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‘The best way to predict the future is to create it’ 

(Dr Forrest C. Shaklee) 

 

All of you artists here today are people who inspire and challenge 

us with your practice and work, but what I would like to touch 

upon in this short presentation is to ask how you were inspired?  

Did you have a positive experience of dance at school that may 

have begun this journey for you?  

In order for deaf and disabled dance artists of the future to 

experience dance and the possibilities it may offer we need to 

ensure that high quality dance experiences and provision are 

available for children right from the primary school in a consistent 

and progressive form – just as we fight for in mainstream schools. 



Many of us in this room will have participated in and delivered 

inspirational dance projects and interventions, but I want to 

champion the week to week lesson…the regular movement 

session within school and its power to re-enforce, sustain and 

develop the possibilities for physical literacy, physical awareness 

and physical joy for children with disabilities.  

My view is that a valid, relevant, sustainable and most importantly 

a progressive dance curriculum should be available to all pupils 

with wide ranging special needs so that we might seek out and 

nurture the dance artists, creators, animators, advocates and 

provocateurs of the future.  

I felt passionate about being able to share with you all today the 

work that my colleague Alexis Haines (as lead practitioner) and I 

(as research/co-delivery) have been developing in partnership with 

an inspirational school – Castle Wood (Broad Spectrum) Coventry 

and our on-going work in developing in partnership with them a 

dance curriculum. 

 

 



Context 

Alexis and I both work for Coventry Performing Arts, which is a 

Local Authority Arts Organisation providing music, dance and 

drama in the Primary, Special and Secondary schools across 

Coventry. We also provide curriculum support to schools and are 

the lead organisation of the Coventry Music Education Hub. 

 

For about 2 years Alexis and I have been working together with 

the staff and children of Castle Wood School to develop and 

deliver a programme of regular curriculum based dance along with 

the implementation of Sherborne Developmental Movement, 

specifically for the children with Profound and Multiple Learning 

Difficulties (PMLD). 

 

Castle Wood School has a progressive ethos encapsulated in 3 

words- innovation – inclusion – partnership – placed within 

this context, you can see that the opportunity to develop 

something like a sustainable dance programme is made possible by 

this ethos across the whole school. 



This includes working with the Senior Management Team Head 

Teachers/Physiotherapists/OT/TA/parents and Dr Penny Lacey 

from the University of Birmingham, who is an external advisor to 

the school and has been instrumental in driving this work forward. 

 

Castle Wood is a primary school with 113 pupils and accepts 

children from 3 – 11 years with a wide range of disabilities and 

special educational needs, including profound and multiple 

learning difficulties (PMLD) and autistic spectrum disorders. It has 

about 26 children in its Early Years Foundation Stage.  

 

The Development of the Programme of Work 

The dance work at Castle Wood is currently following 2 strands: 

 Cross – Curricular Dance – Topic Based 

 Sherborne Developmental Movement (PMLD) 

 

 

 

 



In the cross – curricular strand we develop our dance sessions 

alongside topics that the class teacher is working on in the 

classroom - recent topics include: The Jungle, Toys, Circus, Africa 

– we are currently dancing about different kinds of Weather –  

In these sessions some of the more physically able children are 

offered the opportunity to explore their own movement 

possibilities via free improvisation along with more structured 

‘taught’ dances, supported by the theme familiar from their class 

work. The dance sessions are supported by vibrant resources and 

music to provide a strong sensory and kinaesthetic experience. 

We try to work with a philosophy of support rather than 

prompting - a ‘hand under hand’ approach rather than a ‘hand 

over hand’. In relation to learning movement sequences, as dance 

practitioners we have begun to understand the process of 

‘backward chaining’ and are looking to see how this method of 

support could be applied in more depth within the lesson as a 

means for accessing high quality and measuring progression.  

 

 



In the Sherborne sessions we work with the PMLD children. 

Pamela McKiernan, the Deputy Head at Castle Wood reflects on 

this practice; 

 “Including al l  children in movement education has been a 

challenge, but especially for those with complex needs, and those 

who spend a great amount of time in supported equipment.  The 

inclusion of Sherborne Developmental Movement (within our 

curricula) has broken down many of these barriers…there are 

opportunities for ‘compensatory’ movements where at different 

levels children are finding routes towards mobility and awareness 

of self. The many additional benefits have been a joy to observe, it 

is accessible to all”. 

 

The Sherborne Developmental Movement approach underlines 

the possibilities of increasing ones awareness of one’s own body 

and aims to focus and facilitate connections with other participant 

dancers in the class.  

Dancers are supported by a direct dance partner who provides a 

supportive bodily ‘landscape’ from which the dancer can explore 



and thus extend their own movement possibilities. Dancers are 

also able to discover the space around them and connect with 

other dancers in the room.  

 I have seen and experienced first hand how the concentrated and 

continuous ‘feeding in’ of movement experiences - so vital for 

children with special needs - is made possible by this particular 

approach. I have been both amazed and profoundly moved by the 

freedom of movement expressed by the profoundly disabled 

children in these sessions and their utilisation of another body to 

explore their own  movement capacity. This can also mean being 

able to take physical risks, free of equipment designed to hold, 

contain and support. Dancers can experience falling, rocking and 

stretching safely supported by another moving, breathing body – 

pliable and responsive and listening. 

 

In these weekly Sherborne based sessions we continue to take a 

‘thematic’ approach and we find this works well; it is consistent 

with our curriculum dance session, enables a clear connection with 

class work and offers the children another way of accessing 



specific topics. Again we have committed support from the TA’s 

in the school who work in the sessions one to one with the 

children, sometime we also have a parent join us and this is 

something we are working towards developing further. 

Alexis Haines reflects on the Sherborne sessions: 

“I have seen the benefit of working with another person, another 

dancer: it builds confidence, relationships and develops movement 

skills. It allows the dancers to engage with themselves, others and 

with the movement itself. In being supported by another moving 

body it allows freedom, choice and the opportunity to move”. 

 

In relation to the future development of this work we continue to 

work with Castle Wood School and Dr Lacey to formulate this 

dance curriculum but it is ever changing – we accept, acknowledge 

and embrace this challenge! 

With this in mind I remain convinced that a varied, robust but 

embedded dance (and performing arts) ‘curriculum’ will provide a 

solid, strong foundation in dance and movement for all of the 

children in the school.  



I do not think we are doing anything particularly new and I am 

sure that many primary special schools are striving to work in this 

way.  

Our vision is that the consistency and quality of our sessions are 

an opportunity for all to experience the exhilaration of dance and 

movement. But just maybe somewhere in there we could have a 

potential dancer or choreographer of the future. 

To paraphrase Caroline Bowditch we have come to a place in Deaf 

and Disability Dance where there is now way back, so is up to us 

to show our (very) young dancers of the future the way forward 

and to ensure that the possibilities are there for them right from 

the start. 

Thank you for having me to speak today 

I would love to share your own thoughts experiences ideas as to 

how we might move forward with this work? 

 
       

 
 
 

 
 


