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ABSTRACT 
The aim of this study is to describe and explore the phenomenon of assessment 
in dance education within the Swedish upper secondary schools’ dance 
orientation. The phenomenon was researched based on teachers’ experiences of 
assessment in dance education and formulations in the syllabi for upper 
secondary school. Life-world phenomenology constituted a base for the study. 
The methods used in the investigation were document analysis, observations, 
teachers’ written and verbal reflections and interviews. Documentation of 
observations was made through field notes, video recordings and sound 
recordings. The generated material was analysed based on Spiegelberg’s (1960) 
seven stages of phenomenological analysis. Syllabi from Lpf94 and Gy11 were 
researched to describe and analyse in what ways dance knowledge becomes 
visible. In total, five teachers and three schools were involved in the study. 
Within the framework of the course Dance technique 1, observations of dance 
education in ballet, contemporary- and jazz dance were made as well as of ten 
grade conferences. The teachers read the field notes and were able to change 
formulations in case something was misunderstood or it needed to be 
commented on in the form of teachers’ written or verbal reflections. Interviews 
with four of the observed teachers were made and the conversations related to 
what appeared in the observations. Comprehension of teachers’ experiences 
resulted in a description of the phenomenon and answers to the research 
questions. The study is communicated through four intertwined papers.  
 
The result reveals various conditions for assessment in dance education. Two 
themes appeared in the overall findings of the study, namely: The design of the 
assessment practice	 and Communication within the assessment practice. The syllabi 
appeared as one condition among others for dance education in upper 
secondary school including views of dance knowledge that appeared through 
analysis of the syllabi. In the assessment practice, it was seen that teachers’ 
conduct of assessment involved conditions for formative assessment to emerge. 
Conditions in order for communicated assessment to become meaningful for 
the students also emerged, including shared understanding. The teachers 
expressed various conditions for the assessment practice to became visible, 
namely the students’ participation, their own actions, as well as the overall 
school context.   
 
The study contributes to the dance educational research field through making 
teachers’ experiences of assessment in Swedish dance education visible. The 
thesis discusses dance teachers’ various approaches to syllabi, how the teachers’ 
conceptions of quality influence the assessment practice, and finally the 
importance of shared understanding of communicated assessment is emphasised. 
Furthermore, collegiate discussions are brought to the attention as a way to 
improve and reflect upon assessment. 
 
Keywords: upper secondary school, dance education, assessment, life-world 
phenomenology 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

There is no continuity for discussions about formative assessment. Meetings 
get cancelled, there is lack of time, the school is too big, and I miss the 
nearness to colleagues.   
 

An upper secondary dance teacher who participated in this study expressed this 
quotation. The teacher answered a question during an interview about how 
they work with formative assessment. As seen in the answer, the present 
situation does not appear as satisfactory and different reasons why are pointed 
out. Based on my experiences as a dance teacher, expressions with the same 
meaning as the quotation given are common.  
 
During conferences among dance teachers that I have participated in, it became 
obvious to me that dance teachers appreciated and found it important to discuss 
assessment dilemmas with colleagues. The following issues are examples of 
questions that concern assessment: How will a student’s achievement of 
differences in movement qualities appear at different progression levels? What 
does it mean to perform specific core content with some certainty? Or, how can 
a student show detailed and nuanced reflections? As a teacher at a university, I 
have experienced that discussions regarding assessment in dance are frequent in 
the dance teacher programme. The student teachers are eager to learn about 
assessment and ask well-reflected questions regarding their upcoming assessment 
practice as graduated dance teachers. The research so far performed that it is 
possible to use in teacher training courses has been shown to be limited; these 
limitations will be presented later in this chapter. Based on my experiences as an 
upper secondary school teacher, I have also perceived that these students have 
questions, thoughts and reflections about assessment practice that relate to their 
own achievements. My interest in these questions and a desire to become 
clearer about my own assessment practice as a teacher aroused my curiosity.  
 
The current thesis focuses on assessment in dance education within the upper 
secondary school. The study is situated within the research field of education2 
and based on life-world phenomenology. Education as a field of research is 
defined in several ways and includes different orientations that embrace a wide 
view of the field. If I think of education as a colour (blue), the various 
definitions and orientations could be compared to the diversity in nuances of 
the colour on a palette. What could be said is that the process of change and 
process of influence within various contexts are overarching in the field of 
education. This thesis is situated in the intersection point of three orientations 
within education research, namely dance education, educational assessment and 
life-world phenomenology (See Figure 1 below). Because the study takes place 
within a dance educational context, it makes it relevant to place and relate the 
thesis within that field of research (See pp.7–8 and Chapter Three). In order to 

                                         
2 In Swedish the subject of research is Pedagogik. 
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situate and relate to this field, earlier research about educational assessment will 
be presented in the thesis (See pp.6-7 and Chapter Three). To be able to 
understand the complex phenomenon of assessment of dance education, life-world 
phenomenology was chosen as a theoretical framework, which is a rather 
common approach in educational research (Alerby, 1998; Bengtsson, 2005; 
Claesson, 2009; Ferm, 2004; Levinsson, Hallström & Claesson, 2013). Life-
world phenomenology including Merleau-Ponty’s theory of the lived body 
harmonises well with the embodied expressions in dance (2002/1962). Human 
beings and the world is intertwined, and learning takes place through 
interaction with and within the world (Merleau-Ponty 2002/1962). Studies 
within life-world phenomenology in the educational field grasp phenomena in 
intersubjective settings through access to human beings’ life-worlds. Examples 
of such complex phenomena can be music teaching and learning interaction 
between teachers and students, teachers’ and students’ understanding3 of grades 
seen in grade conferences or ethical practice within the school site (Bergmark, 
2009; Ferm, 2004; Rinne, 2014).  

 

 
 

Figure 1: Image showing the three orientations within education which this 
study is situated. The point of intersection of all three orientations 
constitutes the position of this specific research project. 

 
Phenomenology has been used in Swedish theses that are situated within the arts 
educational field (Ferm, 2004; Leijonhufvud, 2011; Lindqvist 2007; 2010; 
Österling Brunström, 2015). In dance education, several human beings embody 
knowledge in dance that becomes their embodied experiences. This thesis 
intends to embrace teachers’ embodied experiences within assessment in dance 
education. The dance studio constitutes a space for communication and learning 
to take place, and is crucial for dance education (Ericson, 1996; Styrke, 2015). 
In dance education, the space for dance education should allow a variety of 
dynamic teaching activity (Styrke, 2015). As a dance teacher within the teaching 
activity at the upper secondary school’s national programmes, it is common to 

                                         
3 Understanding is mentioned as accordance in Paper I and II. 
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teach lessons to groups of students. Only in occasional contexts is teaching for 
individual students offered. Commonly, dance teachers are involved in several 
different grades and courses during the same semester.  
 
According to teachers’ assignment and steering documents for the upper 
secondary school in Sweden, teachers are required to assess their students and 
are obligated to hold a teacher ID4. In the Swedish context, there are no 
external assessors involved in the national programme, and therefore the teacher 
is responsible for interpreting the steering documents, assessment and grading of 
the students’ achievements (Klapp Lekholm, 2008; 2010). What should be 
assessed is regulated in the steering documents, and guidelines for the assessment 
practice are presented at a rather detailed level. The present curriculum, Gy11 
(Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011a), offers formulations that need 
interpretation, but the syllabi do not specifically regulate how the teachers 
should implement the assessment practice.  
 
Based on my interest in assessment, the phenomenon of the study is assessment in 
dance education, embraced through steering documents and dance teachers’ 
experiences. As mentioned earlier, the thesis is situated within the upper 
secondary school, and more specifically in the national Arts programme within 
the dance orientation. Assessment in this study refers to human being’s actions. 
Teachers’ assessment in dance education will be described and analysed and 
presented through four papers (Paper I, II, III and IV). This chapter will further 
present a background to the chosen research area that relates to the upper 
secondary schools’ context and shows the need and relevance of this specific 
study. Before the study is situated within the field of research mentioned above, 
a background to the formation of the current curriculum and grading system 
will be presented. Also, the development of the dance orientation will be 
declared, including a description of current steering documents.  

The formation of the Swedish upper secondary school  
The upper secondary school in Sweden is not mandatory for adolescents, but 
consists of vocational programmes and preparatory programmes for studies in 
higher education. The Arts programme is a preparatory programme for higher 
education. For studies in higher education, courses from the preparatory upper 
secondary school’s programmes or the equivalent are required. Students have 
the choice to choose a programme that is vocational. The Swedish curriculum 
for upper secondary school was established in the 1970s, Lgy70, and has since 
then been subject to several reforms. The grading system in Lgy70 was norm-
referenced and has thereafter developed into being criterion-referenced (Klapp 
Lekholm, 2008; Lundahl, 2011; Nyberg, 2015). The norm-referenced grading 
system relates to the curve of normal distribution regarding students’ 

                                         
4 The government decided that teachers need to be qualified through a teacher ID to be able to teach 
and grade students in the Swedish school system (SFS, 2010:800). Teachers who did not receive a 
teacher education, but a degree from the pedagogical programme were obliged to complement their 
education to achieve a teacher ID, regardless of when they achieved their degree and how long they had 
worked in the school system. 
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achievement at a national population level (Klapp Lekholm, 2008). Such a 
grading system was interpreted wrongly, as teachers used the curve of normal 
distribution on their specific group of students, and not in relation to the 
national population (Klapp Lekholm, 2008). Another critique of the norm-
referenced system was that it was unclear what the generic level of a certain 
grade was, though the students were ranked based on the curve of normal 
distribution (Klapp Lekholm, 2008). The reform towards a criterion-referenced 
system was implemented in 1994, Lpf94, after investigations regarding how 
assessment could be directed towards the individual students’ achievement 
instead of how their achievement is assessed in relation to others (Rinne, 2014). 
In the criterion-referenced system, a student’s achievement is appraised in line 
with already given criteria. In addition, this reform also includes a change in the 
view of knowledge. The change went from a view that knowledge can be 
mediated from the teacher to the students towards a view of knowledge as 
something students construct themselves (Korp, 2006).  
 
In 1994, when the criterion-referenced system was introduced, a new 
curriculum was also implemented in the upper secondary school, Lpf94 (Klapp 
Lekholm, 2008; Rinne, 2014). Dance as a subject in the upper secondary school 
was included for the first time in Lpf94, and the curriculum was revised in 2000 
(Styrke, 2015). Gradually dance and theatre constituted two separate 
orientations, from being one from the first introduction into the upper 
secondary school (Styrke, 2013a). Within Lpf94, there were four progression 
levels for grading, Fail (IG), Pass (G), Pass with distinction (VG), and Pass with 
special distinction (MVG). To gain a Pass with distinction (VG) a student 
needed to achieve all the criteria for Pass (G) and Pass with distinction (VG). In 
2011, the upper secondary school was subject to a new reform that resulted in a 
new curriculum and grading system, Gy11 (Styrke, 2015). Gy11 consists of 18 
national programmes and five introductory programmes. Furthermore, included 
in Gy11 are programmes that deviate from the national programme such as 
programmes that have national recruitment. The grading system that followed 
the reform consisted of a scale with six progression levels, A – F, where A is the 
highest passed level and E the lowest. F represents the not passed level 
(Gustafsson, Cliffordson & Erickson, 2014; Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2011b). If a basis for grading is missing, it is possible to give the 
student a horizontal line (-). The Swedish dance orientation programme in the 
upper secondary school aims to educate students in dance focusing on the 
students’ ability to perform and communicate dance and dance as a form of 
expression related to social and cultural contexts (Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2011a). The subjects in the dance orientation are dance technique, 
dance performance, dance theory and dance orientation, which are divided into 
several courses of different lengths.5  
One goal, expressed in the overarching part of curriculum Gy11, was to acquire 
equality, both regarding curriculum and assessment (Styrke, 2015). Equality 
                                         
5  For more information visit http://www.skolverket.se/laroplaner-amnen-och-
kurser/gymnasieutbildning/gymnasieskola/sok-amnen-kurser-och-program (latest accessed March 30th 
2016) 
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refers to all students’ right to an equal education, irrespective of the teacher, 
school, city or socio-economical background a student has (Swedish National 
Agency for Education, 2011a). The concept of equality does not mean that all 
teaching and assessments should be made in the same way. The base for grading 
should correspond with the subject and steering documents in order to offer all 
students equal opportunities to learn and express their knowledge. In the Lpf94 
curriculum, it was possible to have a wider variety regarding courses between 
different schools (Styrke, 2015). The reform made the approach to the courses 
more centralized regarding the syllabi. However, a report about equal 
assessment concludes that the current grading system includes ‘…insufficient 
equality between teachers and schools…’ (Gustafsson, et.al, 2014, p.8).  
 
In addition to the curriculum, there are other steering documents that regulate 
the upper secondary school, which will be presented below together with 
support material for assessment. The steering documents are based on each other 
but regulate the school in different ways. The steering documents regulating the 
upper secondary school consist of the Education Act, Upper Secondary School 
Ordinance, curriculum, diploma goals and the syllabi (Swedish National Agency 
for Education, 2012a). The Education Act regulates all school forms including 
the upper secondary school and is a comprehensive piece of legislation that 
forms the basis for knowledge, freedom and security for the Swedish school 
system (SFS, 2010:800). The Education Act regulates that all courses in the 
upper secondary school are assessed in accordance to the syllabi. If the teacher 
does not have a teacher ID, the final decision on the assessment of the students’ 
grades should be made together with a teacher with teacher ID (SFS, 2010:800). 
The Education Act follows the ordinance of the upper secondary school and 
then the curriculum that is a regulation that contains fundamental values, 
mission, goals and targets for the school. The fundamental values seen in the 
curriculum imbue the school form as well as syllabi for each subject. In Gy11 
the curriculum is followed by graduation goals. First after the graduation goals, 
are the syllabi to be found. The syllabi include the aim of the subject activities, 
goals, each course that is included in the subject, how many credits each course 
covers and finishing with the core content together with knowledge 
requirements that are described for each course (Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2012a). 
 
