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Abstract: A growing interest in the concept of practice within workplace settings
has been seen in the last two decades in a variety of fields. Although some authors
highlighted the importance of this type of research, there is still a poor scientific
understanding of this process. The first serious discussion and analysis of the
construction of knowledge emerged during the 1900s. In the field of humanities,
questions have been asked regarding the use of traditional research paradigms in
terms of its limitation of understanding complex subjects. In line with this perspective, the current article provides an opportunity to advance the understanding
of new research paths. Specifically, after an overview on the traditional research
paradigms, particular references are devoted to the Arts-Based Research (ABR) approach and to the use of arts within the research processes. Then, this contribution
provides a deep exploration of dance-based methods for educational research. As a
transdisciplinary approach, the ABR can be used in different fields. For this reason,
the current article tries to provide insights about the use of dance-based methods
in the educational context. An in-depth literature review will highlight the issues
linked to the use of dance in research paths highlights different connotations of it
within the research process. The author identified and explored three main uses of
dance in academic field.
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New methodological approaches were explored
in a scenario of evolution (and re-volution) of the
epistemology of educational and social research.
Educational research needs to be developed
with new approaches that can in one hand
open new points of view on the practice and on
teaching-learning process; on the other hand,
practitioners and all people involved should be able
to understand the research findings that are often
summarised in scientific papers which do not have
a direct impact on the community. For this reason,
this paper aims to explore a methodological
approach that, within the 1970s and the 1990s,
imposes itself in the social and educational
context: the ABR.
The ABR could be considered as a new and
further paradigm in which new forms and research
methods appear. These methods use the evocative
force of aesthetics in order to reject and refuse the
modern dualism of art-science.
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The function of the artist in a disturbed society is to give awareness of the universe, to ask
the right questions, and to elevate the mind. (Marina Abramovic)

1. Warm-up: Defining the arts-based research
During the last century, the research process as a cognitive process rather than a mere procedure
aimed to verify hypothesis was developed. This represents an important turning point for scientific
research: the qualitative paradigm begins to be accepted by many researchers in contrast with the
positivist view of reality. On the one hand, the positivist paradigm considers the understanding of
phenomena that appears to be measurable, tangible and observable; on the other, the qualitative
approach focuses on the common qualities of phenomena in order to achieve a deeper and contextualised understanding of them. As a consequence, new methodological approaches have been explored. For this reason, the current paper aims to explore a specific methodological approach that
imposed itself during the 1970s and 1990s in the social and educational context: ABR.
The use of terms such as “art” and “artistic” in academic research can be traced back to 1914 and
the 1940s. For example, Swiss psychologist Carl Jung suggested art imagery as inquiry (Chilton &
Leavy, 2014); in 1940, American philosopher Theodore M. Green used the term artistic inquiry in order to state artists’ involvement in the research process. Successively, during the second half of the
twentieth century, the idea of “art-as-research” began to be scientifically defined with the rejection
of dualism and positivistic conceptions of truth and science. This shift made way for the expansion
of what could be considered acceptable within academic research (Leavy, 2009; Sullivan, 2010). In
1975, Elliot Eisner introduced the term arts-based education research (ABER). He has been one of the
most important supporters of the application of art inside research processes. However, Shawn
McNiff punctually defined arts-based research (ABR) as it is known today. In his definition, ABR included all practices that use artistic processes as a way of investigation and knowing (1998; 2011).
Greenwood (2012) argued that practices based on the ABR approach respond to the need to both
bring out and share understandings and phenomena that are difficult to read properly through traditional approaches.
In this scenario of evolution (and re-evolution) of the epistemology of educational and social research, ABR can be considered as a new paradigm where new forms and research methods appear.
These methods employ the evocative force of aesthetics in order to reject and refuse the modern
dualism of art-science (Eisner, 1981; McNiff, 1998). Consequently, in recent years, ABR has been
recognised as a legitimate and useful methodological approach especially in education field
(Greenwood, 2012).
The impact of this recognition was that knowledge is considered not only as a matter of mind, but
something embedded and incorporated. In this regard, Barbour suggested embodied ways of knowing (2011) in order to highlight the importance of a “total” involvement of the researcher over the
setting that she/he wants to understand, but also in the wider research process. Knowledge is not
something out of our world or divided by inner life; it represents a close relationship between body
(with its perceptions, sensations and reactions) and material world. K. Barbour also highlights the
embedded nature of ways of knowing. She described an embedded knowledge, created and constructed by experience and by what we learn from others.
