
 

 

 

BOYS DON’T DANCE 

Applying key concepts from Boys Don’t Try to the secondary dance classroom 

 

Dance, as an element of the curriculum in schools, has existed since the 1960s. First delivered by PE 
specialists it centred around expressive movement and improvisation through exploration, and as such gave 
way to the “stand like a tall tree” witticism that many consider when they hear about dance and drama in 
the curriculum. Dance has evolved somewhat over the decades and is now a GCSE and A Level subject, 
enabling students who have a propensity for the discipline to progress onto further training and study. 
However, there is still a great gender imbalance in the number of boys opting to study GCSE Dance and 
equivalent qualifications. In 2019 JCQ reported that only 6.13% of entries for GCSE Dance were male. Just 
over 500 boys in the whole country. 

 Having taught it in a variety of contexts over the past 10 years, I think I can confidently say that many 
students enter my classroom with some preconceptions about what is going to take place within it. 
Masculinity, and notions of how dance is in some way emasculating, remain very much of the forefront of 
pupils’ minds. I begin my first lesson in Year 7 by asking pupils what they think we will do in dance. “Ballet” 
is always one of the first responses. “Be fairies”. “Good toes”. “Naughty toes”. “Be pretty”. “Prancing”. The 
next question, following the reduction of my subject to some semblance of an Angelina Ballerina cartoon, is 
“Who thinks they are going to enjoy it?”. At that moment lots of girls freely throw their arms up. In my career 
thus far only one boy has put his hand up. He was swiftly laughed at, at which point I explained that if pupils 
were laughing at him for liking dance, they were in turn laughing at me. However, after a first lesson 
introducing pupils to a professional work (which is chosen purposefully because it has two male dancers 
opening it) and asking them to choreograph using the five body actions of dance, the majority of pupils at 
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the end of the lesson put their hand confidently in the air when they are asked “Who enjoyed today’s 
lesson?”.  

Part of the challenge of teaching dance in a secondary school is that of encouraging pupils to participate. 
Pupils of all genders sometimes find participating in dance daunting. This is exacerbated by the societal 
hegemonies that are imbued with the act of dancing, particularly surrounding sexuality and masculinity. 
However, much dance is represented in popular culture, there is still a negative connotation concerning boys 
participating within it. 

In Boys Don’t Try Pinkett and Roberts discuss the “fallacy of boys’ engagement”. Dance, like any other 
subject, also has its CPD course leaders extolling engagement methods that will work for boys. Whilst training 
as a teacher I was introduced to the concept of “boy-centric” teaching. When applied to dance this is often 
perpetuating what Pinkett and Roberts describe as “Engagement Myth 2: make learning relevant to boys’ 
interests.” In the context of dance this is often demonstrated through the curriculum each school devises. 
Dance at each Key Stage is a part of the PE National Curriculum, with its whole curriculum intent explained 
in one single sentence. 

 In my own practice “boy-centric” schemes of learning have been a key feature of my curriculum mapping. 
These were chosen based on “things boys will like” and from the schemes of learning I have seen colleagues 
use in other schools. These schemes of learning are often based on video games, martial arts or films. Whilst 
they introduce pupils to professional works and create good levels of engagement they can sometimes limit 
the creative and technical development that pupils can experience. Reading Boys Don’t Try has coincided 
with a time when my school are encouraging departments to really think about the intention, breadth and 
challenge of our curriculums. With the phrase Cultural Capital becoming a part of everyday pedagogical 
parlance, Boys Don’t Try has encouraged me to actually consider whether I am extending pupils 
understanding of dance. Who are the equivalents to Shakespeare, Rosetti and Austin in dance and how can 
I introduce pupils to them? 

The reforms in 2016 to the GCSE Dance course introduced a specification which, like all the new courses, 
made dance more challenging. Not only was this evident through the new 40% theoretical weighting, but 
also in the increased standard pupils had to attain in the technique, performance and choreography 
assessments. Technique and performance are often the areas in which boys generally struggle. Technique 
and corporeal awareness are essential skills for dancers, however they take the longest to develop. There is 
still a stigma with boys attending dance classes from a young age (think about poor Prince George when the 
media found out he attended ballet lessons), and dance is very much a discipline in which it is best to begin 
training the body from a young age. Along with children from disadvantaged backgrounds (who perhaps 
could not afford to attend out of school dance classes), boys are generally behind their female counterparts 
who may have been afforded the opportunity to take dance classes from early childhood. Consequently, 
when beginning a KS4 programme of study there is already an attainment gap, exacerbated by whether 
pupils have been able to receive prior dance training. Dance teachers do try and give pupils the opportunity 
to develop technique and performance in lessons, extra-curricular clubs and through performance 
opportunities. Whilst the student body in my own school are very open to boys dancing, other boys in the 
country face huge challenges in participating in extra-curricular dance, and it is the lament of a dance teacher 
when a highly talented boy is deterred from dancing because of peer pressure, or even attitudes that might 
deter them at home. 