In the educational context of the Swedish upper secondary school, national tests 
exist as mandatory in some subjects such as mathematics, to support equal 
assessment. National tests do not exist in any of the arts subjects.6 Beyond the 
national tests, the Swedish National Agency for Education offers assessment 
support material for several subjects aiming to support equal and fair assessment 
and grading. The Swedish National Agency for Education’s assignments are 

                                         
6 To see what subjects that have national tests within national programmes in the upper secondary 
school visit http://www.skolverket.se/bedomning/nationella-prov/alla-nationella-prov-i-
skolan/gymnasieskolan (latest accessed March 9th 2016) 
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decided by the government or based on the Agency’s own initiative.7 No arts 
subjects within the national programmes in the upper secondary school offer 
any support material for teachers. 8  In comparison to national tests, the 
assessment support material is not mandatory to use. The purpose of such 
support materials is to concretise the knowledge requirements and by that 
support teacher’s assessment work. As a result, equal assessment is not supported 
in any of the arts subjects in the upper secondary school, either by national tests 
or assessment support material. What steers and regulates the Swedish dance 
education’s assessment practice are the steering documents presented above. As 
mentioned, the thesis is situated within an educational context, which will be 
presented in the following section. The section will, however, start with 
clarifying the educational assessment this thesis is regionalised to.      

Situating the thesis within educational assessment 
Assessment exists in various contexts with different purposes. Appraisal is a 
natural part of human beings’ lives, even though it can be a conscious or 
unconscious action. In human beings’ daily lives they appraise their experiences, 
for example it is common to appraise the food they eat, the clothes they wear 
and the music they hear. This study is situated within educational assessment, 
which makes it relevant to present the basis for assessment within the Swedish 
upper secondary school system. The section will include an introduction to the 
educational assessment field that will be presented later in Chapter Three. In the 
educational context, assessment emerges based on different intentions and levels 
of consciousness and commonly includes an assessment of students’ 
achievements in relation to goals or criteria (Pettersson, 2010). In daily life, 
human beings make assessments continuously that are more or less reflected 
upon. Assessments made in the school context need to be reflected upon and be 
consciously made to acquire the teachers’ assignment seen in the steering 
documents. Within educational discussions of modern times, assessment is an 
area of interest (Fautley & Savage, 2011; Klapp Lekholm, 2008). Everyone who 
is involved in an assessment process is affected and this has over time become 
more emphasised and has been seen as a field that needs to be problematized 
(Pettersson, 2007). Educational assessment can have multiple purposes that focus 
on appraising either the school as an institution or the students’ achievement. 
The assessment of students’ achievement levels could also be used as an 
instrument for measuring the school. In that case, schools are ranked based upon 
the students’ achievement rates. Assessment can also focus on the students’ 
learning process where the final grades can be used for selection between 
individuals as well as a qualification for higher education (Rinne, 2014). 
Though the students’ grades have such an impact on their future, it is of great 
interest that the assessment system makes high demands on quality (Gustafsson, 
et.al, 2014). Educational assessment research is a wide and varied field. Research 
regarding different purposes with assessment, feedback, grade conferences and 

                                         
7 The agency has chosen to focus on developing assessment support material for the upper secondary 
school foundation subjects (Dahlqvist Schiller, personal communication, March 17th 2016). 
8 To see what subjects that have support material within national programmes in the upper secondary 
school visit https://bp.skolverket.se/web/gymnasial-utbildning/start (latest accessed March 9th 2016) 
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assessment in arts subjects is of relevance for this study. The next section will 
situate the thesis in existing dance educational research in order to present the 
limitations of Swedish research regarding assessment in dance education. 

Situating the thesis within dance education research 
The study is situated in a dance educational context, where dance is seen as an 
embodied expression and experience. To situate the thesis within the field of 
research, this part of the chapter will present Swedish as well as international 
dance educational research. The main focuses in research within the field of 
dance education are dance teaching traditions, assessment, gender, interaction 
and communication, health, diversity as well as cultural contexts. What is of 
relevance for this study regarding dance education is dance teaching traditions, 
assessment, interaction and communication, diversity as well as cultural contexts 
will be presented later, in Chapter Three. This section gives a brief picture of 
what Swedish and international research that situates the study. The following 
text will start by framing dance as a school subject within the educational 
system, and continue with a presentation of dance educational research.  
 
Dance education appears in different contexts and has different intentions and 
hence different functions (Smith-Autard, 2002). The concept art of dance can be 
used to describe dance as a subject within dance education (Smith-Autard, 
2002). Dance educational research emphasises the importance for students to 
both see, create and appraise dance (Press & Warburton, 2007; Sheets-
Johnstone, 1979; Sjöstedt-Edelholm & Wigert, 2005; Smith-Autard, 2002; 
Styrke, 2013b). One dance educational structure, called the midway model, is 
described by Smith-Autard (2002) and includes all three of these activities. This 
model defines the content of the education, that the education includes work 
with composition, performance and appreciation. Furthermore, the education 
should lead towards artistic, aesthetic and cultural competence. In addition to 
this, Smith-Autard (2002) describes an educational and professional model 
where the focus lies on the process versus product in the different models. The 
midway model does not differentiate between the two, but could be seen as a 
compromise of the professional and educational model and both the process and 
the product includes equal (Anttila, 2007; Press & Warburton, 2007). In 
Sweden, dance is a young school subject compared to, for example, music 
(Englund & Sandström, 2015). Dance education in Swedish primary schools 
(1st–9th grade) is not a mandatory subject (Lindqvist, 2007; Styrke, 2013a; 2015). 
Dance is mentioned in the curriculum’s general descriptions as an activity that 
all students should be exposed to (Ferm Thorgersen 2015; Swedish National 
Agency for Education, 2015). In physical education dance is part of the syllabus, 
but solely regarding the musical aspect of dance. This shows that dance has a 
rather week position in comparison to other arts subjects such as music and 
visual art (Styrke, 2013a). However, around 80 communities have decided to 
have dance as a mandatory part in their schools even if it is not a requirement, 
so called Dance in school9 (Lindqvist, 2007).  
                                         
9 In Swedish, Dans i skolan is a common concept when referring to mandatory dance education in the 
Swedish school system. For more information see www.dansiskolan.se  
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Research in dance education seen in a Swedish context is rather limited. In the 
Swedish dance educational research context six dissertations have been 
published (Digerfeldt, 1990; Duberg, 2016; Ericson, 1996; Grönlund, 1994; 
Lindqvist, 2010; Styrke, 2010) and two	 Licentiate thesesis (Lindqvist, 2007; 
Notér Hooshidar, 2015). The Swedish publications have different focus areas 
that can be summarized as: dance therapy (Digerfeldt, 1990; Grönlund, 1994) 
assessment (Ericson, 1996), dance teaching traditions (Lindqvist, 2007; Styrke, 
2010), gender (Lindqvist, 2010), interaction and communication in dance 
education (Notér Hooshidar, 2015) as well as health (Duberg, 2016). It is 
important to use international research in dance education to have a wider 
perspective on research. According to Risner (2007), international dance 
educational research emphasises three main focus areas in the form of gender 
(Ferdun, 1994; Lindqvist, 2010; Stinson, 2005; Styrke, 2015), diversity and 
cultural context that to some extent are interrelated.  
 
The dance subject’s weak position as seen from a historical perspective along 
with being a feminine-coded subject indicates the need for more research 
(Styrke, 2013a). Blumenfeld-Jones and Liang (2007) argue that curriculum 
research to a great extent focuses on evaluation and that research about 
curriculum assessment in dance education is needed, which can be seen in the 
gaps in the Swedish research. The limitations in Swedish dance educational 
research related to assessment in dance education within the upper secondary 
school reveal the need for research in the dance educational field (Blumenfeld-
Jones & Liang, 2007; Styrke, 2013a). What teachers should assess is, as mention 
earlier, formulated in the steering documents, but how assessments are operated 
is up to the individual teacher. My interest in the field and the gap in Swedish 
dance educational research regarding assessment constitutes the basis of chosen 
educational field of research, where Life-world phenomenology harmonises well 
with teachers’ assessment of dance knowledge as an embodied experience and 
expression.  

The aim of the thesis  
The overall aim of the study is to describe and explore the phenomenon of 
assessment in dance education within Swedish upper secondary schools’ dance 
orientation. This research focuses on assessment in dance education based on 
teachers’ experiences of assessment in dance education and formulations in the 
syllabi for the upper secondary school. The main research questions are:   
 

• In what ways does dance knowledge appear through the syllabi used in 
upper secondary schools in the period 2011–2012? (Paper I) 

• Based on teachers’ experiences, how is assessment in dance education 
carried out and reflected upon? (Paper II and IV) 

• How do teachers’ conceptions of quality become visible in the practice 
of assessment? (Paper III) 
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The thesis was regionalized to comprehend the dance orientation within the 
Swedish upper secondary schools’ Arts Programme. To reach the overall aim, 
and answer the main research questions, four papers were written that included 
the following aims:   
 
- to analyse and describe dance knowledge as a phenomenon based on how it 
appears and is seen by the researchers through syllabuses 10  used in upper 
secondary schools in the period 2011–2012. (Paper I) 
 
- to explore how formative assessments in dance education are constituted. 
(Paper II) 
 
- to illuminate a teacher’s conceptions of quality expressed through verbal and 
non-verbal actions in relation to summative assessments of dance knowledge. 
(Paper III) 
 
- to illuminate and discuss assessment within dance education in upper secondary 
schools through teachers’ reflections. (Paper IV) 

Disposition of the thesis  
The thesis consists of seven chapters. This first, introductory, chapter presents 
the focus areas of the study, followed by the aim and research questions. In the 
following, second, chapter the theoretical framework of the thesis is introduced, 
which concerns the ontological and epistemological starting-points based on 
life-world phenomenology. The third chapter contains a research overview of 
the dance educational field, as well as research on educational assessment. Then 
follows the fourth chapter, which includes methodological starting-points and 
chosen methods as well as the design of the study. Summaries of the four papers 
are given in Chapter Five. In the sixth chapter, the overall findings of the study 
are explored in relation to life-world phenomenology through the following 
themes: The design of the assessment practice and Communication within the assessment 
practice. The last chapter of the thesis includes a discussion regarding methods 
and overall findings, where the study’s research questions are answered. 
  

                                         
10 Plural of syllabus will be used as syllabi, expect in the title and aim in Paper I, where syllabuses is used.  
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK – ontological and 
epistemological starting-points 

 
The study is based on life-world phenomenology, which functions as a basis 
both for how the study is designed, operated and analysed. This chapter will 
start with a short description of the phenomenological movement and the 
characteristics of phenomenology, followed by a description of life-world 
phenomenological orientation regarding both ontology and epistemology. 
 

Phenomenology of the life-world as an ontological and 
epistemological base 
The concept of phenomenology was originally used in 1762 by Johann 
Heinrich Lambert and refers to the doctrine of appearance. This was later 
developed in 1807 by Friedrich Hegel to involve a historical dimension 
(Bengtsson, 1991). Edmund Husserl is, however, often regarded as the founder 
of modern phenomenology (Bengtsson, 2001). The philosophy of 
phenomenology can be seen as a movement that has branched out into various 
orientations. Therefore, it is possible to mention phenomenology in the plural, 
as phenomenologies (Bengtsson, 2005). These orientations have similarities and 
differences and should not be seen as one single theory. Phenomenological 
research is characterised by adaptability and openness regarding variation and 
complexity (Bengtsson, 1991; 2001; 2005; Husserl, 2004; Merleau-Ponty, 
2002/1962; Patoc ̌ka, 2013). This influenced phenomenology to be seen as an 
approach more than a strict method of how to illuminate and understand a 
phenomenon. The method is rather used to let the phenomenon function as a 
guide while it becomes visible to a subject.  
 
Phenomenology revolves around grasping a phenomenon’s general essence. 
According to Bengtsson (2001), Husserl’s critique of schematised reduction such 
as in psychologism can be seen as a basis for his philosophy. The focus should be 
on how a phenomenon is constituted and to do justice to the phenomenon; 
therefore, it is important not to take different starting-points assertively. The 
basis in phenomenology is to go ‘back to the things themselves’ (Husserl, 2004; 
Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962). As Bengtsson (2001, p.26, author’s translation) 
writes ‘This is the idea with phenomenology, that in some way to grasp the 
things as they show themselves through experiences, conceptualise them, 
without abusing them’. As seen in the quotation above, someone’s experience is 
central in the philosophy, it is about letting the phenomenon show itself to a 
subject (Husserl, 2004). Through human beings’ experiences a phenomenon 
can be illuminated and understood. The phenomenon appears through its 
existence in a first-person perspective by different senses. The thing is always 
experienced through what different properties and meanings the phenomenon 
can have for that subject (Bengtsson, 2001). Human beings experience all things 
as something through their experiences, which gives the things meaning. The 
world emerges as it appears to someone by their lived experiences. Thing/s 
refers to more than the material thing; it includes various objects based on 
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mathematics, logic or culture as well as emotions and institutions (Bengtsson, 
2001). A subject’s experiences consist of viewpoints that include properties 
beyond what is presented to us. Husserl therefore emphasises the directedness 
towards both the phenomenon and the subject, so called intentionality. The 
consciousness is directed towards something, and what is made visible is always 
perceived by a consciousness. Husserl emphasised something he called the 
principle of all principles, which refers to that the source and basis of knowledge 
is experience (Husserl, 2004; Patoc ̌ka, 2013). Husserl wrote, ‘The world is 
constantly existing as reality’ (2004, p.112). It is through human beings’ 
experiences they gain access to the world (Patoc ̌ka, 2013).  
 
Husserl is mostly recognised for his philosophy, called transcendental 
phenomenology. This orientation argues that it is possible to capture a 
phenomenon’s objective truth through phenomenological reduction — so 
called epoché (Husserl, 2004). Through epoché your earlier experiences are put 
in brackets (Bengtsson, 2001; Husserl, 2004; Patoc ̌ka, 2013). Husserl argues 
that, through a reduction of earlier experiences, one can reach a pure 
consciousness and are then able to grasp experiences without being coloured by 
earlier ones. The goal is that the subject’s connection and prejudice towards the 
world will not be taken in account by the use of the epoché. Through epoché, 
experiences can be perceived independently of earlier experiences as a conscious 
pure flow of experiences (Husserl, 2004). The reduction implies that earlier 
experiences are omitted. What is reduced in the phenomenological reduction is 
still within the subject’s field of vision, but could be seen as deenergised from 
the natural attitude. Human beings take the life-world for granted and do not 
question its constitution in their daily lives. Husserl (2004) emphasises this as the 
natural attitude, which could be explained in that the world and everything it 
grasps is naturally given as existing.  
 
