~ Y International Journal for Multidisciplinary Research (IJFMR)

ILJFMR E-ISSN: 2582-2160 e Website: www.ijfmr.com e Email: editor@ijfmr.com

Empowering Students with Visual Impairments
Through Dance: A Pathway to Confidence and
Motor Skill Development

Yukti Gupta', Sujata Bhan?

'Ph.D. Scholar, Department of Special Education, SNDT Women’s University
Mumbai
2Senior Professor & Head, Department of Special Education, SNDT Women’s University
Mumbeai

Abstract

Participating in dance classes significantly contributes to the holistic development of young people,
particularly in enhancing their creative, imaginative, and communicative abilities. For students with
visual impairment, dance serves as a powerful tool to improve physical fitness, motor skills, coordination,
and social interactions. It fosters muscular endurance, balance, teamwork, and group dynamics, which
are crucial for their overall development. Given that many students with visual impairment face
challenges in verbal communication or are non-verbal, dance offers a unique medium for self-expression
and connection. This research aims to enhance motor skills, self-esteem, and confidence among students
with visual impairment through the integration of dance into their educational experience. The research
advocates for the inclusion of more arts-based programs in special needs classrooms, highlighting dance
as a particularly effective modality. The study’s findings indicate that dance has a profound positive
impact on students with visual impairment, promoting greater social engagement, improved coordination,
and heightened confidence. The research underscores that having a disability should not preclude
individuals from accessing enriching experiences; instead, it calls for creating opportunities that enhance
their quality of life, enabling them to participate fully in all aspects of society.
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INTRODUCTION

Dance is a universal art form that transcends boundaries of age, race, gender, and ability, offering
individuals an avenue for self-expression and enhancing their quality of life. As Martha Graham once
said, “Great dancers are not great because of their technique, they are great because of their passion.” It
is this passion that ignites creativity, fosters self-confidence, and propels personal development, making
dance a transformative experience. For individuals with disabilities—especially those with visual
impairments—dance offers a unique avenue to break through limitations. It enhances motor coordination,
improves communication, and nurtures social interaction, often achieving what conventional approaches
cannot. (Munsell and Davis, 2014)

The purpose of this study is to explore how integrating dance into special needs education can improve
motor skills, self-esteem, and social abilities for students with visual impairment. Many individuals with
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conditions such as Visual Impairment, Down syndrome, Cerebral Palsy, and Autism face unique
challenges that can hinder their ability to fully engage in traditional learning environments. For example,
reduced muscle strength, limited coordination, or speech impairments can create barriers to self-
expression and participation. Dance, as a nonverbal and inclusive form of communication, provides these
students with an alternative means to express their thoughts, emotions, and creativity. Through
movement, they can develop motor skills, enhance coordination, and engage with peers in meaningful
ways.

The significance of this research lies in its potential to advocate for arts-integrated programs in special
needs classrooms. Often, students with visual impairment experience frustration and isolation due to
difficulties in verbal or written communication. Dance offers a way to bridge this gap, enabling student
with visual impairment to connect with others and develop confidence through creative expression.
Moreover, the social aspect of dance fosters teamwork, inclusion, and a sense of belonging, which are
crucial for students striving to overcome social stigmas and limitations.

By demonstrating how dance can be used to support the developmental and emotional needs of the
children with visual impairment, this study highlights the importance of providing equal opportunities
for self-expression and skill-building through dance and movement (Zitomer 2016).

“Low self-esteem is commonly associated with adolescence and this increases if the adolescent has a
physical disability” (de Villiers, 2013). The Oxford dictionary defines the term “self-esteem” as “high
regard for oneself/good opinion of oneself.” It can also be defined as “intrinsic value, self-respect, self-
reference, and self-worth”. Children with visual impairment are prone to develop decreased self-esteem
(de Villier, 2013), but research and anecdotal evidence suggest that participating in dance activities can
lead to positive outcomes for students with and without exceptionalities. A wide variety of research
confirms that participation in dance may also lead to improved physical fitness, socioemotional gains,
and academic gains (Munsell and Davis, 2014).

Dance is a creative art form that allows individuals to engage in learning through bodily movement.
Using movement as a learning tool helps individuals develop self-awareness and a deeper understanding
of their actions (Stolberg, 2006), while also serving as a means to interpret and interact with their
environment (Zitomer & Reid, 2011). As Anderson (2015) notes, “The integration of dance/movement
has been shown to enhance student learning and engagement.”