Having read Boys Don’t Try when considering how my curriculum could be developed, I began to question 
why I was delivering my lessons and why I had chosen the approaches used. Why wasn’t I teaching whole 



 

 

lessons of technique? And then I found myself transported back in time to my training and first placement 
where I was categorically told boys don’t like technique classes. I then thought about how I as a pupil in 
secondary school loved the technique classes I was able to attend and how when I did teach technique in 
lessons boys didn’t rebel. They enjoyed the physical challenge. They enjoyed seeing how they improved from 
week to week. Chancing my arm, I created a technique and performance scheme of work for Year 7 and Year 
8 that wasn’t based on something “boy-centric”. The purpose of the unit was to develop aesthetic qualities 
in pupils’ work. On completion of the unit pupil engagement had been high. Assessment results were good. 
The boys hadn’t disrupted the lessons and were actually asking how they could improve. 

I realised that I had adopted and created a KS3 curriculum model based in part on stereotypical views 
concerning what boys would like. Whilst I do believe that the previous curriculum worked (we have good 
uptake at GCSE and pupils are ready to begin the course), I decided I would introduce technique and 
performance as discrete areas of study. The approach was two-fold, not only would this help to enable boys 
who enjoyed dance to develop technique and performance skills to a much high degree in KS3, it would also 
enable disadvantaged pupils to accelerate their skill development in dance, without having to attend out of 
school dance lessons.  

We are extremely fortunate in that our pupils in Years 7 and 8 have one dance lesson every week for the 
whole year. We aren’t forced to reduce our curriculum to suit the needs of a carousel. I have attached the 
curriculum summary for Year 7 prior to and after the curriculum changes. As well as wanting to enable pupils 
(but boys in particular) to attain strong technical and performance skills there were other factors I wanted 
to address. I really considered which choreographers I wanted to present to pupils. Boys Don’t Try 
encouraged me to think about who I would consider a great choreographer of the future. Who did I want 
pupils to be able to discuss if they did apply to University and were asked to discuss key choreographers? 
How could I increase pupils’ cultural capital whilst also introducing them to both male and female 
choreographers? There are a disproportionate number of male choreographers working at an elite level 
compared to female, and even at GCSE only one of the six prescribed works for study is choreographed by a 
woman. In its simplest form a curriculum that aims to challenge male stereotypes surrounding dance and 
being a dancer, but also encourages pupils to acknowledge and encounter the female choreographic voice 
from a young age. 

 

 



The Whitstable School: Dance Department- Curriculum Map (Boy-Centric Summary) Year 7 

Unit Title and Term Key Learning: Choreography Key Learning: Performance Assessment 
Term 1: Introduction to 
Choreography and Performance 

Pupils will be introduced to the five 
body actions of dance and 
choreograph using canon, levels, 
formations and contact work 

Pupils will perform a simple baseline 
set study and their own 
choreographic work. Challenge to 
include good extension  

Pencil Full of Lead (Paolo Nutini) 
baseline set study. 
5 body action and choreography 
basics task. 

Term 2: Mission Impossible 
 
 

Pupils will choreograph using 
starting and finishing positions, over 
and under laser sequence task and 
fight sequence task 

Performance in character 
demonstrating different dynamics in 
the fight sequence. Performance of 
complex set dance. 

Set Dance Assessment 
Choreography of laser room and 
fight sequences (Ocean’s 12) 

Term 3: Swan Song by Christopher 
Bruce 

Choreography of the prisoner being 
interrogated by the guards using 
contact work and complex lifts 

Performance of the prisoner’s solo. 
Pupils will learn the professional 
repertoire from the dance. 

Performance of the solo. 
Choreography assessment 
Home learning theory quiz 

Term 4: Abracadabra by Philippe 
DeCoufle 

Choreography from a bird’s eye 
perspective using problem solving 
and working in the style of DeCoufle 
to create a style study. 