The transcendental orientation became criticised for not follow the basic 
principle of phenomenology; to let the phenomenon show itself as it appears 
(Bengtsson, 1991). The orientation of existential phenomenology, represented 
by philosophers such as Martin Heidegger, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de 
Beauvoir and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, stressed that it is impossible to 
experience something without earlier experiences, and therefore it is impossible 
to put the experiences in brackets. The existential philosophers all pointed out 
the importance of existence for different phenomenon. Philosophers within this 
orientation argue that it is not possible to unleash existence and essence; both 
are intertwined as an entirety that they constitute together (Bengtsson, 2001). In 
line with life-world phenomenology, a phenomenon has essences that together 
constitute the phenomenon’s existence. According to life-world 
phenomenology and Merleau-Ponty (2002/1963) nothing can be experienced 
without the body; human beings experience the world through their bodies, 
which will be further explored in the next section. 
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Intertwining within the life-world and the lived body 
Heidegger argued that it is not possible to separate the subject from the world, 
though he argued that human beings are thrown into the world (Bengtsson, 
2005). Consequently, the subject and the world are seen as an inseparable 
intertwined entity, and the world is therefore always seen as lived, which make 
them influence each other. The life-world is a central concept within 
phenomenology that can be derived from Husserl’s Lebenswelt (Husserl, 2004).  
The concept has been named in various ways throughout the phenomenological 
movement; examples will be found in the following part. Within the life-world 
we experience and live our life. The meaning of it is derived from the life-
world, which means that ‘All meaning has its origin in the life-world,’ 
(Bengtsson, 2001, p.48, author’s translation). The subject (Dasein) is, according 
to Heidegger, characterised by its existence as well as the subject’s relation to 
itself (Bengtsson, 2005). Heidegger called this in German as in-der-Welt-sein 
(being-in-the-world) (Diprose & Reynolds, 2008). This life-world is impossible 
to reduce and will both affect and be affected by the life adherent within it. The 
lived world consists of human beings and things situated within it and related to 
social, cultural and historical contexts, which makes for its complexity. Merleau-
Ponty described the life-world where bodily lived subjects experience the world 
and their everyday life. Merleau-Ponty adapted and took this notion further by 
including the body and called it in French être au monde (being-in-the-world). 
So there is a difference in meaning even though the English translation in both 
cases is ‘being-in-the-world’ (Bengstsson, 2005). Bengtsson (2001, p.70, 
author’s translation) writes that with the life-world, Merleau-Ponty ‘Intends the 
world that is living currently in our perceptions and hence is inseparably linked 
with a perceiving subject’. The world exists for a subject before any reflections 
are made, which means it is a pre-reflective world. The life-world precedes and 
is required by both science and reflection. We are always in the life-world and 
take it for granted.  
 

I am aware of a world, spread out in space endlessly, and in time becoming 
and become, without end. I am aware of it, that means, first of all, I discover 
it immediately, intuitively, I experience it. Through sight, touch, hearing, 
etc., in the different ways of sensory perception, corporeal things somehow 
spatially distributed are for me simply there, in verbal or figurative sense 
“present”, whether or not I pay them special attention by busying myself with 
them, considering, thinking, feeling, willing. (Husserl, 2002/1931, p.101) 

 
Human beings are more than the physical bodies.  Merleau-Ponty argues that 
human beings are lived body-subjects, and as mentioned are inseparably linked 
with the world and other subjects, and pervade each other (Bengtsson, 2001; 
Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962). Human beings can never be reduced to and 
experienced just as physical things (Bengtsson, 2001). As subjects, we experience 
other people as psycho-physical, social and historical entities. It is through the 
lived body — the subject — that we can access the world through experience 
time, place and other subjects. A Human being is incorporated in past time, 
present time as well as future time and therefore ‘inhabits space and time’ 
(Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962, p.161), we are time and space. It is through the 
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moving body that closeness, separation, distance and direction can be 
experienced and understood (Parviainen, 1998). Therefore, the body is a 
condition for the epistemological base within life-world phenomenology, 
according to Merleau-Ponty´s theory of the lived body (2002/1962). Subjects 
cannot place themself outside the life-world like an observer, because they are 
always intertwined with it and therefore part of the life-world as a lived body-
subject (Bengtsson, 2005). Merleau-Ponty (2002/1962, p.171) writes that ‘To 
be a body, is to be tied to a certain world, as we have seen; our body is not 
primarily in space: it is of it’. He also wrote ‘The body is our general medium 
for having a world’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962, p.169). These experiences are 
constituted by an intertwined weave of several dimensions of knowledge that 
are dependent on each other. This means that the only way to gain insight from 
the world is through human experience (Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962).  
 

The body is the vehicle of being in the world, and having a body is, for a 
living creature, to be intervolved in a definite environment, to identify oneself 
with certain projects and be continually committed to them. (Merleau-Ponty, 
2002/1962, p.94) 

 
The body-subject forms an entirety with no distinguishing between body-mind, 
or body-soul (Alerby, 2009; Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962). Merleau-Ponty 
compares the body to a work of art and their ‘nexus of living meanings’ 
(2002/1962, p.175). The body can be seen as an accommodator of information, 
but is also to a great extent involved in meaning-making; it is not a cognitive 
action but a bodily action. As body-subjects, we are ‘condemned to meaning’ 
(Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962, p.xxii). Our perceptions always appear and 
become meaningful in relation to earlier experiences (Bengtsson, 2001). An 
experience of something is also dependent on from what view point/s the 
phenomenon is perceived. Merleau-Ponty argues due to the dependence on the 
subject’s angle they will grasp various things. Earlier experiences can make it 
possible for us to imagine the phenomenon as a whole. In the later writings of 
Merleau-Ponty, such as the book The Visible and the Invisible, he developed his 
concept of the body. The body is the base of the ontology he developed. 
According to Merleau-Ponty (2002/1962; 2006) the lived body is a subject-
object. For instance, in dance performance the world is experienced by the 
subject’s dance in front of other people, simultaneously being the subject and 
object: a subject by being-in-the-world with the dancing and an object by other 
people experiencing it.  
 
The body can be seen as being in the world in the form of a thing among other 
things as well as seeing them and touching them; these two dimensions are 
intertwined as a sensible sentient being (Merleau-Ponty, 1968). We can touch 
and be touched, be tangible and visible simultaneously. Merleau-Ponty gives an 
example when the left hand touches the right and simultaneously touching and 
being touched, tangible and visible (Merleau-Ponty (2002/1962; 2006). In his 
later work he emphasises that our bodies are multifaceted as subject and object 
simultaneously; this is called chiasm. The chiasmic spaces are situated within the 
flesh and can be seen as reversibility. The concept of flesh should not be 
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interpreted as the tissue of human body flesh; it grasps something more than the 
physical body and is intertwined in the world. This intertwining weave is 
described by Merleau-Ponty as chair, which in English has been translated into 
‘flesh’. Flesh can be interpreted as a way of understanding the body-subject’s 
connection to the world as a weave, where we are intertwined with and within 
the world. Merleau-Ponty (1968, p.139) wrote about the concept of flesh as ‘an 
‘element’ of Being’ and furthermore ‘a presence to the world through the body 
and to the body through the world, being flesh’ (1968, p.239). Merleau-Ponty 
writes about water, air, earth and fire when he refers to the elements. Within 
this flesh there are gaps, chiasm, where the perception is double (Ferm 
Thorgersen, 2014). For instance, during a dance experience, the dancer 
perceives their own dancing at the same time as the dancers perceive their co-
dancers dancing. Furthermore, you also experience others experiencing you. I 
see and am seen, and these two experiences cannot be separated. The subject-
world is coexisting, and is, therefore, hard to separate and even harder to 
distinguish from one another by putting the word “and” between the words. 
To gain insight into the world is possible only through human experience of the 
world (Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962), and therefore, turning to the things 
themselves. Dahlberg (2011, p.94, author’s translation) writes ‘The sustained 
flesh creates the world as we know it, that is as a place where everything, all 
times and rooms can relate to one another’. According to Dahlberg (2011), 
there is an agreement between researchers to focus on Merleau-Ponty’s theory 
about the meaning of the concept. This concept could be seen as a translation of 
Husserl’s German concept lieb and the meaning that includes more than just the 
human body.  
 

In sum, Merleau-Ponty’s notion of flesh is an attempt to capture the unity we 
share with the other beings that make up our surroundings. But it does so by 
simultaneously preserving and indeed valorizing the difference between the 
two types of flesh, the sensible sentient and the sensible. The same reversible 
relation holds for language and what is said in it as well as for us and others 
and for our sense modalities. Merleau-Ponty has given us a novel way of 
understanding our relation to the world and a new name for it as well: flesh. 
(Diprose & Reynolds, 2008, p.193) 

 
Reversibility, chiasm, can also appear in dance. Simultaneously with the 
movement made by the body-subject, the movement is possible to perceive by 
others (Parviainen, 1998). In the same way, you can be seeing–seen and 
touching–touched, you can be dancing–danced (Kozel, 1994; Parviainen, 
1998). Even though there is a divergence between the body that is moving and 
the subject’s perceived movement, there is a difference in moving and for 
example experiencing one’s moved body through video recording.  
 
In different situations within the life-world, human beings interact and 
communicate. These situations can be seen as contexts that are constituted by 
human beings and things in the life-world. To be able to perceive human 
experiences, adaptability and openness to the world’s complexity is necessary, 
which includes different life-worlds, subjects and things that are intertwined.  
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The lived body in connection to dance 
According to Merleau-Ponty (2002/1962), the human beings and the world is 
intertwined, and consequently even learning takes place through interaction 
with and within the world. Through our lived bodies we can experience 
learning, where intersubjectivity is a condition for learning to take place. In this 
interaction, our entire body is involved in the learning process as a body-
subject. By interaction with the world, habits become internalised. In 
interaction with the world, we can extend the body into the world through 
things and experience and understand the world through these things. Merleau-
Ponty gives an example of a blind man’s cane, which can be seen as an 
extension of the blind man’s body (Bengtsson, 2001; 2005; Merleau-Ponty, 
2002/1962). From just being a thing, the cane transforms to an extension and a 
tool to experience the world. Another example is a student’s pencil while 
writing (Alerby, 2009). For the transformation from thing to an extension of the 
body-subjects, it must be a habit. ‘To incorporate a thing with our own body 
implies that a habit is created’ (Bengtsson, 2001, p.80, author’s translation). 
Through this extension of the body, the subject expands its being-in-the-world. 
A habit is, according to Merleau-Ponty, something different from objective 
knowledge and automatism. Through habitus in dance, it is possible for the 
body-subjects to indwell space, time and experience the world. Just as well as 
we need habitus to embody a pencil, a habitus is needed to be able to use the 
body to experience the world with and through dance. Before a thing becomes 
embodied the distance between the body–subject and the thing needs to fade 
away and that can only appear through interaction between subject and the 
thing. There is no need for a thing as an extension of the bodies to grasp the 
world in dance, it appears through habitus of a dancing body.  
 
Learning in dance includes more than learning bodily skills like mastering a 
pirouette technically. It involves becoming aware and sensitive to your sentient 
body and motility while exploring body movements. Merleau-Ponty 
(2002/1962) wrote about synaesthetic perceptions, and the human being’s 
possibility to use various senses to perceive the world. In dance, the synaesthetic 
body is fundamental both for the dancer as well as to the audience (Parviainen, 
1998). It is in and through the body that dance becomes meaningful. As an 
audience, it is possible to experience dance through synaesthetic bodies and 
movements become meaningful. When the subject moves the body, the subject 
experiences the world through its body. Regarding memory, the body is 
therefore always involved. In dance, movements are being explored, indwelled 
and become part of the bodily experiences and memories. ‘A movement is 
learnt when the body has understood it, that is, when it has incorporated it into 
its ‘world’ (Parviainen, 1998, p.54). In structured and set exercises or 
choreographies, the ability to learn and remember movements is fundamental. 
Merleau-Ponty wrote that you are your body; Fraleigh (1987, p.32) writes: ‘I 
am the dance; its thinking is its doing and its doing is its thinking. /… /. My 
dance is my body as my body is myself’.  
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In a teaching situation in dance, communication in various ways and modes is 
an important factor. ‘Teaching dancing, the teachers must know in their bodies 
how to move while they must have pedagogical skills to pass on their 
knowledge to students’ (Parviainen, 1998, p.76). Communication appears when 
someone else’s being-in-the-world is presented to me and is incorporated with 
my being-in-the-world (Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962). This communication can 
appear through various expressions that are all connected to our bodies. The 
body is a condition for communication (Diprose & Reynolds, 2008). For 
instance, gestures, movements of the physical body, sounds, extensions of the 
body in, for example, paintings or books. Some kind of expression due to an 
interpreted experience of the impact of the life-world is presented. For another 
person to be able to understand your communication, your vocabulary and 
syntax must already be known to that person (Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962). In 
dance, we could say that the meaning is inseparable from movement, and 
movement is the means of expression in dance. The expression of a text, music 
or dance brings meaning into existence.  
 

The musical meaning of a sonata is inseparable from the sounds which are its 
vehicle: before we have heard it no analysis enables us to anticipate it; once 
the performance is over, we shall, in our intellectual analyses of the music, be 
unable to do anything but carry ourselves back to the moment of 
experiencing it. (Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962, p.212) 

 
It is possible to understand it in the same way as Merleau-Ponty, who does not 
consider that there is a sharp distinguish between linguistic and non-linguistic 
communication, so called ambiguity (Diprose & Reynolds, 2008). Ambiguity 
also refers to the impossibility of deriving human behaviours from either nature 
or culture; behaviours are nature and culture at the same time. Through bodily 
experience, the subject can acquire knowledge. As already mentioned, earlier 
experiences cannot be disconnected when subjects perceive the world. How we 
interpret and understand the world is based on earlier experiences (Bengtsson, 
2001). Ambiguity can be seen as the double-sided dimensions of the existence as 
body-subjects.  
 