Figure 1 represents the distinction that K. Barbour suggests between three processes: the construction of knowledge; the research process; and the choreographic process. This kind of comparison becomes an interaction in terms of embodied ways of knowing as a new epistemological strategy
linked to the change of different and innovative ways of knowing and research. From this perspective, studies on experience and its role in the learning process are considered to by quite
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Figure 1. Embodied
engagement in arts research.
Source: Barbour (2011, p. 96).

fundamental; for example, Kolb and Fry’s model of experiential learning (1975) is considered to be
one of the most important frameworks. The researcher’s body engagement and awareness entail
new questions about how we can develop, in a new and creative way, a research process based on
an embedded construction of knowledge. The model of experiential learning places the concrete
experience (or the artistic practice) inside a continuous cycle of reflection. This process highlights the
importance of a reflection on experience, followed by an appreciation of it and identifies a further
action plan of a new practice (Barbour, 2011).
The methodological approach that emerges uses the potential of Art in order to reach a deep
understanding of phenomena. ABR can be defined as an effort to go beyond restrictions that limit
communication in order to express meanings that otherwise could be unintelligible (Barone & Eisner,
2012). From a methodological perspective, ABR could be understood as a systematic use of processes and artistic expressions as a main way to understand and analyse experience not only from
the point of view of the researcher, but also from stakeholders’ perspective (McNiff, 2007): “Artists
have the potential to significantly contribute to the generation of new understanding, not only of
artistic practice, but also to knowledge and to society in general” (Barbour, 2011, p. 86).
ABR practices support research processes helping researchers to access and represent several
points of view that otherwise are generally overlooked by traditional research methods (Leavy,
2009). The legitimation of artistic practices passes through the research of meaning that allows the
creation of a connection among new research methodologies in order to increase the regard to experiential and innovative ways of knowing. The acquisition of multiple meanings; this means to reach
a wider and more complete vision of reality that not only opens up to new questions and ways of
knowing, but further allows a new kind of communication with stakeholders and all actors involved
in the research process.
In Education a/r/tography is defined as “a hybrid form of practice-based research within education and the arts” (Gouzouasis, Irwin, Miles, & Gordon, 2013, p. 2) and it is used as a research approach due to its ability to focus and concentrate the efforts on corporeal, unsaid and sensible
experiences of artist/researcher/teachers’ lives (Springgay & Irwin, 2005). With particular reference
to the field of teacher education, these types of approaches use the meaningful experiences of these
three actors (artist, researcher and teacher) as the main way to improve embedded ways of knowing
in professional contexts.
The success of ABR entails several implications and many forms of Art are involved in these research paths. Five of them could be considered the most widely used methods.
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• Narrative inquiry or narrative method: based on the ethnographic method and on qualitative interviews, narrative inquiry could be defined as a participative and collaborative method that involves participants’ life in a process aimed to highlights multidimensional meanings linked to
the phenomena investigated. Data gathered are analysed through narrative analysis with the
aim to provide evidence from the experience described (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007; Kim, 2006).
Fiction is widely used as a form of representation of research paths and findings (Banks, 2008;
Berger, 1977).
• Poetry Research: the use of poetry as a form of data representation and research method appears following the need to find new ways to represent research findings that can go beyond
boundaries of qualitative paradigm (Brady, 2004; Denzin, 1997; Furman, 2006; Hartnett, 2003;
Hirshfield, 1997; Langer & Furman, 2004).
• Music Research: music as a model to support qualitative research (Bresler, 2005; Casey, 1992;
Jenoure, 2002; Morrison, 1992) during recent years was identified as a key instrument to interpret and study social reality not only through the metaphor of music, but also as an instrument
for data analysis.
• Performance Studies: in this perspective theatre, becomes a research process, an instrument for
data collection and a form of data representation (Finley, 1998; Frisch, 1990; Saldaña, 1999,
2003, 2005; Thorp, 2003).
These expressions explain how Art is not merely considered as a mediator for learning processes,
but it becomes something else, something more complex.
