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Modern dance's evolution has a single constant; new styles and techniques are always developed to both rebel against the old, as well as suit the individual quirks of the dancer. This is why it works in a modern educational setting; it suits the students that practice it. Unlike the stiff, unchanging exercises of ballet, modern dance feels much more free, relaxed, and spontaneous. It's always changing and thus open to new interpretation. The students of today all but expect this from everything they do, due to the culture they are raised in. Modern dance works with the individualistic nature of American society, in other words. This is because that nature is what the founders of the style were most concerned about. As society became more individual-centered in modern times, it's no wonder students are more open to modern dance than alternatives like ballet.


However, this was not always the case. Only during the 20th century did the individualistic attitude take off, and modern dance with it. Though it would eventually end up in places of higher education, many of the first of the modern dancers did not receive formal training. Isadora Duncan, for example, disdained ballet and set up her own school in New York, which gained a large following. This free dance pioneered by Duncan would be practiced by others, though her style was too improvisational to be passed on fully, though her ideas certainly had a lasting impact on the world of dance. What really kicked things off concerning education and modern dance, however, was the work of Ruth St. Denis. Working with the dances and costumes suiting the Asian region, St. Denis' style became popular and eventually she started a school that would give rise to the two mothers of Modern Dance; that school was known as Denishawn.


The Denishawn School was founded in 1915 by Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn. Shawn mostly handled the teaching of actual dance technique to students, whereas Denis was primarily in charge of the creative work(“Modern Dance”). Several pioneers of the art studied at this school, including two viewed as the mothers of modern dance: Martha Graham, and Doris Humphrey. Martha Graham was interested primarily in contraction and release, while Doris Humphrey focused on fall and recovery. These two went on to teach at various schools and founded succesful companies, making the two key figures in the modern dance movement. Overall, the Denishawn school was successful in training a large amount of dancers who would influence both modern dance and ballet, though it was not a place for true higher education; that would come later.


On example is Bennington College, a school supportive of free thinkers in all creative arts. Martha Graham taught here at one point, and the Bennington Festival held here would later evolve into the American Dance Festival. The Bennington Festival was held in 1935, and involved Martha Graham, Hanya Holm, Doris Humphrey, and Charles Weidman coming together to both perform and teach various things pertaining to Modern Dance (“American Dance Festival”). Thirteen years later, Conneticut College created a program based around the same model, which would eventually become the American Dance Festival.


Involved in all of these schools, especially in the field of dance, was the educational philosophy of John Dewey.  In a nutshell, Dewey's thoughts on education focused on the teaching of skills and knowledge that could be used in the everyday lives of the students, rather than the repetition of dead fact. Dewey also emphasized learning by doing; this is an incredibly important aspect of dance of all sorts, and these theories were practiced extensively at Bennington college, as well as all dance schools and classes.  


The theories of Dewey and the individualistic nature of Modern Dance are what make it work at the college level. This is because both of these suit the students of the modern day. Dewey's theory of learning by doing is naturally more effective in teaching students of any discipline, and there is no other way to effectively teach dance, modern or otherwise. The success of the Denishawn school, and later on Bennington college and the American Dance Festival is proof of how effective these methods can be, especially in the dance world. The individualistic, rebellious nature of modern dance is what students are drawn to; combine this with the feelings of independence fostered by the college experience and the two can only work well together.  





Works Cited

“Doris Humphrey”, Wikipedia. The Wikimedia Foundation, Sept. 30, 2006.


< http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doris_Humphrey >

“Martha Graham”, Wikipedia. The Wikimedia Foundation, Nov. 15, 2006.


< http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martha_Graham >

“Modern Dance”, Wikipedia. The Wikimedia Foundation, Oct. 26, 2006. 


< http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modern_Dance >

“John Dewey”, Wikipedia. The Wikimedia Foundation, Oct. 26, 2006. 


< http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Dewey >

“Bennington College”, Wikipedia. The Wikimedia Foundation, Oct. 26, 2006. 


< http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bennington_College >

“American Dance Festival”, Wikipedia. The Wikimedia Foundation, Oct. 26, 2006. 


< http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/American_Dance_Festival >

“Denishawn School”, Wikipedia. The Wikimedia Foundation, Oct. 26, 2006. 


< http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Denishawn >

“The Beginnings of Modern Dance”, InfoPlease. 2006. Columbia University Press. 

November 27, 2006


< http://www.infoplease.com/ce6/ent/A0859703.html >