‘My body is the fabric into which all objects are woven, and it is, at least in 
relation to the perceived world, the general instrument of my ‘comprehension’ 
(Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962, p.273). Bodily movements are meaningful in 
themselves by their extension in the life-world. Dance is an art form and a 
language in the same way as expressions through music, art and drama (Alerby 
& Ferm, 2006; Smith-Autard, 2002). The body is the instrument for 
experiencing and expressing the knowledge in dance, and for both singers and 
dancers instrument is their own body (Alerby & Ferm, 2006). ‘The experience 
of our own body, on the other hand, reveals to us an ambiguous mode of 
existing’ (Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962, p.230). Given this, it is through the body 
we can express and communicate.  
 
This chapter have presented the theoretical framework of the thesis: life-world 
phenomenology. The theoretical framework functions as a basis for the study’s 
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design, operation and analysis. The following chapter will focus on existing 
research regarding dance education and educational assessment. 
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3. CONTEXTUALISING THE RESEARCH  
 
In this chapter, the field of research regarding dance education and educational 
assessment will be described to situate this thesis within these research fields. As 
seen in the introduction, as well as expressed as in the overall aim of the study, 
it is relevant to start this section by presenting research from a wide base 
regarding dance education and educational assessment in order to narrow down 
to the assessment in arts subjects and finally the assessment in dance. The chapter 
will illuminate dance educational research, focusing on teaching content, 
challenges and teacher education. Educational assessment will begin with an 
attempt to navigate through commonly used concepts within the field, 
assessment in arts subjects. Further into the chapter, the focus will turn to 
assessment in dance education. 

Dance educational research 
Swedish education for dance teachers has changed over the years where the 
recent reforms are in line with the demands on teacher ID that also includes 
dance teachers. The steering documents include requirements and assignments 
that dance teachers should follow and to which they should relate their 
teaching. Therefore, it is relevant that this section also presents research 
regarding teaching content related to curriculum and teaching activity, and 
finishing up with challenges within dance education. The requirements on 
dance teachers have developed the education for dance teachers. In Sweden, 
there have been formations over the years that have been researched by Styrke 
(2010). Styrke’s (2010) dissertation focuses on the formation of dance 
pedagogical education11 in Sweden and presents the developments towards a 
dance teacher education (Styrke, 2010). In 1964, the first Swedish dance 
pedagogical programme was established at the Choreographic Institute (Styrke, 
2010; 2013a). This process to organize the educational system towards 
legitimization and normalization was initiated by The Swedish dance teacher 
organization. At this time, dance was not a subject in the school system, which 
made it somewhat more difficult to establish dance education in schools. In 
1970, the National Collage of Dance established a dance pedagogical 
programme. The institution has changed its name a couple of times over the 
years and in 2016 its official name was the Stockholm University of the Arts, 
School of Dance and Circus. Until 2003, the University of Dance and Circus 
was the only institution that educated teachers to work with dance education at 
all education levels and school forms. A teacher education programme was 
established at Luleå University of Technology in 2003, where students could 
take a teaching degree with a qualification to teach in the primary school and 
upper secondary school. In connection with the implementation of Gy11, a 
new teacher education in dance was established at Luleå University of 

                                         
11 Pedagogical education and teacher education in dance is two separate dance educations in Sweden. 
The dance pedagogical education is a two or three year program for a degree to teach dance outside of 
the school system. The dance educational programme is a five year program for a degree to teach upper 
secondary schools and to become eligible for a teacher ID. In the thesis both educations will be 
mentioned.  
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Technology and Stockholm University of the Arts, School of Dance and Circus 
in collaboration with Stockholm University (Styrke, 2015).  
 
Regardless of the teachers’ education, they have to adapt their teaching to the 
subjects’ core content that is regulated in the syllabi. Dance can be seen as a 
corporal art form that communicates in a non-verbal manifestation (Kranicke & 
Pruitt, 2012). Dance as a subject in the Swedish upper secondary syllabi is not 
only a non-verbal expression, but also one embracing communication of 
knowledge through verbal and written expressions.12 However, the written and 
spoken word is a commonly used form of communication, which makes it 
important to even use that language (Englund & Sandström, 2015). Teacher’s 
expressions in dance education can be challenging to verbalize, but are seen as 
important in order to communicate with individuals outside of the dance field 
and development in verbalizing dance have been suggested (Englund & 
Sandström, 2015). In the educational context, the written and spoken 
communication is important in order to define the core content as well as 
elucidate the assessment practice. Furthermore, how the students experience and 
interpret what and how the teacher operationalizes the curriculum also affects 
what is actually taught (Blumenfeld-Jones & Liang, 2007). What is formulated 
in the steering documents is one thing, and how the core content is being 
taught and interpreted is another.   
 
Stinson (2005) brings to light what she calls the hidden curriculum, which also 
is in line with Blumenfeld-Jones and Liang (2007) who argue that what is being 
taught differs from what is explicit in steering documents. This concept, hidden 
curriculum, comprehends the structures and practices that are taken for granted 
within a specific educational context. Included in the concept is everything in 
the teaching activity that is not explicit. The hidden curriculum implies that 
teaching activity embraces more than just the learning processes regarding 
subject-specific knowledge, but also that social skills embrace values and norms. 
Hidden curriculum can also concern learning that takes place outside the school 
institution (Styrke, 2015). In the Swedish educational setting, values and norms 
are included in the overall text in the curriculum and should imbue the teaching 
activity (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011a). Beyond the dance-
specific teaching activity, basic values were a concept that appeared in 
connection with the dance teacher’s roles (Lindqvist, 2010). Social aspects are 
also incorporated in the dance educational context, according to the teachers in 
Lindqvist’s (2010) study. Outcome-based learning is emphasised and ‘Today, the 
focus has shifted from what is being taught by teachers to what is being learned 
by students’ (Stinson, 2005, p.51). The teacher’s openness, adaptability and 
awareness are crucial in optimizing the students’ learning, according to 
Lindqvist (2007). The basis is that it is the teachers’ responsibility to make sure 
that learning takes place; hence, all students have the capacity to learn (Stinson, 
2005).  
                                         
12  For the exact formulation of the syllabi, visit http://www.skolverket.se/laroplaner-amnen-och-
kurser/gymnasieutbildning/gymnasieskola/sok-amnen-kurser-och-program (last accessed March 8th 
2016)  
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A commonly used framework for how a dance class can be given is described by 
Stinson (2005, p.53); ‘teachers demonstrate, after which students attempt to 
imitate; then teachers “correct” the students, who again attempt accurate 
imitation.’ Even though this way of teaching could be limiting regarding 
developing creative individuals, an argument for using this teaching strategy is 
that this is required in order to develop professional dancers (Stinson, 2005). In 
ballet, contemporary- and jazz dance, the tradition is that the teaching focuses 
on the teachers’ demonstration of movements (Englund & Sandström, 2015; 
Notér Hooshidar, 2015). The complex process includes, according to Notér 
Hooshidar (2015), imitation and reproduction where development in 
movement requires that the movement has to become meaningful for the 
dancer. In contemporary- and jazz dance, the dance material is more personally 
connected to the teachers and selected based on ‘…certain aesthetic movement 
principals’ (Notér Hooshidar, 2015, p.86). A contrast to the above-described 
dance class could be creative dance pedagogy, where the intention is to guide 
students to become problem-solvers and independent individuals (Stinson, 
2005). Even the teachers who were participating in Lindqvist’s (2010) study 
were most commonly using imitation in connection with verbal 
communication while teaching a dance material. According to Digerfeldt 
(1990), imitation can in a good teaching environment create integration 
between the teacher and the students.  
 
According to Ericson (1996), girls try to imitate the dance teacher to a greater 
extent than the boys. A dance class commonly includes unspoken codes about 
how to behave in the educational context. Students described dance education 
as fun and said that the teaching activity was closely connected to the teacher 
(Stinson, 1997). The dance teacher was seen as an authority to whom the 
students should be obedient. This could be recognized in the tradition of 
master–apprenticeship	(Kvale, 2000). Kvale (2000, p. 284) define this concept as 
follows: ‘Learning through participating in a praxis of communion with 
consensual obligations for the master and trainee within a specific social 
structure stretched out over a longer space of time’. The trainee takes part in the 
master’s daily work, which enables the trainee to grasp the most important 
abilities and values. The trainee can then move into actively participating in 
practice performing the occupation. Imitation has been controversial when it 
comes to whether it only includes a reproduction, or whether it also includes an 
interpretation (Kvale, 2000; Reynolds, 2004). Based on Merleau-Ponty, it is 
possible to conclude that interpretation is being used when a subject imitates a 
movement, in this case a dance interpretation (Reynolds, 2004). In imitation, 
the subject always interprets the movement to be able to embody it. New 
thoughts will appear, though the student needs to interpret, reflect, change and 
connect what has been perceived. Demonstration opens up the possibilities for 
interpretation and verbal communication while demonstrating that dance 
material is desirable (Englund & Sandström, 2015). However, to be able to 
perceive whether the student has embodied the intended knowledge, the 
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teacher has to embrace the student performing the material (Englund & 
Sandström, 2015).  
 
As mentioned earlier, dance teachers commonly demonstrate the dance material 
used in the education, even though verbal communication is seen as an 
important form of communication as well. The Swedish educational system for 
dance teachers has developed from being a dance pedagogical degree to a dance 
teacher degree, which gives the same eligibility for working in the Swedish 
school system as teacher degrees in other subjects. The next section will present 
the challenges seen in dance educational research. 

Research focusing on challenges in dance education 
Dance educational research presents challenges to dance education from 
different angles, namely the teachers’ professionalism, preparation for the 
occupation, and individualisation in dance education. The teachers’ 
professionalism was pointed out as being the precondition for dance education 
in a study of teaching conditions in the upper secondary school’s dance 
orientation (Styrke, 2013). Knowing and mastering the core content in dance 
education is not enough for a dance teacher; abilities such as flexibility and 
professional knowledge come to the fore (Styrke, 2015). Flexibility and 
professional knowledge require pedagogic skills beyond teaching a technical 
movement such as a plié13 (Risner & Stinson, 2010). Other kinds of knowledge 
that also became apparent were the ability to plan the education, interaction 
with students and colleges (Styrke, 2013a). Requirements on dance teachers’ 
competence have forced teacher education to offer student teachers a view of 
students’ differences as something enriching (Risner & Stinson, 2010).  
 
Teachers in the study made by Styrke (2015) express that their education did 
not prepare them for the challenges regarding curriculum and assessment that 
they perceive in the upper secondary school context. The participating teachers’ 
education was not explicit in the study (Styrke, 2015). The study shows that 
there are considerable demands on the current teacher education regarding what 
professional competence these educations offer for teacher students to embrace. 
Connell (2009) concludes that the teacher’s competence in regarding dance 
competence and pedagogy is important for the quality of the dance education.     
 
To include all students’ individual needs can be challenging for teachers, 
especially for those who teach large classes. Another challenge is to give all 
students attention and not only focus on students that appear to be receptive to 
guidance towards further learning (Risner & Stinson, 2010). Furthermore, it is 
also challenging to give attention to the same extent to students expected to 
make it and those who appear as though they will never make it (Stinson & 
Risner, 2010). Styrke (2015), in a study with teachers interviewed concerning 
the opportunities and challenges of teaching in upper secondary dance 
orientation, expresses that transforming the intentions of the curriculum is a 

                                         
13 Bending of the leg/legs.  
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challenge. Upper secondary school teachers expressed a desire for models to use 
when transforming the formulated curriculum (Styrke, 2015). 
 
Swedish upper secondary dance teachers in Styrke’s (2013a; 2015) study 
regarded time, space and curriculum as didactic challenges. Time by itself is one 
factor that can challenge what is possible for the teacher regarding, for example, 
the contact and interaction with students, the teachers time to prepare classes 
and reflect on their teaching practice (Styrke, 2015). The dance teachers seem 
to experience that there is a lack of time, and this is seen as a problematic factor. 
The challenge regarding time applies both in relation to being able to have 
discussions with students as well as having pedagogical discussions with 
colleagues.  
 
Styrke (2015, p.203) writes that ‘…teaching/learning situations often are 
described as complex, situated and relational, changing according to the specific 
contexts’. This is in line with Stinson and Risner (2010), who argue that dance 
teachers need to be prepared for social and economic circumstances within 
different teaching contexts. Dance teachers should be prepared to meet a 
multicultural society. Hence, teacher education had to take into account that all 
dances are cultural in some way. Research about the history and development 
of dance education related to American and English contexts can be found (Dils, 
2007; Stinson & Risner, 2010), and describe the development from when dance 
education only involved upper class individuals to dance education for a diverse 
and multicultural society (Dils, 2007; Stinson & Risner, 2010). Diversity in 
dance education includes research illuminating how different dance cultures and 
tradition are included or not included. Western dance has dominated academia 
and all non-western dance education has often appeared to be less important 
(Risner, 2007). In research, a more diverse and multicultural approach has 
developed. Historically and by tradition, there was a difference between dance 
for men and women (Stinson, 2005). Early on, dance education was aiming to 
educate the students to become part of society, to learn manners and become 
graceful, and often was taught to social and economically privileged students 
(Dils, 2007). Dance education has developed to include more than the idea that 
‘dance students were treated as objects and their bodies as material’, to a more 
humanistic and student-centred approach (Anttila, 2007, p.866). In the field of 
research within dance education, research that focuses on the children’s 
viewpoint in dance education can be found (Anttila, 2007; Stinson, 1997; 
Stinson, Blumenfeld-Jones, & van Dyke, 1990). This section has offered an 
overarching view of research on dance education, which is of interest to this 
study, even though the study took place in a dance educational context. The 
next section will illuminate educational assessment research, which is of 
relevance, hence the study focuses on the assessment practice.  