As part of a wider research project linked to my doctoral research, this article concentrates the
discussion on a literature review about ABR methodological approaches. Specifically, as researcher
and as dancer, the author improved a specific practice within ABR approaches: dance-based
methods.1

2. Evolving perspectives: Dance-based methods
Unlike other forms of art, dance is contemporaneously musical, performative, visual, autobiographic
and narrative. The term (as well as its meanings) is often linked to the term “choreography” that
allows a different articulation of this form of art. Generally, the term choreography refers to a structured movement, not necessarily a human one. It is often the case that choreography is used in
contrast with improvised and instinctive elements of a performance. Dance and choreography can
be considered as a reflection of cultural values, as well as a production of them (Eliot, 2007). Novack
(1990) and other authors such as Martin (1996), Franko (2002) and DeFrantz (2004), have firmly
challenged the idea according to which choreography works only through aesthetic, divided from
social and political experiences (Foster, 2011). The Oxford English Dictionary’s definition of choreography, reports two meanings of this term:
• The art of dancing;
• The art of writing dances on paper.
From an etymological perspective, choreography derives from the Greek term choreia, and it has
two meanings: a set of dance, rhythm and vocal harmony expressed in Greek chorus; and the writing
of movements. However, the first use of the term was woven to two Greek roots: orches (the space
between the scene and the audience where the chorus performs) and chora (a general notion related to space and sometimes used with reference to countryside and regions). It is following this
second meaning of the term that choreography, within sixteenth and seventeenth century, was often used to indicate the process of mapping regional area. In eighteenth-century choreography,
understood as the art of dance notation, becomes the essential base through which the creation,
the performance and the learning of dance take place. Having been forgotten during the nineteenth
century, the term reappeared with a new attention during the last century with a general meaning
connected to the individual expression performed through body movement.
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Today the term choreography has a wider meaning and it refers to the construction of movement
in many settings that have in common an intentional and regulated movement. “In the last year I
have seen the word ‘choreography’ used in our local newspaper, The Los Angeles Times, to describe
troop movements in the war in Iraq, the motions of dog whisperer Cesar Milar, the management of
discussion at board meetings, and even the coordination of traffic lights for commuter flow – all their
applications of the term in addition to the patterning of movement observed in a dance” (Foster,
2011, p. 15).
The fundamental process of translation of body movements into words and symbols becomes an
important topic also beyond artistic settings.2 Dance is no longer considered only as an artistic discipline; it has assumed a deeper meaning, as a mirror of something that cannot be understood
through other points of view. Greenwood (2012) identified two uses of ABR in the research project.
On the one hand, arts can be considered as tools to study, collect data, analyse and represent findings; on the other hand, the research process is an investigation of art works in order to deeply understand and describe them. This article will focus on the first approach. Art becomes a posture, a
lens and an instrument through which it can be possible to study phenomena thanks to different
perspectives and sensibilities.
Literature review on issues linked to the use of dance in research paths highlights different connotations of it within the research process. The author identified three main uses of dance in academic field; dance could be seen as:
(1) A lens and habitus to observe the reality;
(2) A research method and instrument for data collection;
(3) An “alternative” form of data representation.
These previous perspectives represent the three “souls” that Art (in this case dance) could have.
As a posture and habitus, as a method and instrument, and as a data representation; thus, dance
becomes, in the ABR methodological perspective, a support and a new way for the researcher’s purposes. In fact, these connotations could be interpreted and understood as different uses of dance in
a wider research path.

2.1. Observing reality: Dance as lens and habitus
The consideration of dance as an interpretative category of the world implies a special attention to
its main “instrument”: the body. On the one hand, the body becomes a reflection of meanings both
hide and few recognisable (Laban & Ullmann, 2011), on the other hand, it is concerned with the
awareness of its meanings and how it can become a crucial aspect of the acquisition, for researcher
itself, of a habitus and a posture that allow a better understanding of the phenomena.
Starting from the studies of Foucault (1976), the body is set at the centre of studies on society
(Bordo, 1993). Hence, the attention is focused on what is defined as an inscriptive body: that is to say,
a place where social meanings are created and remained. Specifically, it is within the concept of lived
body (Grosz, 1994) that the connection with the research process becomes evident. This concept is
closely related to the experiential knowledge of individuals. “The body is not viewed as an object but
rather as the ‘condition and context’ through which social actors have relations to objects and
through which they give and receive information” (Grosz, 1994, p. 86).
