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Abstract 
The aim with this paper is to make clear and discuss the research approach as well 
as the ontological and methodological perspective of a project which focuses hard of 
hearing children in a dance educational setting. The goal with the project is to offer 
the children participation in dance activities, let them use and become aware about 
their bodies, and furthermore communicate and strengthen their self-esteem. One 
further thought is that an improved communication skill, in a longer perspective, can 
inspire to use the spoken language. I put questions as; in what ways do the children 
participate in the activities? What space does the interest and initiatives of the 
children in the activities get? How do they move and communicate in the activities? 
The dance educational setting is constituted by the children, the teachers, the room, 
the music and the relations between these parts. My starting-point is that you cannot 
separate any of those parts and the situation is also dependent on time and the 
participants’ earlier experiences. I have a life-world-phenomenological view on 
research, knowledge as well as communication. This project has an action research 
approach which includes video observation and written communication. I will make 
clear and discuss the consequences of this. Finally I take the opportunity to discuss 
the following points; what aspects are important in a further development of this 
study? Suggestions for important problems and possibilities in further work with 
analysis of the material. Consequences of approach, research-method and starting-
points? 
 
Researching Dance for hard-of-hearing children from a life world approach  
As a bi-project to the Swedish national Dialogue-project, where teachers and 
researchers work together for an improved setting for learning of hard-of-hearing 
children, I run a study where dance as musical learning is focused. The participants 
in the study, which takes place during the school year 2004-2005, are children aged 
6-9 years, their ordinary teachers and a dance teacher. The starting-point for the 
activities is the concept Dance in school that aims to offer children and youngsters 
experience of dance as art as well as dance as expression and communication. 
Hence, the dance in this project is seen as a communicating activity where the 
children communicate with the teacher, the classmates and the room as well as the 
music. A thought is that dance and music can be an alternative, or a supplement, to 
the training of speech that traditionally is used to improve the communication ability 
of these children. As a researcher my most important task is to study how the 
children participate in the activities, primarily in relation to the music. From my point 
of view it is neither desirable nor possible to separate that part from its context. Even 
the classmates, the teacher and the room become important.  
 
The goal with the project is to offer the children participation in dance activities, let 
them use and become aware about their bodies, strengthen their self-esteem and in 
a longer perspective improve their communication ability. One further thought is that 
an improved communication skill, in a longer perspective, can inspire to use the 
spoken language. 
 
The research focuses how the children participate in the activities. The design is 
open for change related to what happens in the project and teachers are active and 
involved in the project. What can be changed during the project is content, methods 
and ways the different teachers relate to the children. What can be improved are the 



activities according to the goals of the project. The children are situated in a context 
where they interact with the room, the music, the teacher and the classmates. 
 
The aim of this paper is to make clear and discuss the research approach as well as 
the ontological and methodological perspective of this project. 
 
Communication in the life-world 
Human beings experience the world in a subjective way through their senses. Our 
consciousness is always directed towards something, and something is always 
visible for us (Husserl, 1995). Through our existence we experience the concrete 
world in all its complexity, which is both historically and contextually dependent. A 
person’s existence in time and space provides the precondition for the experience; 
The body always lives in a specific time and space. Taking one’s starting point in the 
life-world, it becomes impossible to separate body and soul, mind and matter that are 
closely interwoven in the lived world. According to Merleau-Ponty (1996), human 
beings live in a world that we share with other human beings, and furthermore he 
emphasises the fact that by nature humankind is intersubjective. The relationship 
between a human being and the world and between a human being and other human 
beings is indissoluble. The language, in a broad meaning of the word, is the basis for 
this creation of meaning. Merleau-Ponty (1996) says that through learning a 
language we learn to live in common worlds. According to that view language is 
contextually and culturally dependent. 
 
Since we are all living people in the world, a world where a person is both a subject 
and an object, and where other people are viewed in the same way as ‘I myself’ 
space is left for intersubjectivity, which in turn can be assumed to be a prerequisite 
for communication. To make communication possible two or more human beings 
have to be directed towards each other and show themselves to each other, 
simultaneously or over time. In this communication new meaning is constituted as a 
kind of agreement on what the language means. The horizons of the subjects 
change (Ferm & Thorgersen, 2004; Gadamer, 1995).  

