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Executive Summary 
 
 This feasibility study, commissioned in summer 2018 by Dance Hub Birmingham, in 

partnership with Sampad Arts and DanceXchange, seeks to establish whether the time is 

right to launch a UK-based degree -undergraduate or postgraduate course, in South Asian 

Dance.  

 

Background 

A higher education course for South Asian dance in Britain has long been desired. Several 

attempts have been made to establish such a course. However, each attempt has closed 

after varying periods of operation, in each case largely to do with the challenges of 

recruiting a viable number of students. In commissioning this study, it was felt that “there is 

a sufficient volume of graduates, for example, from the National Centre for Advanced 

Training (CAT) Programme, also known as Yuva Gati, to merit this investigation.” 

 

The researchers contacted over 100 respondents – university academics, independent dance 

teachers, students at different stages of their dance training and parents, in order to gauge 

the current situation.  

 

The Current Situation 

There is currently no structured course offering students wishing to take up South Asian 

dance forms professionally the opportunity for intensive high-quality training. The situation 

remains largely one in which, as Vena Ramphal and Olu Alake identified in 2010, students 

make ad hoc arrangements with their teachers to advance their training. Yuva Gati offers a 

valuable complement to training with individual teachers at a pre-vocational level. The 

Imperial Society of Teachers of Dancing (ISTD) offers a level of certification to students, 

including 3 ‘vocational grade’ examinations and an arrangement with Middlesex University 

to convert credits into an MA in Dance Teaching.  However, there is no course able to offer 

dancers the kind of ‘immersive’ training that dance teachers highlight as critical in the 
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development of a dancer. Of 26 young dancers working professionally in the UK for 

example, 15 have had no opportunity to train full time. Of those who have trained full time, 

all but three received this training in India, and only two had full time training for a period of 

more than three months. Despite these limitations, most dancers feel well trained in terms 

of their primary dance form and yet ill equipped for professional life. 

 

Key Findings 

1. The numbers likely to undertake a full-time 3-year BA degree in South Asian Dance 

remain too low. An important difference Yuva Gati has made is that it allows dancers 

to consider the option of continuing dance as a career alongside another career if 

they wish. It has not yet created a groundswell of young dancers aiming to make 

dance their primary career. Split careers with medicine, architecture or law are 

frequently preferred. 

2.  Yet, dance is highly prized for expression, professional work and identity, and both 

pre-university dancers hoping to combine dance with another career and post-

university dancers who have chosen dance as their primary career, show an appetite 

for continued training.  

3. Most dancers favour a practice based, modular programme, run over one or two 

years, which would give them formal accreditation and that could be pursued in 

tandem with other work or study.   

4. A small but significant number, particularly of post-university students show interest 

in a practice based one-year full time course. 

5. Key subjects of interest include: advanced training in core dance styles, preferably 

with live musical accompaniment; Carnatic/ Hindustani music; Fundraising and 

marketing (The Business of Dance); Choreography and Composition; Use of dance in 

theatrical settings and Anatomy, body conditioning and injury prevention, specific to 

South Asian dancers. Any course would ideally provide scope for a tailored and 

monitored training experience in India and should offer the opportunity for an 
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apprenticeship as part of the course. The course would ideally be aimed at students 

with at least 4/5 years training, who have completed a repertoire. 

6. The University of Roehampton and Coventry University have shown an interest in 

exploring the possibility of hosting a course, subject to conditions (discussed below). 

7. Given the lack of clear onward career trajectories combined with the reality of 

financial pressures, a higher educational course is not felt to be necessarily the best 

way of addressing this gap at present. Certainly, rather than look to a degree as the 

solution, it should be seen as one step in a range of initiatives needed to make a 

robust sector. 

8. However, there is enough support for the idea of a course from parents and 

teachers, as well as sufficient appetite for continued training shown by students to 

merit piloting a carefully structured Certificate course as outlined below. 

 
Recommendations 
 

1. Our evidence suggests that, subject to appropriate provisions to mitigate the risk, 

there is sufficient interest to merit piloting a practice based higher education course 

in South Asian dance following either: i) a modular format (run over 2 years) ii) a 1-

year full time model 

2. In either case, it is recommended that a strong advisory board be established to 

ensure the development of a robust, deliverable and attractive syllabus. However, 

numbers must be expected to be small, which will impact on the number of 

Universities prepared to take this step.  A course run full–time over 2- years (or part 

time over 3) could result in a HND (or Higher National Diploma), which could be 

extended by means of a dissertation to lead to an MA. However, our 

recommendation given the risks and limitations discussed is to start with a 

Certificate. 

