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Abstract

Even though there has been a growing interest in embodied approaches in education,
practical experience has shown that dance and body expression are often neglected in
the education system, especially during the toddlers' period, from the first to the third year
of life (Ger$ak, 2015; Kralj & Videmsek, 2019; Zajec, Videmsek, Stihec, Pigot & Simunig,
2010). The paper focuses on enhancing the toddler's motor, social, and communicative
skills with a dance program. The author also addresses why and how we dance with
toddlers. In countries, where toddlers attend kindergartens, they are very important
environment to promote children’s engaging in movement, learning about themselves,
and establishing a relationship with others through movement and creative dance. The
author would like to highlight the importance of dance in early childhood and expand on
existing approaches to working with young children in kindergarten.
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The importance of dance for the early development of children.

The artistic and creative process, especially in relation to our own body, is a powerful
prevention and therapy "tool" balancing and empowering both adults and children for
tackling everyday challenges in life (Tortora, 2004). Toddlers and pre-schoolers dance
spontaneously and with a limitless imagination. And they express themselves non-verbally
(Stinson, 1988).

During the toddler period, creative movement, or dance, based on natural movement and
sensory awareness of the body (and not on the specific dance style), have been found to
be the most appropriate. Physical activity is a bridge through which a child is directly
involved in his/her environment (GerSak, 2015; Krofli¢, 1999; Sansom, 2011; Stinson,
1988). The author is convinced that children's' own body experiences and their great
engagement through dance are the most important.

Why toddlers?

Toddlers are mostly nonverbal and communicate through gestures. They have less body
control. Information about themselves, their body, relationships about space and
movement is received and developed through their own movement experiences and multi-
sensory activities. A sense of belonging is also being developed, allowing them to have a
few group experiences. Toddlers are already aware of social standards and their cultural
environment and have quite clear boundaries between them and others, which are seen
through “my needs, my wishes are often different than others” (Connell & McCarthy, 2013;
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Marjanovi¢ Umek, 2001; Zupanci¢, 2020). But no matter how young they are, toddlers can
and are willing to participate in dance activities.

Movement and dance are like a bridge between a child and his/her environment and
constitute an excellent engagement of the child. The emphasis of a dance program with
toddlers is on the holistic nature of dance — the integration of mind, emotions, and body.
Therefore, dance has a positive effect on the development of the child as a comprehensive
personality and affects the movement, emotional, social, and cognitive areas of the child’s
development (Gersak, 2015; Green Gilbert, 2006; Krofli¢, 1999; Krofli¢ in Gobec, 1995;
Sansom, 2011; Tortora, 1994, 2006; VidemSek & PiSot, 2007; Warburton, Reedy & Ng,
2014; Zajec et al., 2010). Internal experiencing, communicating, and creating with the
body are present.

It is important to emphasize that starting early is the foundation for further development of
more complex movement skills, which, together with a high-quality educational program,
promote a greater motivation for further physical activity and the perception of movement
as a way of life.

The author highlights some important theoretical background.

According to Lev Vygotsky (2010) “the child is able to work on a higher level when
interacting with a competent person”. A challenge beyond the child's current abilities and
skills is important for his or her cognitive, social, emotional and movement development
because it requires him/her to move at a higher developmental level. But that only applies
when the gap between the child's current ability and the development he/she is
approaching is not too large. This encourages the development and learning skills that
the child has just begun to expand and will use on his/her own in the near future. Tortora
(1994, 2006) states that every toddler's movement is a message and potential
communication. By following the child's movement and stillness, his/her rhythm and
movement qualities, with eye contact and through dance, movement, play, and
improvisation, adults expand the child's communication, social interactions, and forms of
movement.

The »Metuljéki« research.

The research of a dance program was taken in an average kindergarten in Ljubljana,
Slovenia. The dance program was implemented for ten weeks, three times a week, a total
of 31 sessions. It was attended by twenty-six toddlers aged 18 — 25 months, divided into
two groups: experimental (n=13) and control (n=13), and their teachers (n=4). In the
experimental group, seven toddlers (n=7) and their parents were also included as case
studies. All toddlers were attending kindergarten for the first time and received a program
according to the national curriculum. The experimental group also had an additional dance
program.
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The author proceeds on the understanding of dance as a spontaneous movement and
non-verbal expression as a powerful communication tool with young children. The
research was based on video analysis and an observation scheme for assessing different
categories in movement, social interactions, and non-verbal communication. It was
created by the author on the basis of the already created observation scheme for the
evaluation of qualitative non-verbal element D.A.N.C.E. / Dyadic Attachement-based
Nonverbal Comunicative Espressions (Tortora, 2006).