Matzner (2008) discusses a study by Jenny Seham of the National Dance Institute in New York City,
which played a significant role in helping him recover from a challenging illness. This experience
inspired him to establish and lead an inclusive dance program for both adults and children with mobility
impairments. Seham’s research involved 1,500 children who participated in weekly dance sessions and
revealed notable academic and social benefits, including improvements in self-discipline, academic
performance, and a stronger sense of purpose. Creative dance fosters imagination, nurtures originality
and spontaneity, and encourages expressive freedom.

Dance serves as a powerful tool for self-discovery, allowing individuals to recognize their personal
strengths and areas for growth while exploring new physical, social, and emotional dimensions. It
promotes creativity and values each person’s unique experiences and abilities, regardless of where they
begin (Lobo & Winsler, 2006). Regular physical activity is essential for all children, regardless of their
abilities not only does it support overall fitness and health, but it also enhances coordination and fosters
meaningful social interactions.

Strength, endurance, and improved coordination are a few advantages of physical activity. Additionally,
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motor capacities including speed, stability, and flexibility will improve. Along with achieving milestones
like walking with their knees bent, following instructions, and hand-eye coordination, students with
visual impairment will also be able to regain or improve their muscle strength and balance.

Information may become even more accessible if it is presented in a new way. Dance can be utilized as
a teaching and interpretation tool, albeit this is uncommon. "Dance activities seem to offer a different
approach to fulfilling the educational needs of a diverse student body. According to Munsell and Davis
(2014), incorporating dance into regular activities in the general education classroom could assist meet
the requirements of kids who learn in unconventional ways. In order to improve their pupils' social and
academic comprehension, teachers can incorporate movement exercises into their lessons. According to
study by Munsell and Davis (2014), creating and providing chances for students to engage in creative
movement activities helps meet the needs of those who learn best through kinesthetic and creative means.
Children who have social and academic difficulties can also enjoy classroom success by engaging in
creative movement activities. Including dance and creative movement exercises in the curriculum may
help students with emotional and behavioral issues who often have comparable demands. Skoning (2008)
noted that "it is common for students with disabilities to experience difficulties mastering linguistic and
mathematical tasks" in her research and studies with kids who have learning disabilities. Incorporating
kinesthetic and creative activities into the curriculum may help these pupils learn more effectively. A
range of children with disabilities, including those with visual impairment, autism spectrum disorder,
emotional difficulties, specific learning impairments, and cognitive disabilities, seemed to benefit from
using dance in the classroom.

Assessments and evaluations of each student's performance and development are a constant part of any
curriculum. There is very little variation in the way dance and academics are graded. To guarantee that
students with visual impairment learn as much as they can, each subject has its own rubric. Each student
must master the vocabulary, essays, tests, and assessments given by their teachers in order to pass them.
The sole distinction is that dancing is more of a physical test to ensure that every student master’s a
certain skill.

In dance as well as other more conventional academic subjects, teachers do observations and evaluations,
although frequently

...for students with special needs, assessment includes not only a review of end of year exam scores or
portfolio performance, but also a review of performance in reference to Individualized Education
Program goals. If a teacher chooses to link dance to academic subjects, this should be reflected in the
program’s goals. (Munsell and Davis, 2014)

They use their own evaluation techniques, complete with benchmarks and rubrics, to make sure every
student understands the material. Few educators have acknowledged the significance of the arts in
enhancing social outcomes, despite the fact that they have created a plethora of structured programs to
help young children develop their social skills. More precisely, it is common to overlook the contribution
that dance and movement exercises can provide to the process (Munsell and Davis, 2014). Students with
visual impairment who use dance as a means of self-expression develop self-awareness and creativity
through social interactions. According to Zitomer (2016), the majority of programs provide
"opportunities for learning more about themselves and their personal capacities, as well as a space where
they could just be themselves and enable self-expression."
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Methodology

The participants in this study were selected from a school for the blind located in Mumbai, India. The
researcher worked with a total of fourteen students with visual impairment, divided into two groups, each
receiving instruction for one hour daily over a period of twelve days. One group comprised eight high
school students with visual impairment (six boys and two girls), while the other group included six middle
school students with visual impairment (three boys and three girls). The ages of the participants ranged
from 11 to 17 years.

