their appearance

-Using indirect or passive-aggressive communication

-Criticizing another teacher or dancer in front of your students
Teacher as troupe leader

Another dangerous ethical situation for teachers is the interaction between the teacher and members of her dance troupe who are likely to be students.  When a teacher leads a dance troupe, she takes on a different role in relation to her students.   The teacher/troupe director’s role often becomes conflicted between what is best for the student and what is best for the troupe.  Because the performance of the troupe is usually a reflection on the skills or ability of the teacher/director, self interest can over-shadow concern for student/troupe members and their wellbeing.  The clearest way to create an appropriate boundary is to have troupe related classes separate from the general student base.  If this is not possible, then troupe business should not be discussed in front of non-troupe member students.  

In addition, if the teacher is using her classes to identify potential troupe members then the students should be given clear expectations about how decisions regarding inclusion will be made.  For example, will there be auditions or is every student who has taken the advanced class invited to participate?  Nebulous or vague expectations can be frustrating and even hurtful to students who aspire to participate in a group dance situation.  Expectations such as “demonstrate your interest and commitment” without specific actions or skills that the student must demonstrate or master can be disillusioning.  I imagine it is pretty common for teachers who are also troupe leaders to be evaluating potential new troupe members from within their broader class population.  However, I would caution that without the consent of the student, this could be exploitive rather than enhancing to the student’s dance development.  When a teacher prioritizes what is best for her troupe over what is in the best interest and desires of the student, then the teacher runs the risk of objectifying the student, by using that student for her own troupe or professional advancement.

In order to combat potentially harmful situations, the teacher/troupe director can be explicit about expectations for membership in the troupe.  Policies should be clear regarding admittance into the troupe, removal from the troupe, attendance, financial commitment, payment or lack thereof for performing, advancement within the troupe, and personal appearance.  If the teacher/director is going to be dictating how people look for performances (e.g., mandatory hair pieces or body stockings), choosing women for performances based on size or engaging in any other behaviors that might be demoralizing to her students/troupe members, then she has the obligation to be explicit in advance about those requirements or expectations.  Finally, anonymous surveys are useful in this situation also to gather important information that students/troupe members might be reluctant to provide directly.
Summary

Ethical practice in belly dance occurs when dancers are encouraged to achieve their fullest potential, when teachers approach students as people rather than objectified bodies, and when consistency and fairness are hallmarks of the teaching environment.  The reader will have to decide for herself whether she accepts or rejects the ethical conclusions that I have presented regarding the teaching of belly dance.  In any case, I hope that you will undergo the process of exploring what ethical belly dance instruction means for your teaching endeavors.

Terri Allred is a belly dance instructor in Rochester, MN.  She has been a student of dance her entire life, and began teaching Oriental dance three years ago.  She has been a member of several professional belly dance troupes and dance collectives.  She holds a Master of Theological Studies degree which included coursework in ethics.  She is currently a member of Khahari Dance Collaborative in NC, Shaia Dance Collective in MN, and is the founder/director of Happy Hips youth belly dance troupe in NC and MN.  She can be reached at www.sadiyabellydancer.com.

She has intentionally interchanged belly dance and oriental dance in this essay.  She has also intentionally used female pronouns to describe teachers and students for ease of reading.  She is aware that boys and men practice and teach oriental dance.