 
Communication takes place when I let my understanding of the other's being in the 
world be expressed in my own being in the world. This happens through my 
overtaking the direction of meaning that is visible in the other's action (Bengtsson, 
1993). To be able to direct the focus towards the other person(s) in the 
communication I have to be open to the other(s) to be able to perceive. “[...] 
perception is a bodily enaction of meaning” (Lochhead, 1995, p. 34). In addition to 
this, perception is a holistic activity of the body in which the senses intermingle and 
inform one another (Merleau-Ponty, 1996). 
 
As mentioned above the perception, and also the communication is always 
contextually influenced; it does not take place in a vacuum: When human beings are 
directed towards each other, they are always influenced by room, time, culture and 
not at least other human beings. Von Wright (2000) talks about a relational 
perspective where human beings in every single setting are connected to each other 
as in a dance figuration. Actions of one of the participants affect the whole group.    
 
In all communication the participants have different roles, more or less equal. The 
participants have more or less power and more or less responsibility that influence 
the quality of the communication (von Wright, 2004). This power is also connected to 
the content of the communication. Important for the quality of the communication 
here are the openness and the awareness of the participants (Ferm, 2004). 
 



Dance as bodily knowledge 
In conclusion we will once more stress the following – to make learning 
of dance possible it is important that human beings get the opportunity 
to come close to all dimensions of dance. This process can take place 
individually or together with others, based on earlier experiences and 
different ways of learning. The dance must be embodied (Alerby & 
Ferm, 2004). 

 
In earlier texts I have stressed that learning implies some kind of change, and when it 
comes to the learning of dance and music it will, among other things, be formed by 
the musical and dance experiences we have. Let us stay for a while with Merleau-
Ponty’s (1996) thoughts that it is through our human body we experience and 
incorporate what is going on around us. A consequence of this approach is that no 
form of knowledge, or part of musical or dance structure, can be taken out of its 
context. In connection to this, I can once more stress that human-being-in-the-world 
is what constitutes musical and dance activities. When knowledge is embodied, the 
dancer does not have to think about what he or she is doing. Nørgaard-Nielsen 
(1998) stresses the signification of the context where the learning of music is taking 
place and connects to the concept ‘situated learning’. This line of reasoning is 
probably the same concerning dance education. The complex network that the 
student is a part of will influence how learning of dance is shaped. Different 
dimensions of the context can challenge the embodied knowledge. A new social, 
spatial or cultural setting as well as new tools or steps, force the dancer to revise and 
develop the embodied knowledge. The dancer has to start thinking. In different 
contexts different symbols are used for communication and incorporation of 
structures of dance, as well as music (Alerby & Ferm, 2003; Schütz, 1972). In some 
environments notes are the common symbols while in other places it could be bodily 
or verbal signs. The learning of dance and music, and in a broader perspective, the 
dance and music itself has a role greater than just cultural reproduction and social 
confirmation. It also has a potential for individual development and cultural renewal. 
 
We use all our senses to perceive the world, and the symbols we use for 
communication can be directed towards more than one of our senses. The more 
experience of communication in a specific context we have, the more intersubjective 
understanding for the meaning of the symbols we have. In some situations maybe a 
glance from the other is enough to make us understand series of actions, while we in 
other situations understand nothing even if things are explicitly and thoroughly 
explained. Communication symbols could involve spoken language, gestures, 
graphics, sound or aesthetical expressions. In this case the dance itself is the 
communication tool, or symbol. 
 
Bases for design of the project 
There are different meanings about how hard-of -hearing children communicate and 
what they need to practice to improve their communication ability, even though their 
disability has been seen as a communication disability. One consequence is that 
rehabilitation has focused perception of spoken language. But there are researchers 
that stress that even other senses than the hearing auditory sense are used for 
communication, that should underline that dance - and music activities should 
improve the children’s ability of communication (Andersson, 1995). 

 
It has been, and still is in some contexts, controversial, with musical activities for 
hard-of-hearing children. Music as a subject has not been compulsory for children in 
these special settings, where rhythmic has been more accepted. The school where 
the study takes place has a long experience of integration of aesthetic subjects 



together with professional cultural workers. They have set up theatre pieces and 
worked with movie-creation. In the autumn of 2001 a dance-project was started, as a 
part of a bigger regional project (Ivarsson, 2004).  
 