Stinson (1995) considers the body as a microcosm of the world and a way to achieve a deep understanding of its meaning; from the perspective of phenomenological approaches to the study of
knowledge construction, she suggests that the body could be considered as a container of memory
and experience. For this reason, an individual’s knowledge can be revealed through it in unexpected
ways. A focus on bodily dimension becomes more meaningful if we consider the social and relational
plane where bodies act. Here, the role of the researcher acquires a new light that allows observing
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various meanings closely connected to her/his presence (physical as well as mental) within this context. In the artistic field, numerous studies are related to the relational nature of knowledge that
occurs through body meanings. During the first years of twentieth century, J. Martin highlights the
presence of a strong relationship between the dancer on the stage and the audience, and a fundamental connection between movement and emotion. Again, during the first decades of 21st Century
neurophysiologists confirmed this idea and they recognised an intrinsic connection between the
dancer and the audience based on the discovery of mirror neurons (Foster, 2011). These studies
proved that at the cerebral level the same zones are activated both when observing an action or
perform an action. Then the relationship entails sharing not only spaces, but also emotional conditions resulted by somatic reactions connected to what the individual observes. These assumptions
could influence the development of educational practices and research paths. In 2000, following the
revolution paradigm of homunculus3 by W. Panfield, questions shifted from the anatomical level
(related to the awareness of all the parts of the body) to one that refers to the sensibility and the
attention on what it could mean a gesture, an action and a movement that is necessarily in relation
with the world that it tries to change.
These implications allow several reflections in the field of educational research. Let us consider
their importance, for example, of the role of the researcher within the research setting, or further (as
highlighted in the next section) of the different forms of representation and communication of research findings.

2.2. Dance as research method
Although the literature is plentiful of studies on dance as principal source of cultural meanings (and
then as the object of the research) (Cohen, 2000; Eliot, 2007; Fairfax, 2003), only in the last 20 years,
dance has begun to be considered as a method and an instrument to acquire knowledge. Particularly,
it is in the field of qualitative research that it was largely used.
ABR is considered as a creatively grounded research path. For this reason, in relation to dancebased methods, currently there are no protocols to establish a priori the entire path to be followed.
Based on her/his own competence the research/artist has the responsibility to choose the right key
to use dance at the service of the research aims. In order to provide some clear examples, the author
summarised some key studies inside boxes 1, 2 and 3. These studies used dance as a method for
data collection; they represent only a few examples within the great set of ways in which dance
could be used in the research process, but the author considers those as representative of very different ways of using dance as a method.
The first box briefly explores how dance instruments can be used inside the research path. This particular example shows how dance can contribute improving research path with innovative and different
methods. In this case the Laban Movement Analysis (LMA) was used in order to explore dance movements. R. Laban (Laban & Ullmann, 2011), one of the most influent theorists of movement, developed
a theory of movement and a coding system (Kinetography Laban, better known as Labanotation) for
the analysis of human movement. Although his work has been employed predominantly in the dance
field (especially to code and analyse ballet choreography), the Labanotation coding system and his
theory of movement have been increasingly adopted in the other contexts of academic research.
Box 1
Freedman (1991) explored Romanian couple dances in order to study gender relations and meanings. Her innovative aspect consists in the use of Laban Movement Analysis (LMA) as research
method for a systematic study of movement that allowed her to develop a second research aim:
a kinaesthetic analysis for the study of movement as way of knowing (Barbour, 2011; Sklar, 2000).
Based on the first step of data collection through videotaping, Freedman created a list of indicators “effort/shape”. She then separated the videos in five seconds intervals for a further analysis.
At the end of the research path, she defined cultural profiles on the base of patterns found.
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Box 2 explores a different example of dance as method; in this case corporeal activities are used
to understand their effectiveness compared to multimedial ones.
Although Beck, Martinez and Lires’s studies do not explore correlations deeply, what is important
for the aim of this article is to see how the Art, once and again, can be used as source of transversal
interpretative skills indicators useful for data collection.
Even if knowledge in dance domain has been mostly considered as emotional, irrational and practical it has been marginalised as something not really linked to social and cultural meaning (Gehm
& Husemann, 2007). For this reason, Box 2 provides important insights for the understanding of
dance as something social and cultural defined and, then, as a meaningful source itself.
