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Abstract: This narrative research study examines the experiences of four pre-service dance 
education majors participating in a Dance Education Field Study in Costa Rica, focusing on their 
cross-cultural understanding and development of dance pedagogy skills through teaching, 
learning, and collaboration. The findings highlight the significance of diverse mentoring 
relationships, including peer, faculty, and cultural mentors, each contributing uniquely to 
participants' growth. Participants gained insights into the cultural integration of nature into daily 
life and the warm, inclusive hospitality extended to outsiders. Pedagogical practices were enriched 
through the application of pre-learned concepts in real-world contexts, fostering two-way learning 
environments and necessitating flexibility and continuous adaptation to meet student needs. These 
results offer valuable implications for pre-service, arts-education programs seeking to enhance 
intercultural competence, pedagogy strategies, and mentorship models. 
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In an increasingly globalized world, universities are prioritizing programs and initiatives 
that foster global engagement and cultural competencies among students. The internationalization 
of higher education encompasses diverse approaches, with education abroad  emerging as a 
prominent strategy (American Council on Education, 2017). Education abroad programs vary 
widely in purpose and structure, including traditional study abroad, research initiatives, 
partnerships with international institutions, internships and service or teaching experiences 
(Altbach & Knight, 2007). These opportunities are particularly significant for pre-service teachers, 
who can develop cultural competencies to navigate diverse educational settings effectively. This 
study examines an international field study specifically designed for pre-service Dance Education 
majors, exploring its impact on their professional and intercultural development. 

PURPOSE 
The purpose of this narrative inquiry study was to explore the lived experiences of undergraduate 
pre-service dance education majors during a 13-day Dance Education Field Study in Costa Rica. 
The students engaged in teaching creative dance classes in Costa Rican K-6 schools and 
community settings, while also participating in dance classes led by local educators. The research 
questions included: 

1. What stories do dance education students have about their international teaching
and dance collaboration experience?
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2. In what ways does this experience contribute to the dance education students' cross-
cultural understanding and development?  

3. How does this experience advance their dance pedagogy practices and skills?  
  

The university students taught in a bi-lingual private school in Cartago, Costa Rica during 
a four-day residency. They created integrated dance lessons plans, blending creative dance and 
science concepts that supported Costa Rican ecology. 

 
REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 

Research on dance teaching abroad, particularly for pre-service university dance education 
students, remains limited. While a few studies address intersections of dance education and 
international education (Brown, 2015; Mabingo, 2019; Mabingo, 2015), the field lacks 
comprehensive exploration in this area. To address this gap, the literature supporting this study 
was expanded to include research in related domains: cross-cultural understanding (Deardorff, 
2011; Hofstede-Minkov, 2010), and pre-service university education students teaching abroad 
(Aglazor, 2012; Allaman, 2012; Bartzis, 2016; Cushner, 2007).  

Studies on cross-cultural understanding emphasize the importance of developing 
intercultural competence as a critical skill for educators working in global contexts. Deardorff’s 
(2011) intercultural competence model and Hofstede-Minkov’s (2010) cultural dimensions theory 
provide frameworks for understanding how individuals navigate cultural differences and integrate 
diverse perspectives into their practices. 
The literature on pre-service teachers teaching abroad highlights the transformative impact of these 
experiences, noting how international teaching placements can enhance cultural awareness, 
adaptability, and professional development (Aglazor, 2012; Allaman, 2012; Bartzis, 2016). 
Cushner (2007) further underscores the role of such experiences in preparing educators to work 
effectively in diverse and unfamiliar settings. 

By drawing on these areas of research, this study seeks to address the dearth of literature 
on teaching dance in international education settings. The findings aim to inform dance education 
preparation programs by providing insights into the implementation of cross-cultural 
understanding, dance pedagogy development, and peer mentoring in global education contexts.  
 

METHODS 

This research was conducted before, during, and after a 13-day Dance Education Field 
Study in Costa Rica. To center the students' voices and perspectives, narrative inquiry was 
employed as the research methodology (Kim, 2016). Four participants engaged in a range of 
activities, including teaching six creative dance classes in K-6 and community settings and 
participating in five classes taught by Costa Rican dance educators. Each participant took part in 
three in-depth interviews to share their lived experiences, with semi-structured questions 
facilitating discussions that allowed students to highlight what they found most significant and 
meaningful. Data collection also included extensive observations, the collection of digital artifacts 
– photos and video, and reflections documented in a researcher’s journal. This multi-faceted 
approach provided a rich and comprehensive understanding of the participants’ experiences. 
 

DATA ANALYSIS 

After transcribing the interviews, the researcher conducted an iterative analysis by reading 
through the transcripts multiple times, identifying initial themes and refining them into three 
primary themes. Additional data sources, including observations, video recordings, photographs, 
and entries from the researcher’s journal, were also analyzed to triangulate and enrich the findings. 
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Once the main themes were established, they were further examined to identify subcategories, 
providing a nuanced understanding of the participants’ experiences and the overarching themes of 
the study. 
 