Educational assessment 
Assessment can include a variety of contexts. This study makes it relevant to 
present educational assessment further as it is situated in an educational context. 
What is specifically of interest within educational assessment that will be 
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presented in this section includes definitions of assessments with different 
purposes, feedback and teachers’ impact on the assessment practice. As a basis, it 
is important to be aware that views of knowledge have changed in relation to 
the curriculum reforms, which have continually led to new needs of developing 
methods within assessment practice (Lundahl, 2011). An assessment system is 
developed based on fundamental values, theory of education and 
epistemological assumptions (Klapp Lekholm, 2008; 2010). There are at least 
two overarching traditions within educational assessment practice. One is, above 
all, focused on the teachers’ ability to recognise and appraise achievements, and 
the other has a tradition that focuses and relies on tests (Lundahl, 2011; Gipps, 
1994; Pettersson, 2010). The present research regarding educational assessment 
has moved from a focus on test results to the learning process (Gipps, 1994; 
Lindström, 2007; Lundahl, 2011; Rinne, 2014). Assessment within the 
educational context has a strong connection to teaching activity (Black & 
Wiliam, 1998; Eisner, 2007). Pettersson (2010) emphasise that teaching and 
assessment are commonly seen as intertwined, ‘Knowledge assessment is part of 
teaching and learning’ (p.16, author’s translation). The research emphasises 
assessment in relation to learning processes and the teachers’ connection and 
focus on those processes. According to Black & Wiliam (1998) the important 
dimension to explore in assessment research is the work by the teachers. The 
main focus should be on education to increase achievement results, which can 
be seen as an interactive process. The interactive process includes an action 
expressed by the teacher, who continuously adjusts the education based on the 
response or non-existent response. The teacher is therefore viewed as an enabler 
of students’ growth within the educational context. This study revolves around 
the tradition that focuses on the teachers’ ability to recognise and appraise 
achievements. 
 
Assessment appears as a complex phenomenon always including some kind of 
appraisal (Gipps, 1999; Klapp Lekholm, 2008; Pettersson, 2010). Atjonen (2014, 
p.1) describes assessment as follows: ‘According to a general definition, 
assessment is the process of gathering and interpreting evidence to make 
judgments about the quality of pupils’ achievements. In an assessment process, 
the teacher experiences, interprets, analyses and sorts the students’ expressed 
knowledge in various ways and modalities in order to be able to assess the 
students’ understanding (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2012b). In 
such a process, the teacher needs to analyse the divergence between the current 
achievement and the defined goal or goals. The teachers can only assess 
knowledge that is made visible to them (Pettersson, 2010; Watson, 2001). Even 
though the student is not explicitly expressing required knowledge, it is still 
possible that the student embodies the knowledge. The student may not express 
what is required in line with knowledge requirements during the assessment 
moment, even though the student possesses the required knowledge. It is 
commonly known that students learn in diverse ways. Students also show their 
knowledge in various ways, which implies the importance of offering different 
ways to express knowledge, methods, and modes to assess (Klapp Lekholm, 
2008; Olsson, 2010; Pettersson, 2010; Rinne, 2014). Furthermore, the teacher 



 25 

appraises impressions through different methods and responds to this assessment 
in different ways. Because assessments include some kind of judgement, 
assessments are always subjective to some extent (Harlen, 2012). Harlen (2012) 
describes the assessment process as follows: ‘assessment in the context of 
education involves deciding, collecting and making judgements about evidence 
relating to the goals of the learning being assessed’.  
 
In a study about visual art, it became visible that assessment of art can be seen as 
multi-sensory where senses such as vision, touch and smell is involved (Orr, 
2010). Eisner points out that ‘Good evaluation is typically “multilingual” ’ 
(2007, p.425). Furthermore Orr (2010) highlights the significance that fine art is 
non-verbal. In the assessment practice, various criteria of a subject are being 
assessed. It is important for an assessor to be able to make visible the qualities 
and the reasoning behind the assessed art form (Eisner, 2007). Assessments in 
arts subjects have been critically reflected upon, and educators have been afraid 
that the assessment practice would negatively affect the learning processes 
(Lindström, 2009). The development of assessment research including a wider 
range of modes in assessments has come to make the assessment practice to 
harmonise more to arts subjects. Seen in the following quotation, Eisner (2007) 
describes challenges that come with assessments in the arts.  
 

Thus the challenge to those who wish to do assessment and evaluation in the 
arts is to be able to see the qualities that constitute virtue in an art form and to 
have the articulateness to provide reasons for choices made by the assessor 
pertaining to quality of work that has been created. (p.426) 

 
Eisner (2007) argues that assessments do not necessarily need to be based on 
measurements or tests. Assessment in the arts diverges from assessments aiming 
to assess whether a student achieved a goal or not (Eisner, 2007). Assessments in 
artistic work involve goals such as being distinctive, inventive and surprising, so 
called productive idiosyncrasy (Eisner, 2007). Assessors need to state preferences as 
well as make judgments, which is described as follows by Eisner (2007, p.426): 
‘To say this is a fine piece of work is a judgment, not a preference, and it needs 
to be a judgment that is grounded in reasons’. To communicate well-reasoned 
assessments is important to show that the teacher takes the student’s work 
seriously (Eisner (1974).  
 
The phenomenon of assessment is a social process involving the power 
relationship between teacher and students, and their mutual involvement in the 
assessment process (Black & Wiliam, 1998; Gipps, 1999; Klapp Lekholm, 2010). 
Such a social process can vary between various contexts such as countries, 
schools and classrooms. In the Swedish upper secondary school, both the 
tradition that focuses on the teachers’ ability to recognise and appraise, and the 
tradition that focuses and relies on tests exist.  
 
Within assessment practice, other concepts such as appraisal, evaluate, grading, 
and judgement are commonly used. While making assessments, there is always 
an appraisal involved. Evaluation does not refer to assessments focused on the 
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students’ achievements, but embraces ‘…aspects of the work of a school, a local 
authority, or other discrete part of the education service…’ (Fautley, 2010, p.8). 
Grading refers to where the assessment of a student’s achievement is interpreted 
in a final grade of a test, course, programme or the similar, which stands for the 
achievement level the student has reached. In Sweden, grading is made 
according to knowledge requirements. Judgements involve justifications of 
conclusions of knowledge qualities (Eisner, 2007).  
 
Various concepts within the assessment practice have developed over time. 
Commonly used concepts are summative assessment, formative assessment, assessment 
of learning, assessment for learning and assessment as learning. A more nuanced view 
on relations between assessment and learning was introduced later compared to 
summative and formative assessment (Gardner, 2012). These concepts will be 
explored further in the upcoming sections, but first a brief presentation of 
difference in criteria, including qualities of knowledge domain, will be made.      

Assessment of criteria 
A specific knowledge domain includes different qualities of knowledge that can 
be expressed in various ways, formulated as knowledge requirements in the 
Swedish syllabi. In assessments, different qualities of a knowledge domain are 
being interpreted and appraised. The qualities refer to the subject-specific 
content. In dance performance, for instance, the students should, according to 
the knowledge requirements, be assessed in interpretation, the body’s placement 
and spatial ability. What is expressed in the knowledge requirements is different 
levels of knowledge qualities. A person’s individual perception of a specific 
piece of music can vary between people and be very personal (Fautley, 2010). 
According to Nielsen (2002), qualities can appear both as descriptive and 
normative within the assessment practice, and he describes the connection 
between them as follows:  

 
There is an inherent connection, however, between the two concepts, 
because quality has to be appraised in relation to, among other things, over-
arching values or aims, and because values have to be embodied and made 
operational in quality-oriented activity. (p.1) 

 
Descriptive qualities are seen as narrow and include the properties of a 
phenomenon such as weight or size (Nielsen, 2002). In dance, this can be 
exemplified by the angle the dancer’s leg has in relation to the floor or the 
number of turns the dancer makes in a pirouette. Such qualities are commonly 
not connected to a specific function or context (Zandén, 2010). The leg has a 
specific angle to the floor regardless of context, which makes descriptive 
qualities more instrumental. Normative qualities include a more extended view 
in form of evaluation of the phenomenon, and are, because of the extended 
view, connected to the context. Such qualities are, therefore, dependent on the 
subject’s perceptions and experiences. The way a subject perceives how 
different movements are connected to each other and creates a flow in the 
dance sequences depends on the subject’s earlier experiences of this quality. 
Fautley (2010, p.80) describes quality as ‘three interlocking domains’: technical, 
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conceptual and aesthetic. These three domains are involved and valued in 
musical understanding.   

Assessment aiming to enable further learning 
Concepts that commonly appear in research aiming to describe assessment 
processes that lead to further learning are formative assessment and assessment for 
learning. Assessment for learning is described as a more modern concept, than 
formative assessment (Gardner, 2012). Educational research has over several 
years claimed the benefits of using formative assessment (Torrance, 2007). Dunn 
and Mulvenon (2009) argue that the research concerning outcomes of using 
formative assessment has been unchallenged. There is no clear or general 
definition of the meaning of formative assessment (Black & Wiliam, 1998; 
Dunn & Mulvenon, 2009). The concept’s lack of definition has made formative 
assessment become an ‘ethereal construct’ according to Dunn and Mulvenon 
(2009, p.2). Based on Chappuis and Stiggins (2002), Dunn and Mulvenon 
(2009, p.3) write ‘Formative assessments are assessments designed to monitor 
student progress during the learning process (i.e. assessment for learning)’. The 
Assessment Reform Group (2002, p.2) has the following definition of 
assessment for learning ‘…the process of seeking and interpreting evidence for 
use by learners and their teachers to decide where the learners are in their 
learning, where they need to go and how best to get there’. Both formative 
assessment and assessment for learning focus on the student’s further learning 
and development.  
 
The concept of formative assessment can be ascribed to Scriven (1967) and the 
concept had a focus on evaluating programmes (Frey & Schmitt, 2007; Gardner, 
2012). The concept was connected to assessment by Bloom in the late 60’s 
(Frey & Schmitt, 2007). A broad definition made by Black and Wiliam (1998, 
pp.7–8) is ‘all those activities undertaken by teachers, and/or by their students, 
which provide information to be used as feedback to modify the teaching and 
learning activities in which they are engaged’. Formative assessment definitions 
have both a focus on the students’ improved achievement level and that the 
process leads towards further learning, but also on adjustments of teaching and 
learning activities (Atjonen, 2014; Black & Wiliam, 1998; Frey & Schmitt, 
2007; Gardner, 2012; Klapp Lekholm, 2008; Stobart, 2012). In research settings, 
formative assessment commonly refers to assessment that aims to clarify the goals 
of the education, current achievement level, and feedback leading to an 
improved achievement level (Frey & Schmitt, 2007; Dunn & Mulvenon, 2009; 
Leahy & Wiliam, 2012; Lundahl, 2011; Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2011b; Torrance & Pryor, 2001). Because formative assessment is a 
way to improve learning outcomes, Black and Wiliam (1998) also argue that 
formative assessment can improve the standards of learning. The argument that 
assessment practice can improve the educational context (Eisner, 2007) makes 
assessment a tool for school development. To improve the competence 
regarding assessment, formative assessment is an important component (Lundahl, 
2011). Teachers’ assessment assignments have, over the years, become more 
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complex. It is important for teachers to be conscious of the strengths and 
weaknesses of their own and others assessments (Pettersson, 2010).  
 

Formative feedback is crucial. It needs to be detailed, comprehensive, 
meaningful to the individual, fair, challenging and supportive, which is a 
tough task for busy academics. We must consider using the whole range of 
means available to us to make this possible, including computer-aided 
assessment and strategies for giving feedback efficiently such as assignment 
return sheets, assignment reports, in-class collective feedback and other means. 
(Brown, 2004, p.85) 

 
As seen in the quotation above, there are many factors to take into account 
when teachers work with assessment. Accordance between assessment, learning 
and teaching is crucial for a sound assessment practice (Klapp Lekholm, 2008). 
 
Formative assessment and assessment for learning are concepts that it is tempting 
to equate, but this is not necessarily the case (Atjonen, 2014; Stiggins, 2002). As 
mentioned above, researchers have not come to a consensual definition 
regarding formative assessment and assessment for learning, or how they are 
positioned in relation to each other. However, Stiggins (2002) argues that 
assessment for learning has to involve the students in the assessment process, 
while that is not a requirement in formative assessment. Another way to view 
the different concepts can be seen in Figure 2 below, where it appears that 
formative assessment is focusing more on the teacher’s approach and operation 
in the process (Atjonen, 2014; Frey & Schmitt, 2007). Nevertheless, some 
formative assessments can still equate with assessment for learning, according to 
Frey and Schmitt (2007). But in other researchers’ definitions of formative 
assessment the student’s participation are also in focus, for example the idea that 
self-assessment is involved in the assessment process.  

 

 
Figure 2: Table from Frey and Schmitt (2007, p.417) showing various 
definitions within assessment research 
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Feedback within educational assessment 
Based on impression, analysis, and appraisal of students’ achievement, feedback 
could be understood as involving information about an individual’s performance 
or understanding given by someone, something or the subjects themselves 
(Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Feedback involves informational content about 
how something is being expressed (Sadler, 1989). Hattie and Timperley (2007) 
argue that there are four different levels of focus for feedback. The first level of 
feedback refers either to a task or a product, and communicates information 
about the task or the product. The second level is directed to the process to 
fulfil a task or accomplish a product. Furthermore, the third level revolves 
around the student’s own ability to self-regulate. The fourth level of feedback 
revolves around personal abilities and not specifically the task or product. In 
general, it has been argued that feedback which relates to individuals personality 
has a negative effect on the students’ learning process (Lundahl, 2011; Zandén, 
2010). In grade conferences, not only students’ knowledge achievement was 
brought out but also the students’ personal qualities (Rinne, 2014). Atjonen 
(2014) describes a three-way path between the teacher and student that shows 
different dimensions on feedback: 
 

Feedback should follow a three-way path: from pupils to teacher so that the 
teacher can understand the pupils’ level of understanding; from teacher to 
pupils, whereby the teacher responds to a challenge or extends the pupils’ 
ideas and from pupil to pupil, inasmuch as pupils can help and be helped by 
mutual dialogue. (p.243) 

 
For the feedback to be effective, i.e. feedback that has a meaning for the 
recipient, it has to be related to a learning context (Hattie & Timperley, 2007). 
If the teacher uses feedback that relates to the student’s personality, there is a 
risk of undermining the feedback. What also contributes to making feedback 
effective is that the information consists of explicit information that involves 
what is required to improve the achievement level (Lundahl, 2011). Students 
need to know their current achievement level, in other words what they should 
continue on towards and what is required to reach a specific achievement level 
(Hattie & Timperley, 2007). Feedback also needs to be communicated more 
than once (Atjonen, 2014; Brown, 2004; Lundahl, 2011). Feedback can be a 
tool for guiding the students towards greater awareness of the assessment as well 
as a higher achievement level. Feedback can also have consequences for the 
teaching activity. Working with feedback can result in changes in teachers’ 
working methods in education, the individual or other students’ ways of 
working in class.  
 
