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Dance

Dance Science: A New Generation of Dancers

Brenton Surgenor, Grace Chan

The term “dance science” may be an unfamiliar one
to many people, and it is often equated with sports
science. Dance science is explicitly the application
of scientific research to help dancers optimise
performance and minimise injury for having more
productive and longer careers. Applied dance
science sits somewhere between evidence-based
practice (knowledge derived from rigorous scientific
research) and practitioner wisdom (knowledge
drawn from practical experience). At the core of
dance science is the curiosity about how to do what
performers/teachers/choreographers do better.
Dance scientists are constantly questioning existing
dance practice:"ls this the best way to do it?", or"ls
there a better way to do it?" This curiosity leads to
scientific research that inquires into what works and

how dance practice can be improved.

Although dance science may have its roots in sports
science, it is fundamentally different since it looks
at the dancer not only as an athlete but also as an
artist. Therefore, dance science seeks to enhance
not only the physical and psychological performance
of a dancer, but also their artistic expression and
creativity. Ultimately, maintaining a healthy body and
mind gives a dancer more opportunities to perform

at their best.

One of the lessons dance science has learned

Dance Science: A New Generation of Dancers

from sports science is how improved training
methods can assist individual athletes to maximise
their performance potential. In competitive sports,
athletes are getting faster and stronger and
consistently setting new world records. This has
come about through advances in sports science
and new training methods, which are being drawn
upon to help individual athletes reach their full
potential. It is precisely this application of science in
maximising performance potential that has become
so appealing to the world of dance. By utilising the
latest research and techniques in biomechanics,
physiology, psychology and motor learning, dance
scientists work with teachers, choreographers and
company managers to help every dancer to realise

their full potential.

Internationally, dance science is already making a
difference within the dance profession. For example,
the Royal Academy of Dance has employed a dance
scientist to develop a global education programme to
upskill their teachers in dance science and introduce
evidence-based practice into the teaching syllabus.
The Royal Ballet (UK), Birmingham Royal Ballet
(UK), Co3 (Australia), to name but a few companies,
have also engaged dance scientists to help their
dancers to optimise their performance. This has
in part been brought about by the higher physical

and psychological demands placed on dancers by




choreographers. As choreographers are seeking
more from their dancers than ever before, dancers
need to remain in top form physically and mentally

to perform these new, challenging choreographies.

The demand for dance science expertise from top
international companies has led to an increase in the
number of university dance science programmes on
offer around the world. Yet all current university
dance science programmes are less than |15 years
old, which highlights the newness of the field. The
UK leads the way with several master's degree
programmes in dance science, a bachelor's degree
programme offered by the University of Chichester,
and other undergraduate level courses. In Hong
Kong, The Hong Kong Academy for Performing
Arts (HKAPA) has incorporated the dance science
strand into its MFA in Dance to produce dance
scientists for working with local and international
dancers. The growing number of university dance
science programmes is seeing a rapid increase in
dance specific research, and in turn more specialised
journals that publish dance science research. With
more research come increased knowledge about
dance and dancers, and more opportunities for the
dance community to adopt the most up-to-date

and effective practices.

One example of such effective practices is

understanding  “burnout” and overtraining in
dance: "How much is too much?” Dancers are by
nature hard-working and disciplined, and they are
inclined to equate more training with improved
results. However, we now know from research that
overtraining leads to decline in performance and
increased injury risk, which are the opposite of what
a hard-working dancer wishes to achieve. Research
has demonstrated that rest and recovery mixed
with efficient training and rehearsal results in better
performance. Current research has also highlighted
the importance of a healthy mind and the need
to provide psychological skills training alongside
physical training for dancers to achieve the highest
levels of performance. To this end, motivation
techniques, goal-setting and stress management are
now being taught alongside physical technique in
dance programmes to prepare today's dancers for

the challenges of a professional career in dance.

The School of Dance of the HKAPA is leading the
development of 2Ist century dance artists with
its innovative dance science studies. Students are
introduced to evidence-based practice and the
most up-to-date research in dance medicine and
science. This new generation of dance artists are
graduating from the programme with knowledge
of the latest techniques for safer dance practice as

well as more refined performance on both technical
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and artistic levels. At present, the HKAPA offers the
only conservatoire-based dance programme with
dance science as a fully integrated core component
of the curriculum. This is to ensure HKAPA trained
dancers possess competitive advantages over their

international counterparts.

The soon-to-be completed Dance Science Lab
(slated for opening in August 2018) at the HKAPA
will go even further in ensuring that Hong Kong
dancers are among the best in the world. By utilising
the latest research and technology, the HKAPA will
be able to work with individual dancers to assist
them to reach their full physical and psychological
potential. This dedicated dance science lab will
be used for undertaking research on Hong Kong
dancers to develop specific programmes, which are
designed to further improve dancers’ performance
and contribute to a growing global body of dance

science knowledge.

One exciting development for Hong Kong-based
dance science research lies in the multi-cultural
environment which combines the best of East and
West. Hong Kong is the ideal place to undertake
research in both Western and Chinese medicines,
philosophies and techniques for the benefit of the
global dance community. The research to emerge

from Hong Kong will add a Chinese perspective
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to the growing dance science knowledge economy.
Indeed, collaborative research projects are already
taking place between the HKAPA and some

international institutions.

As an important contribution to the global
development of dance science, the HKAPA hosted
the International Association of Dance Medicine
and Science (IADMS) 26th Annual Conference in
October 2016. This event saw dance educators,
practitioners and researchers from all over the
world congregate in Hong Kong for five days of
research presentations, workshops and networking.
It was the first time the IADMS Annual Conference
had been held in Hong Kong, and the second time
in Asia in 26 years since its launch.The IADMS chose
Hong Kong as the host city as it leads the Asia Pacific

region in dance medicine and science.

The five-day conference introduced a significant
number of local dancers, teachers and practitioners
to the latest development in dance science research.
It also offered an opportunity for members of the
Hong Kong dance medicine and science community
to come together and focus their shared passion on
some common goals. Outcomes of the the IADMS
26th Annual Conference include: greater awareness
of dance medicine and science within the Hong Kong

dance community; the establishment of Hong Kong
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Conference guests: Mandy Petty, Prof. Matt Wyon and Prof. Adrian Walter (from left to right)
Photo courtesy:Wendy Chu, The Hong Kong Academy for Performing Arts
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The International Association of Dance Medicine and Science (IADMS) 26th Annual Conference
Photo courtesy:Wendy Chu, The Hong Kong Academy for Performing Arts
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Association of Dance Medicine and Science with
the mission to “enhance the health, performance
and well-being for dancers and dance professionals,
through high quality scientific knowledge, evidence-
based practice and better, more affordable access
to first class dance-specific healthcare and dance
science support services in Hong Kong”; and
a Hong Kong-wide research project led by the
Association to document safe dance practice and
injury prevention strategies engaged by the teaching

community across Hong Kong.

As can be seen, dance science is a fast developing
field of research and practice that will ultimately
help dancers to achieve better performance,
improve injury prevention and increase career
longevity. Hong Kong is particularly well-positioned
to take advantage of the advances in dance science
for the training and development of Hong Kong-
based dancers. These 21st century innovations will
ensure Hong Kong dancers are at the forefront
of innovative new programmes in dancer training

and care.
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