In accordance with ethical guidelines and considering the students’ age and visual impairment, parental
consent was required for all participants. Although some students were over 13 years of age, legal
guardianship remained with the parents due to their disability status. Therefore, the researcher ensured
that both a parental consent form and a student assent form were obtained before the study began. The
assent form clearly outlined the purpose of the research, what the sessions would involve, and emphasized
that participation was entirely voluntary, with no negative consequences for opting out.

The study was conducted during the summer vacation over a span of twelve days. Once the consent and
assent forms were collected, the researcher distributed a brief questionnaire to the students with visual
impairment, their teachers, and the parents. The purpose of this questionnaire was to gather background
information and prepare for the sessions accordingly. To maintain confidentiality, all participants were
assigned pseudonyms.

The student questionnaire focused on their familiarity with and attitudes towards dance. It included
questions such as: “Do you like dancing?”, “Which dance style do you enjoy most?”, and “Do you think
dance can express emotions or thoughts?” These questions helped the researcher understand the students’
perceptions of dance as a medium of self-expression. Their responses also guided the selection of music
that resonated with the group, ensuring greater engagement and participation throughout the lessons.
The parent and teacher questionnaires were valuable tools that enabled the researcher to understand the
students with visual impairment personal backgrounds and gain insights from those closely involved in
their daily lives. These questionnaires served as a foundation to learn about the therapies previously tried,
the students’ social interactions with peers and siblings (if any), their developmental progress, and the
expectations parents and teachers had for their future.

Each student received a personal journal with the pre-questionnaire affixed to the inside cover.
Acknowledging that some students were unable to write due to visual impairments, the researcher
encouraged alternative forms of expression, such as drawings or tactile representations. This approach
ensured that all students could engage with the content in a manner that was both accessible and
comfortable for them. The researcher also videotaped the first session and selected others throughout the
program. These recordings served not only as documentation but also helped track individual progress
and capture the students’ learning journeys.

Unfortunately, due to unforeseen circumstances beyond the researcher’s control, a formal post-
questionnaire could not be administered. However, at the end of the twelve-day program, the researcher
conducted a group reflection circle with all students. During this session, students were invited to share
their experiences about what they learned, which activities they enjoyed the most, and whether they
would be interested in attending such classes regularly. This session was also recorded to capture
students’ verbal and non-verbal responses, including body language and recall of key concepts and terms
taught during the program.

Throughout the study, the researcher maintained a daily reflective journal, documenting classroom
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events, student responses, and observable improvements in each participant. Video footage further
supported her observations and provided a richer context to evaluate progress. The parent and teacher
input from the pre-questionnaires was instrumental in shaping the sessions and building stronger rapport
with each child, which in turn enhanced engagement and cooperation. The student questionnaire helped
the researcher understand their perceptions of dance and analyze patterns in their responses based on
gender and age group (middle school vs. high school), offering deeper insights into their learning and
self-expression.

Data Analysis

The participant questionnaire was designed to gain insight into the role of dance in each student’s life. It
helped the researcher understand their individual preferences, interests, and aversions, which were then
used to tailor the structure and content of the daily lessons. To capture the students’ attention and foster
engagement from the outset, the questionnaire also included questions about their preferred dance styles.
These responses informed the selection of music and activities, ensuring the sessions were enjoyable and
relevant for all participants. Tables 1 and 2 present the students’ responses to basic questions about their
interest and involvement in dance.

Do you dance?

10

Boys Girls

Figure 1. Do you dance?

During the initial session, the researcher read the questionnaire aloud and engaged the participants in a
discussion about their favourite dance styles. The questionnaire offered a choice among Bollywood, hip-
hop, salsa, and jazz. Most students with visual impairment selected "Bollywood style" as their preferred
style, indicating a strong collective interest in that genre. However, two students expressed different
preferences. Jyoti wrote "salsa," and Raja noted "hiphop" as his favourite, even though these options were
not listed in the questionnaire. These responses highlighted the students’ diverse tastes and gave the
researcher valuable insight into their individual interests.