The students can in various ways and for different reasons also give feedback. 
The students’ responsibility for their learning and their contribution to the 
assessment of their achievements is emphasised in the curriculum for the 
Swedish upper secondary school (Swedish National Agency for Education, 
2013). Peer assessment can improve students’ critical thinking and ability to 
assess (Olsson, 2010). Sadler (1989) argues that self-assessment is an important 
part of the assessment practice, though the students can only achieve a goal if 
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they understand the meaning of that goal and then assess what is needed to 
achieve the goal. This transparency gives the students a chance to gain an overall 
picture of their learning process. Pettersson (2010) emphasises that the students 
need access to strategies about how to work with self-assessment. Both peer 
assessment and self-assessment can have a negative effect on students’ learning 
dependent on the operation and outcome. Assessments that are too negative and 
critical of the students’ performance can affect the learning process negatively 
(Olsson, 2010). According to Black and Wiliam (2012), the use of assessment 
for learning gives the students knowledge of how to learn and how to become 
more independent in their learning process. This can, however, be questioned 
according to Torrance (2007) dependent on how the assessment practice is 
operated and this will be described later in the text.   
 
Portfolio is a tool for assessment that has in a Swedish context been researched 
regarding visual arts (Lindström, 2002; 2007). With a focus on visual art, the 
portfolio has been investigated (Lindström, 2002). The purpose was to explore 
how the portfolio and criterion-referenced assessment could encourage 
creativity. The statement that process criteria would be challenging to assess is 
not supported by this study. Learning process seen from the perspective of 
creativity emphasises the importance of students’ opportunity to view and 
reflect upon their achievements (Lindström, 2002; 2007). A condition when 
working with a portfolio is to use the tool over such a long period that both 
issues and how to resolve them can appear. The study involved around 500 
students from preschool all the way up to upper secondary school students, and 
their portfolios were assessed by the teacher who had taught the students, as 
well as by a teacher who taught the same age, but at another school. Two areas 
of assessment criteria were illuminated, criteria regarding the process and the 
product respectively.  

Assessment as grading 
A grade can be seen as an expression of a student’s summarised achievement, 
and is an expression of what achievement level the student has reached (Klapp 
Lekholm, 2008; 2010; Swedish National Agency for Education, 2013). In the 
Swedish educational context grading should be made in connection to steering 
documents including core content and knowledge requirements. Butler (1988) 
argues that, if students are given information about their achievement level in 
the form of a grade, the students tend to capture and focus mainly on what 
grade was given and in that way misses comments regarding the achievement or 
feedback towards further learning. However, assessment research argues that 
grades also cover areas that are not explicit in the steering documents. In other 
words, students are being assessed as regards other knowledge requirements than 
the ones formulated in the steering document. For example the student’s effort 
in class can be taken into account (Klapp Lekholm, 2008). Research has shown 
that students’ self-perception has most influence on the grade that they achieve 
(Klapp Lekholm & Cliffordson, 2009). When students have faith in their own 
capacity and feel as if they are managing the work in school, it could influence 
their attempts to reach higher level of grades. It is also seen that the students’ 
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motivation to learn can affect the grade in a positive way (Klapp Lekholm, 
2010), and the grade can affect the students’ achievement in a negative direction 
(Klapp Lekholm, 2008). Grades can, as mentioned, have multiple effects on 
motivations, dependent on the individual student (Klapp Lekholm, 2008). 
There can be a difference between the basis for grading for students who show 
achievements connected to lower and higher target achievement in relation to 
knowledge requirements (Klapp Lekholm, 2010). Grading is based on different 
content dependent on the student’s progression level. Grading for students who 
have high target achievement is based on achievement in relation to core 
content, while other factors in the form of personal qualities such as effort are 
taken into account in grading for challenged students.  
 

Research indicates that teachers make subjective assessments of students’ 
knowledge and abilities, and that there is a large difference between teachers 
and schools when it comes to award grades. (Klapp Lekholm, 2010, p.22, 
author’s translation)  

 
The quotation above indicates that teachers make subjective assessments, which 
are connected to the variation in student characteristics, the individual teacher’s 
assessment practice as well as differences between schools (Klapp Lekholm, 
2008). A final summarised appraisal of a student’s achievement that does not 
have the intention of leading towards further learning is commonly called 
summative assessment (Fautley & Savage, 2011; Harlen, 2012; Sadler, 1989; 
Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011b). Lundahl (2011) describes 
summative assessment as an assessment that is made in hindsight of the student’s 
expressed achievement. Information about the student’s achievement level 
could be provided to the teacher through several methods such as daily 
classroom work, test results, judgements, or grades (Swedish National Agency 
for Education, 2011b). Today, the use of summative assessments often has more 
than one aim. Hence, the consequences of the assessment can include tension 
(Lundahl, 2011). The student can use the summative assessment as a measure of 
their aggregated knowledge and as qualification for further education. The same 
assessment is commonly used as a measurement of a specific context such as a 
school, community or even country. According to Sadler (1989), summative 
assessment can be described as a passive process, though it does not directly 
affect the learning. The summative information could have an impact on 
teachers’ and students’ decisions, which in turn affects students. Based on 
Stiggins (2002), Dunn and Mulvenon (2009, p.3) have expressed themselves as 
follows regarding a summarised assessment, ‘Summative assessments are 
assessments designed to determine a students’ academic development after a set 
unit of material (i.e., assessment of learning)’. 

Continual and fixed-point assessment 
In educational assessment, the question of when an assessment is performed can 
divide the assessment practice into continuous and fixed-point assessment 
(Council of Europe, 2001). Teachers register, interpret, value, and respond to 
students’ work continuously in an educational context. Continual assessment 
refers to assessment based on the knowledge a student expresses over a longer 
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period (in the Swedish upper secondary school context it would be during a 
course), for example in the form of tests, home assignments, and classroom 
work. Fixed-point assessment refers to assessment based on what knowledge the 
student expresses at a specific moment, what the student has showed earlier is 
not taken into account. The Council of Europe (2001) argues that both forms 
of assessment have advantages and disadvantages. Fixed-point assessment can 
appear to be a stressful experience, though it can be felt that there is a lot at 
stake at that one specific moment. At the same time, the student has the 
possibility of expressing that knowledge has been embodied even if it was taught 
a while ago. This type of assessment could benefit one type of learner and 
perhaps not be suitable for a learner who has other needs and conditions. 
According to the Council of Europe (2001), creativity and strengths can be 
taken into account more in continuous assessment. This is expressed in the 
following quotation ‘Continuous assessment allows more account to be taken of 
creativity and different strengths, …’ (Council of Europe, 2001, p.185). A risk 
with this assessment practice is that every moment in the teaching activity can 
be perceived as an examination, and the space for exploring within the learning 
process can be challenged. It can also be argued that, from an ethical 
perspective, the students should be informed when and on what knowledge 
domain they are being assessed. So, regardless if the teacher uses fixed-point or 
continuous assessment, they should explicitly communicate when and on what 
the assessment is being made.   
 
As has been shown above, assessment can have various purposes. The validity 
and intended purpose of the assessment are important for the assessment to be 
trustworthy and meaningful (Dunn & Mulvenon, 2009). According to Newton 
(2007), three main assessment purposes can be identified; (i) assessment that 
derives from a standard-referenced judgement, (ii) assessment that includes a 
decision, action or process to be accepted into higher education systems, and 
(iii) the assessment’s impact on the student regarding, for example, motivation 
and the learning process. Another definition of purposes is made by Murphy 
(2007), who defines them as follows: (i) assessment to be able to select between 
students for courses or educations, (ii) assessment to make sure that the goals of 
the course are achieved, and (iii) assessment in order to develop the contexts of 
teaching and learning. There are, of course, similarities as well, but this shows 
one example of the complexity of the assessment practice; hence, one agreed 
upon categorization when it comes to purpose of assessment does not exist.  
 
Within the field of assessment research, scholars argue that the lack of consensus 
regarding the various definitions mentioned earlier (formative assessment, 
summative assessment, assessment for/of/as learning) is seen as rather unclear 
(Frey & Schmitt, 2007; Newton, 2007). It is also argued that the purposes in 
assessment can vary so much that a couple of assessment concepts as mentioned 
above are not enough to cover the variety of uses (Newton, 2007). The various 
ways to interpret and use the definitions makes it somewhat difficult to explore 
and describe assessment practice (Frey & Schmitt, 2007). This confusion and 
difficulty involves researchers as well as teachers.    
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Summative and formative assessment can be described as having two various 
purposes of assessment (Lindström, 2007) and there is a reason to maintain the 
distinction between them, but they should at the same time not be strictly 
separated (Harlen, 2012; Lindström, 2007). Summative assessments should be 
seen as a summary of perceived evidence, not a summary of formative 
assessments that have been carried out (Harlen & James, 1997). A summative 
assessment could also be used in a formative purpose, depending on how the 
information is used and communicated to the students.  
 

Although an assessment may be designed and packaged as a formative or 
summative assessment, it is the actual methodology, data analysis, and use of 
the results that determine whether an assessment is formative or summative. 
(Dunn & Mulvenon, 2009, p.2).  

 
As seen in the quotation above, how assessment is performed determines the 
purpose of the assessment and not the intended design of the practice. The 
distinction between the two concepts summative and formative assessment has 
been questioned. Summative assessment can be used in a formative purpose, and 
in a formative assessment a summary of a student’s achievement level is made. 
Even Atjonen (2014) mentioned summative assessment and assessment of 
learning as concepts that have a similar meaning. 

Teachers’ impacts on the assessment practice 
The teachers can influence their assessment practice, even though the Swedish 
upper secondary school curriculum includes guidelines for teachers’ assignments 
regarding assessment and grades. This section will begin by stating the 
regulations regarding communication of assessments, followed by focusing on 
how teachers’ conceptions of quality and collegiate discussions14 can impact 
assessment practice. Furthermore, the risks with too transparent assessment 
practices will be outlined. As mentioned earlier, communication of assessments 
are regulated in the steering documents. Teachers are required to assess students 
in relation to knowledge requirements, but they also have to give the students 
information about the basis of the assessment (Rinne, 2014). It is not explicit in 
what form this should be communicated, only that information has to be 
communicated in some way (Rinne, 2014). The teacher should regularly 
communicate information to each student about his or her learning process and 
areas that could be developed (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2013). 
The information regarding the students’ learning process and school situation 
should be communicated to the students’ legal guardian. The teacher and the 
legal guardian should collaborate regarding assessment and grades. When the 
teacher is awarding grades, all information that is accessible regarding the 
student’s achievement level in relation to knowledge requirements should be 
taken in account. Even achievements made outside of the current teaching 
context can be included in the assessment. Additionally, the assessment made by 

                                         
14 Collegiate discussions are in this thesis used in the meaning of discussions among teachers that are 
colleagues. 
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the teacher should be an all-round assessment in relation to the course’s 
knowledge requirements.  
 
Commonly, Swedish teachers make assessments of student’s various expressions 
of achievement during their teaching activity in the classroom. The assessment 
should be objective according to the society and not take into account anything 
other than the students’ achievement (Klapp Lekholm, 2010). However, 
researchers within the assessment field argue that teachers are assessing students 
based on diverse bases (Klapp Lekholm, 2010). Teachers’ professionalism is 
based on their personal experiences, formulations of criteria and the students’ 
achievement (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2012b). By shifting 
between these bases for grading, makes it possible for the teacher to improve the 
assessment practice. Classroom activities are affected by various outer 
circumstances such as the teacher’s conceptions of quality. During classroom 
assessments, the teachers comprehend, interpret and appraise achievements that 
are subjective, hence the assessments are based on their individual conceptions 
of quality. The teachers have earlier experiences that affect their viewpoints on 
their life-world and, therefore, affect the assessment practice. Factors such as the 
teacher’s belief, values, education, experiences as a student and teacher and of 
teaching subjects can affect the conceptions of quality. Teachers are interpreting 
the steering documents including core content and knowledge requirements. 
Teachers’ interpretation of these steering documents always includes 
contingency, due to the teachers’ different experiences and conceptions of 
quality. Earlier experiences influence the teachers’ interpretations and how they 
experience the world. Interpretations of curriculum, teaching content and 
methods can differ between teachers and schools, but the assessment, including 
grading, needs to be equal (Klapp Lekholm, 2010). The education should be 
equal, regardless of what school a student goes to, what teacher the student 
meets and when the assessment is being made (Klapp Lekholm, 2010; Swedish 
National Agency for Education, 2013). By equal assessment the Swedish 
National Agency for Education refers to an assessment practice that is 
independent of the specific students or the individual teacher. This include 
modifying the assessment practice for different students’ individual needs and 
not that all assessment practice has to be operated the same way. Klapp Lekholm 
(2010) emphasises the importance of both how teachers assess and the grade’s 
legitimacy. The equality fulfils a purpose for both the individual student and for 
the educational system; this can be seen in the following quotation: ‘It is very 
important for the students’ legal security and for our entire educational system 
that teachers make equal, fair and comparable assessments of students’ 
knowledge and abilities’ (Klapp Lekholm, 2010, p.22 author’s translation). 
Reflection is also seen as necessary in developing new approaches to formative 
assessment (Torrance & Pryor, 2001). In Leahy & Wiliam (2012, p.50) the 
teachers’ practice is described as follows: ‘moves at a fast pace, so that there is 
little time for reflective thoughts, and as a result, the workplace behaviours are 
driven by habits as much as anything else’. The quotation shows some of the 
challenging factors a teacher has to handle in their everyday educational work. 
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As mentioned earlier, the ability to use formulations in steering documents can 
be seen as part of teachers’ profession. Music primary school teachers in the 
study by Zandén & Ferm Thorgersen (2015) experience the criteria in the new 
syllabi in Lgr11 to be narrow and consequently as resulting in limitations 
regarding the teacher’s freedom in their teaching practice. If this space for 
interpretation for teachers to develop their teaching practice is not provided, the 
professional judgment also fails to appear. For music teachers, this has resulted in 
a feeling of distrust regarding their own ability to make professional judgments 
(Zandén & Ferm Thorgersen, 2015). Sadler (1989) expresses himself as follows: 
‘Professional qualitative judgement consists of knowing the rules for using (or 
occasionally breaking) the rules’ (p.124). This is a quotation that relates to the 
fact that qualitative assessments should consist of an assessment of the whole 
assessment domain. Furthermore, can that assessment of the whole domain be 
motivated with relevant criteria. Teachers’ conceptions of quality could be seen 
as based on their experiences within the educational context and therefore not 
be seen as being based on personal preferences (Zandén, 2010). Professionalism 
can also be seen in research where the use of professional language is 
emphasized (Handal, 1999; Zandén, 2010). An observation study aiming to 
investigating whether students’ achievements changed after a year with dance 
education also investigated whether observers could make similar assessments, 
and the result show that the observers’ assessments were in most cases similar 
(Ericson, 1996). This could be seen as in accordance between the participants’ 
conceptions of quality (Ferm, et al, (2014).  
 