The head of the school is also positive towards activities where several senses are 
stimulated. Ivarsson (in Arpi, 2003) stress that sound, in addition to be perceived as 
vibrations in the inner ear, also can be experienced as tactile in skin and bones. He 
believes that the tradition in an un-reflected manner has closed the door for many 
experiences for hard-of-hearing people. Dance can be experienced as visual 
expression, social communication and as a strengthening power of self-esteem. At 
the school the project is seen as a part of the work to test sound-dance-movement 
with heard-of-hearing children. Dance is a good way of getting to learn your body, to 
be aware of the body’s communicative abilities – to get to know that it is possible to 
express one-self in several other ways than talk and write (Kjölberg in Klockljung, 
2004). 
 
If one of our senses is less functional and preservative it will influence all our being-
in-the-world (Duesund, 1996). The way the world shows itself for a human being is 
how it becomes meaningful. As living bodies we communicate and interact with other 
bodily subjects. 
  
One of the starting points for the project is, as mentioned above, that the self-esteem 
of the children, their I, shall get the opportunity to be strengthened. That should be a 
prerequisite for them to feel that they are something, that they exist and are noticed, 
which in a longer perspective should be a prerequisite for communication. The 
children exist with their bodies’ communication with the room, the music, other 
children and their teachers. They learn and internalize music and movements in 
close collaboration, hopefully with their interest as a motor in the process. Further 
communication demands response, which should be offered in the activities. From 
this discussion some questions have been developed.  
 
In what ways do the children participate in the activities? 
What space does the interest and initiatives of the children in the activities get?  
How do they move and communicate in the activities?  
 
Methodology, observation with the help of video recording from a 
phenomenological approach 
Our relation to the world is lived. The children I study, live in time and space where 
the dance education activities take place. They understand and create meaning by 
being present as bodies in a spatial, temporal and social context. The participating of 
the children is a much more extensive project. It aims to change existence through 
internalizing new forms of expression and relations to music in the life-worlds of the 
children (Rønholt et. al., 2003). The living body is the most basic prerequisite for 
existence; I live because I can.  
 
I visit the school once a month. The focus of the study is the interest and 
engagement of the children that appear, their way of participating, their possibilities 
to communicate and finally their movements – all of this in relation to the room, the 
music, the classmates and the teacher. More or less I am involved in the planning of 
the activities, which aims to offer the children to exist and use their bodies towards 
an improved self-esteem and communication.  
 
A letter was sent to the parents of the children where they could agree to their 
children’s participation in the project. They also got to know that they could leave the 



project whenever they wanted, and that the film would be destroyed if someone were 
taped without feeling comfortable.  
 
Video recordings from the activities once a month and a diary are used as research 
methods. The notes, the reflections over them as well over the first analyses of the 
video were sent to the involved teachers the week after the visits. They sent their 
reflections over my comments back via e-mail. In addition to that the lesson as well 
as the project was discuss with the teacher over the connecting lunch. The 
discussion is about what, how and thoughts about ways of relate to the children. 
 
The camera is placed in a corner where there are possibilities to catch most of the 
activities. As avoiding being too much behind the camera, it is zoomed only a couple 
of times.  I wanted to live through the activities without a camera between me and the 
participants. The decision to take notes throughout the lesson was also a reason to 
be present. 
 
To use video as an observation tool is something more than just perception in 
practice, means Rønnholt (2003). She underlines that several studies of the same 
occasion open for new insights. As a researcher I get a bit sceptical to the risk of  
”over interpretation”, in other words that the immediate experience of the activity gets 
lost. But I will be observant to that. I also noticed that I got lots of impressions during 
the lessons I taped. Several of the aspects I brought in to the study were actualized 
and I noticed that the children participated in several different ways. They 
communicated with the teacher, the classmates, the music and the room in different 
ways. Many different perspectives of the recordings will be necessary to grasp the 
different aspects or dimensions. In the future it may be useful to focus just a couple 
of the pupils. I will try to be open to that, and to new aspects and occasions that I 
could not foresee.  
 
Important points; 

A video recording is not a mirrored reality, but a picture that in addition 
to lived experience make it possible to come close to activities. 
 
The recording is a recognizable picture of reality which multi-
dimensional. It catches the whole of the study. 
 
It can be saved and looked at several times. 
 
The role of the researcher can be both distanced and close (Rønnholt, 
2003). 

 
Points for discussion 
What aspects are important in a further development of this study? 
Suggestions of important problems and possibilities in further work with analysis of 
the material 
Consequences of approach, research-method and starting-points? 
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