This question served as an important indicator of the students’ engagement with and enthusiasm for
specific dance styles. The accompanying figure demonstrates that all participants in the study identified
themselves as dancers. Following this discussion, the researcher asked a follow-up question: why do you
dance? This helped deepen the understanding of each student's personal motivation and emotional
connection to dance.
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Why do you dance?

Figure 2. Why do you dance?

When asked, “Why do you dance?” several boys responded with “for art.” This response may reflect a
deeper understanding of the concept of art, likely influenced by their involvement in musical theatre
programs run by organizations that work specifically with students with special needs. During the same
discussion about preferred dance styles, many students also associated dance with social settings such as
parties and family gatherings. As a result, their most common response was “fun,” highlighting the role
of dance as a joyful and recreational activity in their lives.

Additionally, some participants answered “sports” when explaining their reason for dancing. These
students actively participate in the Special Olympics and are highly athletic, suggesting that they perceive
dance through the lens of physical movement and performance, similar to sports. These varied responses
provided the researcher with valuable insight into how each student personally connects with dance
whether as a form of artistic expression, social enjoyment, or athletic activity.

Do you believe a dance can show real

feelings or how you are thinking?

- =
t

Figure 3. Do you believe a dance can show real feelings or how you are thinking?

The question “Why do you dance?” was initially difficult for participants to fully comprehend. To
facilitate clearer understanding, the researcher reworded the question using simpler, more accessible
language. Analysis of the responses, shown in Figure 3, indicated that the boys reported higher levels of
confidence compared to the girls. This may be attributed to their prior exposure to performing arts through
musical theatre programs or a generally stronger sense of self-esteem.

Rather than administering a written post-questionnaire, the researcher opted for an oral feedback session,
which allowed the students to express themselves freely and actively demonstrate their learning. This
format proved to be more engaging for the participants. The first question posed was, “Did you have
fun?”—to which all students responded with an enthusiastic “yes.” The researcher then asked each
student to share their favourite part of the class. In this group discussion, participants eagerly recalled
terminology, definitions, and even demonstrated movements they had learned, including jazz walk, jazz
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slide, jazz hands, jazz square, and the grapevine.

For instance, when asked to explain the “jazz square,” Raja volunteered to perform the movement,
managing about half of the steps correctly. Another student, Aktar, joined in and continued practicing
until he completed it accurately. Shailesh shared, “I love to dance. Dance gets me thinking and it helps
me get more focused.” Raja expressed his aspiration to perform on hiphop, believing that dance and
singing would help him achieve his goal. Damian shared that his favourite part was “actually doing
something rather than sitting in the classroom,” highlighting the importance of experiential learning. Each
student had a unique reason for enjoying the program, reflecting their personal growth and investment in
the class.

Alongside the consent forms, parents completed a detailed questionnaire. This included questions about
the specific challenges their children face due to their disabilities, previous therapies undertaken, and
their views on the child’s social, motor, and confidence levels. This background information gave the
researcher a holistic understanding of each participant’s physical and cognitive profile. On average,
parents rated their child’s confidence level as moderate (5—8 on a scale of 10). Some parents noted that
their child lagged behind peers with similar disabilities, particularly in areas like social interaction and
motor coordination. The most commonly cited therapies included occupational therapy, physical therapy,
and speech therapy. A few students were also receiving behavioral therapy, especially those on the autism
spectrum, to help manage aggression and improve appropriate social responses.

The same questionnaire was shared with the students’ teacher, who responded to the relevant sections.
One key question asked both parents and the teacher to reflect on the challenges they face in working
with children with special needs. The teacher noted, “Understanding the strengths and weaknesses of
each individual student and figuring out the best way to teach them” as a central challenge. The teacher
also observed that older boys in the group displayed greater independence and a willingness to support
their peers. In the context of disability, such independence is defined as the ability to manage daily
activities with minimal or no assistance.

However, the teacher also reported difficulties, where students with visual impairment faces challenges
with following directions, behavioral concerns such as talking back or physical outbursts, inconsistent
engagement, speech impairments, and difficulties with retaining information. Only one teacher was asked
to complete the questionnaire, as she worked with each student at various points throughout the day and
had broad insight into their behaviors and learning patterns.