In a study of assessment in music education, groups of music teachers have 
watched and conversed about video recordings of music students (Zandén, 
2010). In each group, a common understanding of school music and music 
education appeared. During these discussions, connections to steering 
documents made by the teachers have been exceptions. The teachers have 
emphasized abilities such as to ‘play with joy, engagement, bodily expression 
and ability to play’ even though the teachers at the same time experience that 
they cannot teach in accordance with this content because of moral and ethical 
issues (Zandén, 2010, p.179, author’s translation). Zandén (2010) argues that the 
teachers do not want to teach what they believe is important content and do 
not want to teach the students to describe, reflect and analyse music as it is 
formulated in the syllabi. The teachers value the process towards the musical 
product and the students’ independence. Zandén (2010) argues that 
independence is one of the goals for students’ learning, but that it could be 
problematic if independence becomes the goal of learning instead of the core 
content.  
 
Conceptualization in arts subjects in order to develop a sound assessment 
practice is emphasized in assessment research (Eisner, 2007; Ferm Thorgersen, 
2011; Nyberg, 2015; Zandén, 2010). There is commonly a lack of concepts and 
descriptions of qualities in music assessment contexts (Ferm Thorgersen, 2011). 
The lack of accordance in conceptualizations was also seen in Zandén’s study 
(2010). In addition, Eisner (2007) highlights the importance of how 
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conceptualizations are used and operational in practice. Zandén (2010) 
highlights the fact that written formulations of goals and quality criteria is 
already significant in the school context, and that the ability to make 
formulations about such criteria could be assumed to be included in the practice 
of a professional music teacher. Even if the curriculum includes formulations of 
what knowledge domain that should be taught, teachers’ choices are also 
dependent on how they put these formulations into action in the classroom 
work. If the formulations in the steering documents are too precise, there could 
be a risk of dismantling the teacher’s ability to teach and by that also their 
professionalism (Zandén, 2010). Based on the already mentioned research 
project including music teachers in the Swedish upper secondary school, 
Zandén (2010) points out the importance of music teachers’ professional 
language and clarifies the accordance between formulations in steering 
documents and how teachers interpret values and qualities in music education.  
 
Teachers’ assessments can be affected by their conceptions of qualities (Olsson, 
2010). Reports have shown that there is an insufficiency regarding equality in 
assessment that is most likely dependent on a lack of collaboration between 
teachers (Rinne, 2014). This is in line with how the teachers’ in a combined 
research and development and participatory action research project expressed 
that it is only feasible to acquire equivalence through reflection and 
collaboration (Nyberg, 2015). Collegiate discussions can be seen as one way to 
develop a professional language (Atjonen, 2014; Nyberg, 2015; Zandén, 2010). 
Collegiate discussions are emphasized in Zandén’s (2010) study as a method to 
enable discussions and reflections that make conceptions of qualities visible. Also 
Nyberg’s (2015) study pointed out that sharing experiences, conceptualization 
and communication about assessment is contributes to a professional language. 
When teachers share their experiences in collegiate discussions their experiences 
become intertwined. The intertwined experiences constitute an entirety of the 
students achievements illuminated from various viewpoints. To view the 
students’ achievements form various viewpoints and as a whole, is in line with 
holistic assessment. In holistic assessment, the domain is assessed as an entity 
(Sadler, 2009), which Gy11 embraces (Lundahl, 2011). Holistic assessment of 
music knowledge is complex (Ferm Thorgersen, 2011; Zandén, 2010). Because 
of the cognitive tradition of viewing knowledge, dimensions of music 
knowledge domain have commonly been left out, such as creative, existential, 
emotional and bodily dimensions (Ferm Thorgersen, 2011).  
 
However, conceptualisation and clarity regarding what is being assessed can 
influence the practice negatively if the focus becomes too narrow-minded. 
Torrance (2007) argues that transparency in the assessment practice results in 
instrumentalism. This could be triggered by the schools’ demand for achieving 
good results (Torrance, 2007). Clarity in the assessment practice including 
criteria and processes together with forward-looking teaching gives the student a 
good ground for target achievement. There is a risk with this transparency to 
dominate the teaching and learning processes, and consequently become 
assessment as learning. This narrow way of working with criteria can result in a 
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fragmented view of knowledge (Sadler, 2007). The teachers teach what should 
be assessed, and do not focus on the learning process, which make the focus 
stronger on summative assessment than formative (Torrance, 2011). Torrance 
(2011) argues that the test tradition should not dominate the education, but 
rather the various educational situations. This makes the student too dependent 
on the teacher and loses the independence in learning. This could also result in 
target achievement without understanding.  
 

The clearer the task of how to achieve a grade or award becomes, and the 
more detailed the assistance given by tutors, supervisors and assessors, the 
more likely candidates are to succeed. But transparency of objectives coupled 
with extensive use of coaching and practice to help learners meet them is in 
danger of removing the challenge of learning and reducing the quality and 
validity of outcomes achieved. This might be characterized as a move from 
assessment of learning, through the currently popular idea of assessment for 
learning, to assessment as learning, where assessment procedures and practices 
come completely to dominate the learning experience, and ‘criteria 
compliance’ comes to replace ‘learning’. (Torrance, 2007, p.282) 

 
The quotation above shows that a focus on clarity can affect the learning process 
to comprehend criteria compliance, which makes the teaching and learning 
focus more on compliance to the criteria than to the learning process. Torrance 
(2012) presents four features of a good assessment practice: clarifying both the 
specific task as well as the task’s quality criteria: (i), understanding that criteria 
can be contingent and function differently in relation to each other dependent 
on context (ii), meta-cognition of how to transform criteria into new situations 
including both settings and tasks (iii), and finally, meta-cognition of why criteria 
are being used to legitimate the judgment within a social order (iv).    
 
Assessments that supposedly should work towards further learning can most 
likely come to also affect the teaching (Frey & Schmitt, 2007). Depending on 
the students’ achievement level and the teacher’s assessment of how the 
individual students can improve their learning, the teacher modifies his or her 
teaching to suit the student’s needs to reach a higher target achievement (Klapp 
Lekholm, 2010). If the assessment practices are steering the learning process and 
teaching, can the assessment practice focus more on the product than the 
learning process (Atjonen, 2014). There is a risk though that the students focus 
on “breaking the code” to reach high grades within the assessment process 
(Asp-Onsjö & Holm, 2014). The students will try to figure out what actions 
have most impact, and this decoding of the school can be seen as coming from a 
competent student. According to Asp-Onsjö and Holm’s (2014) study, students 
put a lot of effort into decoding each teacher. Such a social capacity was shown 
to be important as well, though an important ability for high grades among the 
students was to be active and noticeable in the classroom activity. Students can 
be encouraged to choose what grade they want to reach; this is seen in a field 
study including observations and interviews by Asp-Onsjö and Holm (2014) 
carried out in six different schools within the previous curriculum, Lpo94. This 
choice is related to how much time you want to spend reaching a grade, or the 
ability to see what is required for achieving the next progression level. The 
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students believed that their achievement results first and foremost are their own 
responsibility. The study shows that the students experience the criteria 
formulations as hard to understand, which make them ask question about what 
specific knowledge they should embody (Asp-Onsjö and Holm, 2014). As 
mentioned earlier, the grades are steering the schools’ operations, a process that 
could be called governance by marks.  
 
An overview of earlier research regarding educational assessment has been 
presented in this section, prior to which dance educational research was 
presented. This study is situated in an intersection point of these two fields of 
research, where both fields constitute the basis. Assessment in dance education 
constitutes the interface that is a regionalisation of this study’s context.           

Assessment in dance education 
Assessment in dance education can be seen as necessary in learning and a 
teaching activity (Kranicke & Pruitt, 2012). All Swedish dance teachers in the 
upper secondary school are required to assess their students and communicate 
with the students regarding the basis for grading (Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2011a). When it comes to research regarding assessment in dance, 
three areas are to be found, focusing on communication, student participation 
and clarity. Student participation in the assessment practice will be illuminated 
further in this part of the study as well as communication in dance education, 
where clarity also will be included.     

Students’ participation in the dance educational assessment process  
Dance educational research is emphasizing assessment processes where the 
students are involved and aware of their learning process (Alter, 2002; Andrade, 
Lui, Palma & Hefferen, 2015; Englebright & Mahoney, 2012; Gibbons, 2004; 
Giguere, 2012; Harding, 2012; Hernandez, 2012; Ross & Mitchell, 1993). 
Arguments used are for example that assessment where students are involved can 
increase the students’ motivation, improve their use of dance vocabulary, let the 
students’ voices be heard and provide an opportunity for the teacher to observe 
the students (Harding, 2012). Another benefit from self-assessment, seen in a 
study of a group choreography assignment, is that the students became aware of 
their strengths and weaknesses that led to changes in their choreography 
(Andrade, et al., 2015). As a tool for making self- and peer assessments, the 
students had feedback sheets that constituted a support to connect their feedback 
to criteria, to what gaps were made visible, and to identify strategies to help 
closing those gaps (Andrade, et al., 2015).  
 
Another tool that is brought to our attention in the assessment practice is self-
reflecting journals that teachers and students use together (Alter, 2002; Giguere, 
2012). The writing of the journal should be guided by the teacher, be used 
regularly and include non-judgmental comments from the teacher without 
grading the students. Grades could namely inhibit the students and prevent 
them from sharing their challenges. The journal writing can be explained as 
follows  
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In the context of this discussion, self-reflective writing consists of journal 
entries or other writing activities in which the students engage in goal setting 
and respond to experiences that take place during technique classes on an 
ongoing basis. (Giguere, 2012, p.99)  

 
The journal is suggested to be a natural part of dance technique classes where 
goal setting is a basis in the writing activity. Writing journals makes it possible to 
focus on the process and not only the product in dance. The students can be 
given specific questions to base their writing on, such as ‘What have I learned?’ 
It is possible to integrate the writing activity with the technique classes and 
develop independence in their learning process when writing journals, even on 
those days when they do not have technique classes (Giguere, 2012). The 
students are offered the possibility to express their understanding of a movement 
in writing even if the student cannot yet perform the movement. Using the 
journal at the end of the course to summarize the student’s process could also 
function as a summative tool (Giguere, 2012). The mentioned study about self-
reflective journal writing suggests that each class starts with a moment where the 
students read the latest entry, sometimes sharing the journal entry between the 
peers as well as ending the class with collective thoughts about the upcoming 
class. 
 
Teachers and students in Harding’s (2012) study developed a common platform 
for categories within dance technique classes that were assessed based on 
discussions and video recordings. Together, they created rubrics for the course 
(Harding, 2012). The use of the rubric could be a tool to provide clear 
feedback, and clarity in specific concepts, and student’s ‘error and confusion’ 
could be identified with the rubric (Kranicke & Pruitt, 2012, p.117). Also the 
use of rubrics can limit the teachers’ predicate and concepts get a clearer frame 
of reference (Styrke, 2013a). In Harding’s (2012) study, a holistic rubric where 
qualities where combined and intertwined with each other was used in the self-
assessment practice. These holistic rubrics where used when the students were 
watching themselves on video recordings from the technique class. The teacher 
could see an improvement in the students’ way of thinking of their anatomical 
awareness and deeper understanding of the exercises. Both teacher and student 
fill out the rubric and thereafter compare the two assessments, which makes it 
possible to comprehend differences in the understanding and usage of 
vocabulary (Harding, 2012).  
 
Participating teachers, in workshops regarding assessment developed rubrics 
based on clarified core content (Kranicke & Pruitt, 2012). The process of 
developing the rubric includes three stages that involve identifying and 
clarifying descriptions of the concepts, designing activities where the concepts 
can be assessed (often in a combination of written comments so the student can 
clarify their thoughts), and elucidating how this could be expressed by the 
student at various progression levels (Kranicke & Pruitt, 2012). Such a process 
also gives the teachers an opportunity to evaluate and reflect upon their own 
practice.  
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Reflections that are mentioned above is a method that teachers can use to 
become aware of their assessment practice. Teachers could be encouraged to 
reflect upon the feedback type and form used or how a variety in feedback used 
appears during their teaching (Gibbons, 2004). The reflection can be a support 
to elucidate what feedback is used and how. Teachers’ reflections are also 
highlighted in a study of challenges in assessing dance in physical education 
(Cone & Cone, 2011). Challenges that were revealed were the facts that dance 
is commonly performance-based and that it can be challenging to observe and 
assess a group of students moving at the same time. The researchers argue that 
performance-based assessment requires practice that is reflected and analysed 
upon (Cone & Cone, 2011). For teachers to become aware of their assessment 
practice Gibbons (2004) suggests an exercise in giving feedback where teachers 
decide to use a certain type of feedback each day to be able to get a habit to use 
a variety of feedback methods. 