3.  The sector should also consider formalising an apprenticeship model, combining ‘on 

the job’ experience in a company with University study. The apprenticeship would be 

pitched at being a ‘Higher apprenticeships (Level 4 or 5), considered equivalent to a 
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Foundation degree level. If successful this model could be extended to cover Level 6 

and 7, or ‘Degree apprenticeships’ equivalent to a Bachelor’s or a Master’s Degree 

(https://www.gov.uk/apprenticeships-guide). 

4. A dance career road show, ideally developed in partnership with One Dance UK and 

Dancers Career Development (DCD) should be launched targeting particularly 

community specific cultural centres, aiming to highlight and signpost the variety of 

pathways available through dance.  

5. The sector should work together to make the development of repertory companies/ 

a repertory company for South Asian dance forms priority to provide clear sightlines 

to dancers, and provide a clear answer to the question ‘what are we training for? 

6. The sector should champion and model best practice in paying dancers for their time 

and work. 

7. A business case should be developed for the viability of a Centre for Excellence in 

South Asian Arts. 

 

A summary of pros and cons for a modular, a one year full time and an apprenticeship 

scheme approach can be found on the following page.  
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The Modular Model – Pros The Modular Model – Cons 

 

1. Making use of what exists – extends the Yuva Gati 

model with which students are familiar. 

 

1. The lack of immersion  

 

2. Represents a pragmatic response to the realities of 

the sector 

 

2. Risk of drop out, due to conflicting demands and 

priorities on students 

 

3. Can accommodate the ‘guru-shishya’ teaching 

style 

 

3. Challenges of monitoring and ensuring quality 

assurance with the guru-shishya/ home tutor 

model 

 

4. Can accommodate a range of dance styles 

 

5. Limited appeal to overseas students 

  

6. Limited experience of being part of a cohort 

 

A One-Year Full-time Course – Pros A One-Year Full-time Course – Cons 

 

1. An immersive experience 

 

1. The high cost of a high contact time course 

 

2. Appeal to overseas students 

 

2. Cannot readily accommodate the guru – 

shishya teaching style 

 

 

3. Could be pursued as a possible alternative to 

an Arangetram 

 

3. Challenges of accommodating a range of 

dance styles 

 

4. Being part of a cohort 

 

 

 
 

An Apprenticeship Model – Pros 

 

An Apprenticeship Model – Cons 

1. An immersive experience 1. Lacks the ‘kudos’ of an academic qualification. 

Some may find this off-putting 

2. Being part of a cohort 2. May have limited appeal to overseas students 

3. Clear industry links and opportunity to ‘learn 

on the job’. 

3. Is more geared to developing and nurturing 

performers than dancers with a broader 

understanding of the theory and practice of 

dance 

4. Dancers earn as they learn  

5. The resulting dance works can tour helping to 

raise the profile of the sector and build 

audiences.  

 

6. The model will help mid-career artists though 

opportunity for choreographic commissions 

as well as younger artists.  
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METHODOLOGY 

In four months from August to November 2018, the researchers engaged with 100 

respondents: dance students, teachers, university academics and other professionals, and 

parents of dance students to gather information for this feasibility study. (See Appendix 2) 

 

In the first instance, the project was announced through social media and via additional 

personal contacts and networking organisations.  

 

Questionnaires were devised for teachers, young dancers, students and parents and 

circulated using existing networks and contacts. For each category, there were follow up 

interviews, usually one-to-one, where the basic findings warranted further exploration. In 

addition, there were telephone interviews with several academics and teachers of South 

Asian Dance.  

 

All three researchers were present at the meeting of the SAADA at Mac in Birmingham 

where there was further discussion about the feasibility study and opinions gathered from 

the 30 industry professionals. The researchers also attended dance classes and 

performances at which both teachers and students could be interviewed.  

 

As well as the oral data gathered, the researchers made use of written submissions from all 

groups.  

 

The report which follows was also informed by the data that had been gathered by 

Magdalen Gorringe for her doctoral research at the University of Roehampton and is further 

informed by materials developed by Anita Srivastava through her work on CAT.  