Box 2
A second example of the use of dance as an instrument for data collection is represented by the
study of Beck, Martinez, and Lires (1999) on the analysis of interpretative skills for multimodal and
multicultural texts. The study aimed to identify what between interactive media and direct experiences of dance more influences individuals’ interpretative skills.
During a preliminary step of the study, two experts were observed: the first one was a historian
and the second one was a composer. Researchers asked them to interpret an Aztec dance called
Concheras. Thanks to their work, the researchers found four interpretative skills that are further
used as indicators for the observation of subjects involved in the research. The sample of 60 participants was divided into two groups: the first one was considered the control group and the
second one was considered the experimental group. Group 1 learned the dance Chocheras only
with dance lessons. Group 2 learned it through dance lessons, but they also saw a video of a performance using a 90 min interactive CD-ROM. As a result, authors observed that the experimental
group obtained higher scores in the test on interpretative skills.
The third box represents another example of how dance, as a physical and corporeal activity, can
be considered as a specific way of knowing. In this case, Snowber emphasises the role of movement
in improving auto-reflection processes. In her latest book “Embodied Inquiry: Writing, Living and
Being through the Body” (2016) described as “poetic and visceral language”, she explores the role of
body as a place of inquiry, learning, understanding and perceiving. Her inspirational writing guides
the reader in the exploration of ways through which it can be possible to connect with inner life of
our body and its meanings.
Box 3
Snowber’s study (2002) aimed to observe the connection between autobiographic narration and
dance. Specifically, the author argued that improvised dance could be used to open up dialogues
as it can reveal multiple meanings and dimensions of inner world: “there are kinds of data that our
bodies experience before our minds” (Foster, 2011, p. 188). Dance and movement are then considered as a meaningful experience to develop self-awareness as well as to explore inner world. “The
process of improvisation and creation in all the arts is an embodied ritual which leads us into notknowing, and ultimately into knowing” (Snowber, 2002, p. 28).
These studies, even if briefly outlined, serve as meaningful examples of how Art can be used within
the research process as a support to lecturers. Although these boxes represent only three examples
that the author selected based on her literature review, the aim of this discussion was to show the
ways through which dance can actively contribute to different and innovative research paths providing new point of views on phenomena.
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These kinds of research processes are closely related to the sensibility of the researcher. Mainly in
the American context, these approaches widely affirmed their importance in favour of an “alliance”
able to highlight the complexity of social and cultural phenomena.

2.3. Representation of data through dance performance
The use of dance as a form of data representation is still less known in the academic field compared
with other arts, as explained above. The real difficulty is the multiplicity of meanings that the body
has; the researcher is required to pay attention to all of them (Blumenfeld-Jones, 2002). “Researchers
must be very careful to use movements that convey only a range of meanings that are appropriate
to the theme of which he or she is communicating dimensions” (Foster, 2011, p. 191).
A further step in the scientific field will be the development of the practice of representing findings
through ways and method that go beyond the traditional texts. This process takes place as a “parallel” research path and it becomes essential if we think about the importance to be clear and effective
in the return of research findings.
An inspirational example can be located in international studies, which is Bagley and Cancienne’s
(2002) research with the title Dancing the Data. Authors combined their scientific competence
(C. Bagley) with artistic ones (M.B. Cancienne) with the aim to represent in a choreographic performance the research findings. The project took place in an educational context with the aim to explore the influence that the choice of school has on families who have children with special needs.
What is relevant to the aim of this paper is the interesting construction of the final performance that
M.B. Cancienne describes carefully.
After a first preliminary step for the familiarisation with the educative context in which the
research took place, M.B. Cancienne narrates her choreographic work highlighting some key steps:
• A deep study of data (primarily interviews) and constant comparison with her colleague for a
better understanding of the entire research process;
• 
Choice of “objects” to be represented in the performance and what style is better than
another;
• Revisit data collected in order to find recurring topics that could be more representative than
other;
• Performance construction;
• Presentation of the performance to a “chosen” audience (colleagues and students) in order to
discuss about the effectiveness of it and to collect feedback;
• Modification and creation of final performance.
As result the performance involves two actors in: on one side the researcher with his voice, on the
other side the artist with her movements who attempts to perform the imagines derived from the
data collected (participants’ voice). This process reflects the creative process showed above in relation with the research process and the process of knowledge construction (Figure 1).
