Teaching African Dance in Schools

Physical Education and After School Programs

Taught by Diadié Bathily

Overview of Program

The African dance program, taught by professional dancer and instructor Diadié Bathily, introduces students to the basic movement of West African dance.  Through African dance, elementary, middle and high school students increase physical fitness, improve coordination and concentration, and build an understanding of African culture.  Mr. Bathily teaches a two week course, during regular physical education classes, and in an after school eight week program.  Mr. Bathily teaches basic West African dances, African geography and language, and African culture.  At the end of the program, students have learned several authentic African dances, have gained a grade-appropriate understanding of West Africa, and have learned some of the languages and customs of Mali and Ivory Coast. 

Background on African Dance Instructor, Diadié Bathily

Diadié Bathily has danced professionally for over 30 years and has performed professionally for Marie-Rose Guiraud’s Les Guirivoires, Adama Drame, Wara Danse (his company in the Ivory Coast), and Diadié Bathily Dance (in the United States).  Bathily is an experienced teacher who specializes in traditional dances from Mali, the Ivory Coast, Senegal, and Ghana.  Mr. Bathily immigrated to the United States in 1998 and has a strong personal and professional desire to share the beauty, culture and passion of West African dance with Americans, especially African Americans.  

He teaches and performs at the Center for Contemporary Arts in St. Louis and at local universities, colleges, and dance studios throughout the Midwest.  Throughout the school year, Bathily gives workshops and demonstrations at local elementary and secondary public schools, at Washington University and at the University of Missouri in St. Louis.  Bathily also choreographs original pieces for university and professional dance companies.

Work with Other School Districts

For the past five years, Mr. Bathily has taught two-week residencies with the Clayton School District, in each of its three elementary schools as well as its middle school.  He teaches during regular P.E. classes throughout the day.  Keith Baker, Physical Education teacher at Captain Elementary School and Director of Physical Education of Clayton District School, (314) 854-6100 ext. 6122, and Laura Dupont, Principal of Glenridge Elementary School, (314) 854-6200, can be contacted to answer questions and provide additional information.  Mr. Bathily also teaches at independent private schools in St. Louis County and in public schools in the City of St. Louis.  Additional references from these schools can be provided upon request.

Benefit for African American Students

African American students particularly benefit from the African Dance program, although all students can gain from an increased understanding of Africa.  Students experience African cultures and the positive diversity that characterizes Africa and its heritage.  African Americans learn language, customs, and geography to help them make a connection between their cultural past and their current life.  They also experience dance and drumming, which are vital to the African way of life.

Syllabus

Mr. Bathily would like to offer an annual two-week residency program for students at all grades, and an after school program for interested students.  Following is a proposed syllabus for these classes.

Class Syllabus
Classes follow the same pattern each day. Each class begins with a language lesson.  Students will learn Bamanakan greetings and numbers.  I will then lead students in warm-up exercises for approximately one-third of the allotted class time.  I will carefully monitor the students to ensure that each student exerts him or herself according to his or her own physical capacity.  Whenever we begin a new dance, I will explain the cultural and the geographical context of the dance using a map and other visual aids.  I will demonstrate each dance movement, before I begin to teach that movement to the students.  I plan to teach eight movements, two per class.  

MAP Standards Addressed:

Goals

1:9 – identify, analyze and compare the institutions, traditions and art forms of past and present societies

2:4 – present perceptions and ideas regarding works of the arts, humanities and sciences

2:5 – perform or produce works in the fine and practical arts

Communication Arts

CA5 – comprehending and evaluating the content and artistic aspects of oral and visual presentations (such as storytelling, debates, lectures, multi-media productions)

CA7 – identifying and evaluating relationships between language and culture

Social Studies

SS6 – relationships of the individual and groups to institutions and cultural traditions

SS7 – the use of tools of social science inquiry (such as surveys, statistics, maps, documents)

Fine Arts

FA1 – process and techniques for the production, exhibition or performance of one or more of the visual or performed arts

FA2 – the principles and elements of different art forms

FA3 – the vocabulary to explain perceptions about and evaluations of works in dance, music, theater and visual arts

FA4 – interrelationships of visual and performing arts and the relationships of the arts to other disciplines

FA5 – visual and performing arts in historical and cultural contexts

Weekly Class Outline
Week One

Geography: 

Cote D’Ivoire (coat deevwar) is the official name of the country we call the Ivory Coast. It is in the center of the southern coast of West Africa, just west of Ghana (gah-nah). The coastal region has beaches, colonial houses for slave trade, and fishing ports. Up through the middle of the country there are rich, black earth and lush forests. In the west is a mountain chain that separates Ivory Coast from the neighbor to the west, Liberia (lie-bee-ree-yah). The northern part of the country is much drier and has fewer and shorter trees, and the soil is sandy and red. This northern landscape is called a savannah. The savannah continues north in to Burkina Faso (boor-key-na-fas-so) and Mali (mah-lee). In the north of those countries, we found, the edge of the Sahara Desert. The Sahara Desert is the biggest desert in the world, covering 3.5 million square miles of West and North Africa. The edge of the desert, where the last water and human settlements can be found for thousands and thousands of miles, is called the “sahel” (SAH-hel). That’s a word in the Arabic language.  Long ago, Arab merchants drove their camel caravans across the desert to West Africa. After seeing nothing but sand for weeks and weeks, the first green tree and fresh water the travelers saw in Mali looked like the shoreline of a huge ocean-an ocean of sand. They called that shoreline, “sahel” in their language.  The flag of Ivory Coast represents the different regions and landscapes with their colors. The flag has three vertical stripes-orange-white and green. The orange represents the savannah in the north. The green represents the forests in the south. The white represents peace and unity between all the 62 ethnic groups within the nation. 

Topic:  The Djansa dance of the Mande people of West Africa who live in Mali, Ivory Coast, Guinea, Senegal and Burkina Faso.  Djansa is a celebratory dance performed at weddings, harvest, and full moons.

Language:  Teach Bamanakan greeting, I ni sogoma, and the appropriate responses, nse for girls, nba for boys.  I will have students greet me and each other so they learn to respond appropriately to the greeting.  This greeting pattern will be reinforced with the other greetings we will learn throughout the residency.  We will also learn how to count from one through twenty-five in Bamanakan and begin learning a Bamanakan song, I ni bara, that was sung while working in the fields. We will identify the geographical origins and cultural meanings of these dances.

Warm Up:  The warm up is intended to develop flexibility and strength throughout the body so the students will be able to dance without straining themselves.  It is an excellent form of physical fitness.  My warm up is based on the principles of the Dunham Technique, isolating body parts with stretching and movements until the whole body is limber.

Week Two:

Topic:  Djansa

Language:  Review morning greeting.  Review numbers one through twenty-five, and learn twenty-five through fifty.  Continue learning I ni bara. Review geographical origins and the cultural meanings of these dances.

Warm Up: Same structure as Week 1.

Dance:  Review and learn new movements of Djansa.

On the last day of the residency, parents are welcome to the school to videotape and enjoy the experience of watching their sons and daughters perform dances of West Africa.

Space and Equipment

Enough room for students to move freely is required – such as a gym or multi-purpose room. 

Teacher Involvement 

The PE teacher and I are responsible for classroom management, and discipline.  The PE teacher is invited to actively participate.

Fee:

The fee for each two-week residency is $2400. This is based on 60 sessions for 30 minutes each, at a cost of $40 per session.  Fees for after-school classes or shorter in-school teachings can be negotiated based on this rate. 