Throughout the program, the students with visual impairment displayed remarkable enthusiasm. Every
day, as soon as the researcher entered the classroom, the participants eagerly jumped from their seats,
excited to begin their dance session. The researcher maintained a detailed observational journal to track
individual progress. Although a formal rubric was not used, consistent daily reflections and video
recordings helped capture each participant’s improvement in confidence, participation, and performance
over the twelve-day period.

Interpretation of Findings

The interpretations of this study were drawn from comprehensive feedback gathered from the students
with visual impairment, their parents or guardians, the teacher, and the researcher herself. The first core
research question sought to determine whether the inclusion of dance classes would enhance students’
social engagement. Observational data, particularly from the classroom videos, provided clear evidence
supporting this. Students with visual impairment were seen interacting with one another, taking turns,
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offering assistance in learning dance steps, and developing positive peer relationships demonstrating
increased social activity as a result of the program.

The second key question explored the impact of dance instruction on students’ motor skills and
coordination. One notable example involved a student who exhibited stiffness and muscle tightness
predominantly on the right side of his body. In the early sessions, he struggled to understand and execute
the leg movements required for the “grapevine” step, particularly the coordination of crossing one foot
over and under the other. However, by the final class, there was a marked improvement in his ability to
perform the step. Though he moved slowly and deliberately, his focused effort allowed him to master the
movement with greater coordination and confidence, an encouraging indicator of physical and
psychological progress through dance.

The third research question examined the extent to which this study could support advocacy for
integrating dance as a regular component within special education classrooms. Through video
documentation, observable progress, and the visible joy on students’ faces upon successfully learning
new steps, the researcher witnessed firsthand the profound impact dance can have within a short period.
Although a formal exit questionnaire was not administered to parents, several parents voluntarily
expressed their appreciation. They noted that their children returned home visibly happier and were more
eager to attend school, motivated by the anticipation of dance sessions.

In conclusion, the study yielded positive results, underscoring the value of incorporating structured dance
programs in classrooms serving students with special needs. Dance was shown to significantly enhance
social interaction, improve motor skills and coordination, and boost students’ self-confidence. Most
importantly, it provided a space for joy, self-expression, and success—making a strong case for dance as
a meaningful and effective educational tool.

Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the significant and multifaceted role that dance can play in the lives
of students with special needs. Dance is more than a form of physical activity; it is a dynamic, expressive,
and therapeutic medium that supports the holistic development of the individual. Students with varying
degrees and types of disabilities, including visual impairments, cerebral palsy, and learning difficulties,
demonstrated noticeable improvements in key areas such as motor coordination, spatial awareness,
balance, and body control. Additionally, as dance involves group participation, rhythm, and synchronized
movement, it organically fosters social interaction, turn-taking, peer support, and collaboration, all of
which are crucial for social development and inclusion.

One of the most striking outcomes observed was the boost in student confidence and enthusiasm. Many
participants, who initially hesitated or struggled with movement, gradually developed a sense of
accomplishment and joy. Their active participation, eagerness to learn, and even attempts to recall and
demonstrate dance terminology, revealed a growing sense of self-worth and independence. Moreover,
informal feedback from parents and teachers indicated improved mood, increased school attendance, and
heightened motivation in students, suggesting that the positive effects of dance extended beyond the
classroom into their daily lives.

As Stacey Skoning (2010) notes, “for students with disabilities, weaving creative and kinesthetic tasks
into the classroom curriculum may result in an increased ability to learn material.” This supports the
notion that dance, as a kinesthetic and expressive art form, can be a vital educational strategy, not only
enhancing learning outcomes but also promoting equity and engagement.
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This study ultimately advocates for the integration of dance as a regular feature in special education
settings. Arts-based interventions like dance are often undervalued in traditional academic curricula;
however, they offer unique opportunities for self-expression, creativity, and non-verbal communication,
especially vital for students with limited verbal or cognitive abilities. By embracing dance and similar
creative approaches, educators can cultivate more inclusive, engaging, and supportive learning
environments that cater to diverse learner profiles.

In conclusion, dance holds transformative potential as an inclusive educational tool. It enhances motor
and communication skills, fosters emotional expression, promotes social connection, and builds
confidence, all while making learning enjoyable. This research contributes to the growing body of
evidence that supports the incorporation of performing arts into special education, calling for systemic
changes that value and prioritize such interventions in curriculum planning and policy development.
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