Although the great impact of this kind of works, still less are studies which adopt, at an international level, these research protocols with the aim to represent research findings “artistically”
(Mienczakowski, Smith, & Morgan, 2002; Rogers, Frellick, & Bebinski, 2002).
The study, the choice of data, the reflection of the results, the research of the “better way” to
represent findings, the “assembly” of a coherent and clear story, the “test” of the performance for
the collection of feedback, are only some of the steps that the artist/researcher must consider in
order to create an artistic performance anchored to data and functional for an effective divulgation
(especially in the stakeholders community) of research results. The choreographic process becomes
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a real research path: “The approach of integrating the choreographic process as central to research
begins to shift the perception that we have bodies to the reality that we are bodies. […] The knowledge intrinsic to the choreographic process can contribute to the larger paradigm of how research
becomes a continued place of discovery, one that includes a physical apprehension and expression
of the world” (Cancienne & Snowber, 2003, p. 239).
Ottoboni’s paper (2014) is an illustrative and evocative example of a deep understanding of the
choreographic process, (of decomposition, composition, transformation); in fact, the contemporary
dance performance Naveneva,4 is carefully described from the basic idea, through the research process (real work of study and reflection), and the creation of final performance.
These experiences could help the reader to understand this kind of research that is able to integrate the traditional research path, which often ends with the creation of a research report or an
academic paper. This is a very important aspect of the separation still present between the world of
scientific research and the practitioners who can rarely access the scientific texts of research
findings.
Works such as Picasso’s Guernica and Brecht’s Mother Courage are notable examples of how artbased reports of investigation are used to provoke public awareness, shifts in understanding and
catalysts for action.
Such considerations bring to light how Art, once again, is transformed into a precious “ally” able
to embellish the research process and to put together the world of scientific research and society.

3. Conclusions
In light of the recent innovations and changes in educational and social fields, I argued that there is
a need to develop methodological approaches as well as their epistemological bases. The contribution showed the perspective of ABR and, specifically, dance-based methods as a valid alternative for
a development of traditional research paradigms (Cancienne & Snowber, 2003; Leavy, 2009). Three
different connotations that dance can assume within a research path were identified. These connotations have been highlighted to understand their support for the researcher/artist in order to
improve one or more aspects of her/his work (from instruments used to data representation). The
paragraph 2.1 explored the use of dance as lens and habitus. In this perspective the practice of a/r/
tography can deeply contribute to evolve educational research thanks to the analysis of meaningful
experiences of actors considered as artists/researchers/teachers. Conversely, the connotation of
dance as method (Par. 2.2) highlighted the interdisciplinary nature of dance methods and instruments. Studies explored this use in different fields; for example, research works in education that
used teachers’ movement analysis are providing a different point of view on teachers’ professional
work and teaching styles (working papers). Finally, Par. 2.3 explored the use of dance as data representation. Representing data through dance and performance can contribute to a wider dissemination of research findings. In fact, scientific reports can be difficult to understand for teachers and
stakeholders; dance can effectively represent data through a universal language.
As explained, within human sciences, research exploring knowledge construction has become
more complex due to the nature of the object under investigation. Most of traditional approaches
fail to explore some aspects of this object in an adequate capacity and an interdisciplinary perspective is becoming a preferred way to understand the complexity of social phenomena. Lincoln and
Guba (1985) affirm that “the arts-based domain privileges hybrid empirical, interpretive and naturalistic theory-building practices” (Lang, 2013, p. 5).
In recent years, with the aid of instruments, methods, perceptions and points of view from the
field of Art, research in human sciences has proven that an interdisciplinary approach could help
with the knowledge acquisition process. This line of research is not limited to investigate a single
point of view: instead, it is able to investigate aspects often overlooked and hidden.
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As suggested by the title “Art(ist) is present” (inspired by a well-known and brilliant performance
by Marina Abramovic) both artists and the Art in general can significantly contribute in advancing
the knowledge in educational context thanks to new and innovative research paths. At the present
time, the challenge is to go beyond stereotypes that consider Art and the ABR as a less scientific and
unreliable approach to research. Furthermore, continuous efforts are needed to develop paradigms
of references that, especially in educational and social research, could contribute to deep understanding social, educational and cultural phenomena.
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