FINDINGS 

This study identified three interconnected themes—mentoring, cultural understanding, and 
dance pedagogy skills—which collectively illuminate key insights into the experiences of 
participants navigating cross-cultural and high-pressure teaching environments.  

 
MENTORING 

Mentoring emerged as a critical pillar, with participants expressing appreciation for the 
diverse forms of support they received, including from peers, university faculty, and local cultural 
mentors; this multifaceted mentorship dynamic provided them with varied perspectives and 
resources that proved invaluable. Notably, the presence of an on-site university mentor was 
particularly significant in alleviating stress and providing immediate, context-specific guidance, a 
support system that participants acknowledged with gratitude.  

Peer mentoring also surfaced as a powerful force, fostering a sense of trust and comfort 
that allowed for candid debriefing and reflection, often in ways that felt more accessible than 
interactions with faculty. This was particularly effective as each university student had a peer 
teaching assistant who supported the teacher, and could provide significant insight to each lesson. 

Local cultural mentors – including tour guides and local school employees –  played an 
irreplaceable role, offering nuanced insights into the host culture that neither peers nor faculty 
could provide, which enriched the participants' understanding and engagement. Additionally, the 
availability of multiple debriefing contexts—ranging from informal discussions between classes 
to structured nightly reflections—enabled participants to process their experiences in meaningful 
ways, promoting deeper learning and growth. 

 
CULTURAL UNDERSTANDING  

The theme of cultural understanding underscored the profound impact of Costa Rica's 
natural environment on all aspects of life, including education, daily interactions and art -making. 
Participants noted how deeply nature was embedded in the educational experience at the school 
with their surroundings of plants, school animals and a green class. This was also noted through 
conversations with locals, with discussions about the local ecology and what is grown in various 
regions. Dance lessons from local teachers compared movement and used imagery that paralleled  
the environment. Participants observed a strong sense of national pride intertwined with a deep 
commitment to environmental preservation. Costa Ricans expressed pride in their cultural identity 
and values, often highlighting the importance of protecting and cherishing their natural 
environment.  

Hospitality emerged as another cultural cornerstone, marked by warmth, inclusion, and 
patience, encapsulated in the phrase “Pura Vida.” Participants noted the genuine passion and 
excitement with which locals embraced their environment and welcomed outsiders, creating an 
atmosphere of mutual respect and connection that enhanced the overall experience 
 

DANCE PEDAGOGY SKILLS 

Dance pedagogy skills, the third theme, surfaced from teaching in high-pressure situations. 
Students defined teaching abroad in unfamiliar schools with language barriers as a high-pressure 
situation. To assist in this transition, a faculty member taught a dance class for the university 
students to observe, providing tangible examples of effective pedagogical practices and lessons 
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modifications to support language and cultural barriers.  
Participants were compelled to re-learn and apply previously taught best teaching practices 

with urgency, which led to a more profound and practical understanding of their pedagogical 
training. Simplifying instructions, relying heavily on movement to communicate, and scaffolding 
lesson concepts emerged as essential strategies, particularly with language barriers. These 
approaches helped foster teaching with clarity and student engagement. Adapting to students' 
needs, often by letting go of, or modifying pre-planned lesson activities, proved crucial for creating 
meaningful connections and effective instruction.  

Feeling joy in the classroom and in dancing itself was a recurring theme, with movement 
serving as a powerful means of cultural, environmental and individual expression. Participants also 
recognized the value of establishing a two-way learning environment, in which they would learn 
from their students as they were teaching – learning about Costa Rica, terms in Spanish, and 
cultural traditions. This deepened the reciprocal nature of the educational exchange.  

Participating in dance classes led by local educators offered students valuable new insights, 
approaches, and strategies for enhancing their dance pedagogy. These classes revealed an 
unexpected emphasis on the integration of nature, as well as expressions of national and cultural 
pride, which shaped the teaching and learning experience. Students noted an organic progression 
with each dance lesson in layering movement complexity. They also observed a profound passion 
and appreciation for dance within the local dance community, at times surpassing the levels they 
had experienced among their peers at their home university. 

 
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

These findings highlight the critical value of mentorship, cultural insights, and adaptive 
teaching practices in creating meaningful learning experiences in cross-cultural and high-pressure 
teaching environments. The results are particularly relevant for educators developing international 
field experiences for pre-service teachers in the arts and for those preparing these teachers for art-
focused student teaching placements 

Teaching in a high-pressure setting, such as an unfamiliar cultural and educational context, 
offers pre-service teachers a valuable preview of the challenges they may encounter during their 
student teaching. By navigating these challenges in a supportive yet demanding environment, 
participants reported positive growth, developing resilience and adaptability. 

Experiencing the role of an outsider—facing language barriers and a lack of cultural and 
procedural familiarity—fosters empathy and compassion. These insights equip pre-service 
teachers with skills and strategies to support students new to the United States or those 
transitioning academically. 

The study also underscores the importance of layered mentoring. While supportive 
university faculty mentors provide guidance and expertise, peer mentors offer camaraderie and 
relatability, enriching the overall learning experience. This multifaceted mentorship approach 
creates a robust support system, enhancing the participants' professional and personal development 
as they prepare to enter their teaching careers. 
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