Clown technical study. 
Safe working on the floor to 
perform demands of the 
choreography. 

Performance of the technical study 
Floor based choreography 
Written evaluation of choreography 

Term 5: Musical Theatre (Mary 
Poppins) 

Choreography incorporating a prop 
(chimney brush) in a jazz style. 
Working in the style of Matthew 
Bourne. 

Performance of taught repertory to 
Step in Time featuring complex 
jumps and turns. 

Step in time class performance with 
small group choreography sections. 

Term 6: Capoeira and introduction 
to Year 8 

Choreography of capoeira unison 
section and combat section. 
 

Development of movements across 
different plains. 
Performance in the Roda and 
development of improvisational skill 

Capoeira unison and combat 
phrases. 
Slavery research project 

 

The curriculum provided a good level of challenge for pupils but had a heavy focus on choreography and creative work in dance. As pupils 
need a higher level of technique and performance skill to access the GCSE the curriculum has been adapted to enable these skills to be 
developed at an earlier stage. The curriculum is a model heavily focused on the notion of delivering a “boy-centric” approach to learning. 
The creative tasks are focused around ideas or stimuli that are stereotypical in the sense that “boys will like them.” Whilst this aimed to give 
pupils an accessible entry route in to dance, it ultimately relies on a thematic approach and this can limit technique development. 



The Whitstable School: Dance Department- Adapted Curriculum Year 7 

Unit Title and Term Learning Content Assessment Rationale for Inclusion 
Term 1: Choreography and 
Performance 1- Introduction to 
Dance 

Choreography using the 5 body actions of 
dance along with use of canon, formations, 
levels and contact. 
Pencil full of lead technical study 

Plie exercise 
Tendu exercise 
Choreography baseline 
Performance baseline 

Increased technical challenge and 
introduction to key professional 
choreographers such as Richard 
Alston and Rodrigo Pedeneiras 

Term 2: Technique and Performance 
1- Extension and Alignment 

Pupils are introduced to technical exercises 
to develop their extension and alignment as 
well as the choreographer Siobhan Davies 
and repertory from Carnival of the Animals 

Spine mobilising exercise 
Foot exercise 
Develop exercise 
Swan set dance 

Introduction to a key female 
choreographer. Raising levels of 
challenge and individual working to 
prevent passive participation 

Term 3: Choreography and 
Performance 2- Mission Impossible 

Use of group effects in choreography. 
Performance of narrative choreography. 
Performance of mission impossible 
technical study. 

Technical study 
Narrative choreography 
performance. 

This scheme is popular with all 
pupils- however letting them decide 
the narrative has made their work 
far more complex- not just combat! 

Term 4: Technique and Performance 
2- Swan Song by Christopher Bruce 

Learning and performance of the Swan 
Song Prisoner’s solo- focusing on the idea 
of sensitivity and the use of dynamics to 
convey choreographic intention 

Travelling technical phrase 
Performance of the Swan 
Song Prisoner’s Solo. 

Removing the choreography task 
and focusing on the prisoner’s solo 
means pupils have longer to 
develop better technical skills. 

Term 5: Technique and Performance 
3: Jazz Dance 

Pupils will develop a class performance 
piece based on the choreography of Gillian 
Lynne for the musical Cats. 

Performance of class piece 
Jazz isolation exercise 

Giving pupils the opportunity to 
make choreography accessible 
through characterisation.  

Term 6: Choreography and 
Performance 3: Revelations by Alvin 
Ailey/ Capoeira 

Study of the opening section of Revelations 
denoting a movement expression of slavery 
with pupils learning and adapting the 
choreography. 
Pupils then look at how slaves developed 
capoeira in preparation for Year 8 SOL 1 

Revelations choreography 
performance 
 
Capoeira Unison 
choreography performance 

Pupils understand the historical 
development of slavery and also 
how dance contributed to the 1960s 
American civil rights movements. 
Linking this to capoeira which in its 
original form was danced by slaves. 

 

The new curriculum has enabled pupils to develop technical and performance skills to a greater extent. Boys Don’t Try gave me the courage to try and do 
something I was told wouldn’t work with male students… and they work just as well in a technique and performance unit as they do in a choreography 
one. I also feel that pupils develop a greater understanding of the socio-cultural impact of dance within society.  