Communication within the dance educational assessment practice 
The researchers in a study about two teachers’ formative assessment practice 
within primary respective middle school draw the conclusion that feedback is 
helping students to develop in their dancing and ‘formative assessment can be 
seen as an integral part of creation and performance in dance’ (Andrade, et al., 
2015, p.47). Feedback in dance is an important factor for improvement and can 
be directed to the whole group or to individuals and used to motivate, 
reinforce, correct, teach analytical skills and engage students on a meaningful 
level (Andrade, et al., 2015; Gibbons, 2004).  
 
Gibbons (2004) points out three forms of expression used in giving feedback, 
namely verbal, visual and kinesthetic. Verbal feedback includes both sounds and 
words. Visual feedback includes performing the intended feedback as well as 
gestures, written word, images, facial expressions and smaller movements 
symbolizing for example a turn or flexing a foot. Kinesthetic feedback involves 
human contact, which Gibbons (2004) argues is essential in a subject using the 
form of the human body. The body contact can appear in the form of 
contiguity from both students and teachers including that the teacher moving 
the student’s body parts in various ways. Kinesthetic feedback is highlighted as 
common actions in a dance class but Gibbons is also pointing out that not all 
students are comfortable with this type of feedback (Gibbons, 2004). Gibbons 
(2004) argues that for kinesthetic feedback to be meaningful, the student needs 
to be comfortable with it.  
 
Disregarding what forms of expression that is used when of feedback is given, 
the feedback can also appear in four different forms such as valuing, corrective, 
natural or ambiguous (Gibbons, 2004). Feedback that includes values appears as 
judgments in form of an expression through for example words (“Great 
flatback”15), facial expressions (smile) or body contact (high five). The valuing 

                                         
15 Flexion of the hip joint so the spine is parallel to the floor.  
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feedback can be expressions with information that is specific or non-specific. 
Corrective feedback intends to elucidate an error through, for example, words 
(relax your head while releasing the body weight down), demonstration 
(hanging over and looking front to then let go of the head to show the right 
position) or body contact (put pressure on the back of the student’s head to 
move it in the right position). Natural feedback states the student’s achievement 
without judgments, for example, by words (you ended the movement on the 
right leg), demonstration (video recording of the student) or body contact 
(letting the student feel how a muscle is working in a movement). Feedback 
that is ambiguous does not include clear and precise information, for example 
through words (great), demonstration (shrugging shoulders) or body contact 
(contradicting actions such as giving a student a hug and roll your eyes) 
(Gibbons, 2004).  
 
Further Gibbons (2004, p.41) describes the effectiveness of different kinds of 
feedback as follows ‘To improve a student’s performance, specific value and 
corrective feedback are more appropriate than nonspecific value, neural, and 
ambiguous feedback’. Green (2000) points out a challenge for many dance 
educators that want to respect students’ life situations, while the students should 
be assessed based on their achievement without respect to their life situation. 
Both positive and negative feedback can be and not be effective depending on 
the situation, intention, performance and the students (Gibbons, 2004). For self- 
and peer assessment to be effective, the feedback needs to emphasize specific 
skills and movements (Andrade, et al., 2015). Relearning an already embodied 
movement is harder than learning something correctly the first time, which is 
why clear feedback is crucial while learning a material (Gibbons, 2004). If a 
movement is made incorrectly many times there is a risk that the movement 
becomes a habit and, therefore, challenging to relearn (Gibbons, 2004).  

Clarity in the dance educational assessment process 
Documentation of assessment and valid assessment can give dance education 
legitimacy as a subject (Hernandez, 2012; Kranicke & Pruitt, 2012). A study of 
teachers’ assessment in elementary schools points out the importance of 
assessment awareness as invaluable for dance educators (Englebright & 
Mahoney, 2012). The researcher argues that, when the focus on what is being 
taught is motivated by what is being assessed, the content in dance education 
has become assessable. Through the assessment practice, it is possible to 
elucidate that dance has an assessable knowledge domain, and that students can 
achieve knowledge outcomes based on dance education, which legitimize dance 
as a subject (Hernandez, 2012).  
 
In Englund and Sandström’s (2015) study, it is stated that outsiders only to a 
certain extent can perceive verbal communication in dance education. Even if 
the outsider meets challenges in comprehending the meaning, the students seem 
to understand what is being communicated verbally. Through the study, it 
appeared to be challenging for the teacher to verbalize communication of 
performances other than technical aspects (Englund & Sandström, 2015). An 
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American study of assessment practice in Illinois presents a model to assess 
creativity, risk, originality, or artistic thinking in dance education (Kranicke & 
Pruitt, 2012). One of the important tools for assessment practice is clarity in 
language as well as further explanations using concrete examples of how an 
achievement at a certain progression level could appear according to the 
researchers (Kranicke & Pruitt, 2012). These examples and this clarifying 
communication should be adapted to the students’ age and earlier experiences 
(Kranicke & Pruitt, 2012).  
 
That it is important that the assessment practice is adjusted to age, earlier 
experiences and the focused ability and the fact that the assessments are made 
based on up to date information about the students’ achievements is stated even 
by Hernandez (2012) and Kranicke & Pruitt (2012). To use a variety of 
assessments is emphasized by Eisner (2007), Gibbons (2004) and Hernandez 
(2012). Varied assessment is also a way to adapt dance education to individual 
abilities and needs, and offers different ways for students to express their 
knowledge in line with their individual circumstances. Gibbons (2004) points 
out the importance for students to feel acknowledged in dance education, and 
gives one example of the significance of knowing the students’ names. Through 
use of students’ names, it is possible that students feel that their existence matters 
and that what they are doing is important (Gibbons, 2004).  
 
Clarity in the communicated assessment makes it easier for those other than the 
teachers and students to follow the teaching activity, as for example parents and 
administrators (Kranicke & Pruitt, 2012). The information included in feedback 
can appear as unclear and challenging as to take the students earlier experiences 
into consideration and communicate clear goals (Harding, 2012). However, as 
mentioned earlier, the risk that the assessment practice can steer the learning 
process and affect the teaching activity to involve assessment as learning 
(Torrance, 2007). In a study about assessment in the English context of year K-
12, assessment practice is explained to include appraising different expressions 
for students’ outcomes such as discussions, interviews, written work or in form 
of compositions (Hernandez, 2012). In accordance with the English context, the 
content for assessment should be focused on ‘motor skills; knowledge and 
understanding about the arts in personal, historical, cultural, and social contexts; 
and perceptual, technical, expressive, and intellectual/reflective skills’ 
(Hernandez, 2012, p.5).  
 
A common understanding between teachers and students of the core content is 
important to be able to be aware of what is being assessed (Kranicke & Pruitt, 
2012). Sadler (1989, p.121) points out this importance in an article and stresses 
the following ‘The indispensable conditions for improvement are that the 
student comes to hold a concept of quality roughly similar to that held by the 
teacher…’. Clear communication about the goals of the educational activity 
makes it easier for students to grasp the concept and use them in their 
performance (Kranicke & Pruitt, 2012). Andrade, et al. (2015, p.48) highlights 
the use of ‘clear criteria, constructive feedback, and informed revision’. The 
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importance of students’ understanding of given feedback is emphasized in a 
study of assessment in high school technique classes (Harding, 2012), both 
regarding the goals of the course and the assessment practice. Feedback without 
constructive content will not become meaningful (Andrade, et al., 2015; 
Gibbons 2004). However, there could be a risk in providing the students with 
informative and constructive feedback, although the students’ own ability to 
self-assess their learning processes could be challenged (Gibbons, 2004). 
Feedback needs to include specific information for it to become useful in order 
for students to improve their dancing (Andrade, et al., 2015; Gibbons, 2004).  
 
This chapter have presented existing research regarding dance education and 
educational assessment that is relevant fore current thesis. The following chapter 
will focus on the methodological base of the study as well as more specifically 
focus on the methods used to fulfil the aim and answer the research questions. 
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4. METHOD – starting-points and used methods  
 
This section will begin with methodological starting-points in line with life-
world phenomenology, which has constituted the base for a choice of methods. 
Furthermore, methods chosen will be described and discussed generally and 
thereafter as selection of documents, schools and teachers will be explained. 
Then an overview of the methods related to each paper will be given, as well as 
a time chart that shows when the methods were performed. This will be 
followed by a description of how the methods were performed and method of 
analysis will be presented. The section will end with ethical considerations.     

Methodological starting-points  
 

The aim of phenomenology is to transform lived experiences into a textual 
expression of its essence–in such a way that the effect of the text is at once a 
reflexive re-living and a reflective appropriation of something meaningful: a 
notion by which a reader is powerfully animated in his or her own lived 
experiences. (van Manen, 1997, p.36) 

 
Research within the field of phenomenology revolves around how subjects 
experience the world as human beings that are situated in the world (van 
Manen, 1997). This type of research has its starting-point in the life-world. In 
phenomenological studies, a phenomenon is being researched. The 
phenomenon can include both abstract and concrete things as well as human 
beings and course of events (Bengtsson, 2001). In this study, the phenomenon 
of assessment in dance education is described and explored through formulations in 
the syllabi and teachers’ lived experiences.  
	
A researcher should try to perceive the phenomenon as a whole, which makes it 
important not to make limitations. To be able to perceive the phenomenon as 
broad and various as possible the methods of a study need to make it possible for 
the phenomenon to show itself from different angels (Bengtsson, 2001; 
Merleau-Ponty, 2002/1962). That excludes the study from being narrow in its 
design and operation, though it makes it difficult to be adaptable towards the 
phenomenon (Bengtsson, 2005). van Manen (1997) argues that the same 
thoughtfulness that is involved in practical pedagogical tactfulness, should be 
used in phenomenological research. This means that there is not one given 
method that is suited to all phenomenological qualitative investigations. Which 
methods that are suitable is always derived from the phenomenon and chosen 
and carried our through adaptability and openness towards the phenomenon. 
When illuminating a phenomenon from different viewpoints it is possible to 
perceive dimensions of the phenomenon that might not be seen by illuminating 
it from only one angle. In phenomenology, it is important to go ‘back to the 
things’ and let the phenomenon be the base for the design, operation and 
analysis. The phenomenon determines the best suited methods, which the 
researcher needs to be adaptable and open to. The adaptable and open approach 
allows different collection methods to be used and the possibility to revise the 
methods chosen over time. This can result in method pluralism, where the 
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different methods chosen in this study grasp the same phenomenon. For method 
pluralism to become useful in apprehending knowledge about a phenomenon it 
is necessary that all the methods used have the same basis and framework, so 
that the results can be related to one another (Bengtsson, 2005). The different 
materials gathered constitute a basis for the analysis of the study, and create the 
unity of purpose and by that an opportunity to capture different perspectives of 
the phenomenon. 
	
The adaptability and openness to the phenomenon imply that 
phenomenological methods avoid having fixed structures, including fixed 
procedure, technique or concepts that would regulate the research project. The 
reason for not using fixed structures is because such structures could make the 
researcher miss out on dimensions of the phenomenon (van Manen, 1997). The 
methods have a framework that allows adaptability to what is experienced 
during the gathering of material and allows production of material to be 
systematic. Systematic methods are used in the sense that the methods always 
allow adaptability and openness towards the phenomenon. ‘In other words: 
phenomenology is the systematic attempt to uncover and describe the 
structures, the internal meaning structures, of lived experience’ (van Manen, 
1997, p.10). This can be compared to spatial16 ability in dance. To be able to 
master this ability, a condition is to be open and adaptable to the space 
including the geometric space, things and other subjects within it. This can be 
seen as a method to be able to perceive a dance experience. As mentioned in 
Chapter Two, human beings inhabit space and bodily knowledge in dance, 
including sensitivity to space. In order to be able to dance in harmony with 
others as well as not to crash into others, they need to be open and adaptable to 
what appears within the life-world. Through spatial ability in the form of 
openness and adaptability human beings can experience dance as broad and 
various as possible. An example of a commonly used dance education is the so-
called mirror exercise17.  
 
Phenomenological research is not out for an objective truth, empirical facts or 
scientific generalizations so as to answer questions like: How many? When? 
Where? Instead, phenomenology embraces phenomena through lived 
experiences of a phenomenon. This is important to be aware of while the 
methods used in a study are being crystallised. 

Empirical methods used in the research  
Methods to gather the empirical material were over time developed and chosen 
to make it possible to grasp the formulations in the syllabi and the teachers’ lived 

                                         
16 An ability that includes both awareness and interaction with the life-world including physical space, 
things and other human beings. 
17  This exercise can be modified in various ways, but for instance two persons can stand facing each 
other with the other’s palms directed to you without touching.  Their assignment is to move the hands 
without losing connection to the other person’s palms but without touching, talking or knowing who is 
going to lead the movement. In this exercise, openness and adherence is crucial factors.		
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experiences of the phenomenon, assessment in dance education. Based on the 
ontology and epistemology of life-world phenomenology as well as the aim of 
the study, the empirical material was gathered through qualitative methods. The 
study require methods that makes it possible to grasp the phenomenon as varied 
and broad as possible. 
 
The methods used in order to grasp such a variety of expressions, were 
document analysis, observations, teachers’ written and verbal reflections and 
interviews, which can be seen in Figure 3 below. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 3: Image of methods for gathering material of the phenomenon 
from various viewpoints. 

 
Within these methods, different modalities have been used to get access to 
experiences of the phenomenon. Therefore, it is possible to say that material of 
lived experiences of the phenomenon was grasped through multimodal 
expressions. Multimodality has been defined by Kress and van Leeuwen (2001, 
p20) as ‘…the use of several semiotic modes in the design of semiotic product 
or event, together with particular way in which these modes are combined…’. 
Semiotic resources can be explained as something more than the spoken 
language (Gunnarsson & Karlsson, 2007). Multimodality is a theory where 
language is not the only representational mode to understand meaning, and 
where modes could be defined as the outcome of the cultural shaping of 
material. In the current study bodily, verbal, written, facial, and sounding 
expressions were important to grasp in order to get access to the phenomenon. 

Document analysis 
A document can be analysed based on its formulations and how different 
phenomena appears. The formulations in a text implicitly include the writers’ 




































































































































































































































































