How do we dance with toddlers?

Four phases in a simple way:

1. Impregnation
2. Imitation
3. Imagination
4. Invention

1. Impregnation

First, we would like to inspire toddlers to dance and to engage with the music. An adult, a
pre-school teacher or a dance teacher must touch their feelings, their emotions and create
safe and holding environment. Eye contact and closeness are very important. By this, a
child’s basic need to be seen, hugged, understood as a child is and loved is satisfied. An
adult would choose appropriate music, props, and non-verbal communications. The pre-
school or dance teacher would also express enthusiasm with the whole body upon
observing the smallest achievements in toddlers.
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2. Imitation

Following the toddler's lead and mirroring a child’s actions, movements, his/her rhythm,
movement qualities etc. is like a window into his/her world. It is a dance of attunement
(Tortora, 2006). Communication between two or more children or adults based on body,
gestures, and movement is a movement dialogue. It is a language that provides us with a
sense of harmony, connection, and independence at the same time. By naming the child's
movement, the awareness of the body is achieved in a better way.

This is a starting point where the development of a child’s movement and actions. There
movement curiosity, exploration and creativity begin.
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3. Imagination

Preference is given to contents from their real environment that are familiar to toddlers.
For example, the nature: by creating and performing animals and natural phenomena,
traffic etc., with including photographs, visual material, small instruments, various types of
music and props (some photos below), as these stimulate the imagination of the little ones.
Dance is a game without toys. It is playing with your own body; it is joyful and fun.
Therefore, attention and concentration while dancing are maintained more easily for a
longer period of time (Stinson, 1988).
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4. Invention

The fourth phase is invention - children’s own creativity, the initiation of different
movements, body expression, and their own improvisation. Repetition and frequency of
dance experiences are very important for toddlers' sense of security and within that for
their free creativity.

A short vignette of one case study, who was a part of seven case studies in author’s

research.

1. Video analysis according to the observation scheme of qualitative non-verbal elements
upon launching the implementation of the dance program into the group:

The toddler watches with a non-relaxed, frightened face expression.

When a dance teacher — a researcher, approaches and interacts, she turns her
gaze away, her head is down, she doesn't make any eye contact.

She sits with a pre-school teacher on her lap all the time, observing what is
happening around her in the group.

Barely noticeable movement is slow, light, and minimal (for example: moving a
hand, in which she holds a drumstick, next to and in contact with the body). The
dance teacher notices the expression of fear and insecurity (the toddler blinks
with her eyes every time others clap to the rhythm of the song, looks from one
child to another and to the dance teacher, her face remains constant).

There are no following or imitation of movements and no involvement in group
activities.

2. A short vignette after two months — at the end of the implementation of a dance
program. Video analysis:

» The toddler has an open gaze. Satisfaction in facial and body expression is

noticeable and short, but frequent eye contact.
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» The toddler sits with her peers in a circle, immediately responding to the rhythm
and melody of the song (for example: she is rocking with her knees, moving her
hands, rocking left and right).

» She often follows, imitates, adapts, and attunes her body and movement to the
movements of others (toddlers and adults).

» She frequently starts and initiates movement on her own.

» Developing forms of movement (for example: she taps different parts of her
body no matter where her peers tap; when all play with small instruments, she
starts tapping with sticks on the floor; she starts walking backwards in rhythm
with the music) can also be observed.

» The need for encouragement by an adult is still often noticed, however, this is
also frequently accompanied by an independent integration in group activities.

» She enters into a dyadic relationship mainly with an adult, she draws attention
to herself, pronounces her name, etc.

Conclusion

The final results are not done yet, but it can be concluded that the implementation of a
dance program has positive effects not only on toddlers' motor skills and their forms of
movement but also prove extremely beneficial for the development of toddlers' social and
communication skills.

Everything starts with movement. This does not only apply to pre-school children, but also
continues throughout the schooling period, adolescence and into adulthood and senior
period. It is especially valuable that children with special needs and various challenges
can be inclusively included through dance as well. Starting at an early age makes dance
and movement a part of a person's life.

The author believes these two quotes are so true no matter your age. ‘While in everyday
life | just use my body, in dance | sense it in a different way.’ (S. Stinson) and “When |
Look, I'm Seen, So | Exist.” (D.W.Winnicoft)
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