 

In order to manage the large amount of material being gathered, the research team had 

weekly telephone meetings and provided monthly written updates to the commissioners.  
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Limitations of the research 

 

This feasibility study was commissioned in August 2018 at a time when the university 

academics were on vacation and many needed respondents away on holiday. Although 

preparation for the research was carried out then – announcing the project on social media 

and devising questionnaires, for example - the timing of the commission did initially restrict 

the researchers. Although the research team was in contact with several people from the 

start, the deadline of November 30 agreed for the submission of the final report meant that 

intensive work was required over a 10-week period.  

 

As discussed with the commissioners during the research project, it was found that a further 

phase of work would be necessary after this feasibility study to establish which institution(s) 

might adopt the recommendations set out here and what course content any new 

programmes of work might entail. Given the broad range of options that might be 

considered – theoretical work or practical training, part-time options or full-time, UK-based 

or Immersion in India, and so on – it was not feasible to go beyond the conclusions and 

recommendations reached here.  

 

Our data for pre- university dance students focused primarily on 2 groups – students of the 

Centre for Advance Training South Asian strand, Yuva Gati, and students of Chitraleka Bolar 

in Birmingham. Clearly a wider data sample would be ideal, but this was prevented both by 

the time and budget constraints of this project. In addition, as noted elsewhere, some 

universities were unable to provide much more the fleeting data on their experience in the 

field of South Asian Dance; this was perhaps indicative of their reluctance to consider re-

entering this sector. 
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PART I: THE BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

 
South Asian dance forms1 make up an increasingly important aspect of the British dance 

ecology. Their significance is implicitly acknowledged in their being selected to make up one 

of the four categories of dance showcased in the televised competition the BBC Young 

Dancer, launched in 2015 (the other categories being ballet, Western contemporary dance 

and hip hop).  

  

There are at present approximately 350 teachers of classical Indian dance forms working 

across the country, either independently, or attached to an institution, with student numbers 

ranging from a handful to over a hundred.2 For example, The Bhavan Centre in London has 

140 students enrolled (M.N. Nandakumara, interview 2018). Chitraleka Bolar in Birmingham 

has over 250 students (Gibson 2016:38). Most these teachers continue to be first generation 

immigrants who received their own training in India. However, there are a growing number 

of classes and schools led by teachers who have trained in the U.K., such as Nina Rajarani, 

Artistic Director of Srishti Dance Creations in Harrow, and Kiran Ratna of India Dance Wales 

in Cardiff.  

 

Teaching, both by private individuals and in institutions, still largely follows, or aims to follow 

the guru shishya model whereby a lineage of learning is passed on from teacher to student, 

and a student receives the bulk of their training from one teacher. While the guru shishya 

tradition can be very nurturing and have the positive result of sustaining distinctive 

gharanas or banis (or schools) of dance, it can also encourage over dependence of a 

                                                      
1 South Asian dance’ is the generic label used in Britain to refer to dance forms originating from the Indian 

sub-continent, including classical forms such as Bharatanatyam and kathak, Bollywood dance and folk-dance 

forms. It is an imperfect label but convenient label which is still widely used by members of the sector itself. 

This report therefore continues to use this term while recognizing its limitations. The focus of this report is on 

classical Indian dance styles, particularly bharatanatyam and kathak. While we recognize the strength of other 

classical forms such as Odissi, Kuchipudi and the Bollywood dance sector, it was beyond the scope of this 

project to consider this. 
2 There are many more teachers offering classes in Indian cinematic or Bollywood dance. However, it went 

beyond the scope of this report to research this, as detailed above. 
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student upon a teacher, and in certain instances can prevent dancers from exploring 

opportunities with teachers of other styles in a way that could enhance their practice.3 

 

The Classical Indian Dance Faculty (CIDF, formerly the South Asian Dance faculty) of the 

ISTD which was launched in 1999 as a result of an Akademi led and funded initiative has 

provided an important framework for establishing standards and benchmarks in training in 

dance particularly for students at a pre-vocational level. In 2016 the CIDF issued 911 

certificates to bharatanatyam students (870 to UK based students and 41 internationally) 

and 497 to kathak students (198 to UK based students and 299 internationally) (Ginny 

Brown, Artistic Director ISTD, Interview 2018) representing a total of 1098 UK students 

taking classical Indian dance examinations in 2016. The CIDF has grown steadily over the 

years, indicating a clear appetite for a level of formalisation and certification of training.  

 

The CIDF has also introduced a range of vocational qualifications, including a training 

course for teaching dance. Of those taking exams in 2016, 24 bharatanatyam candidates 

and 11 kathak candidates took an Advanced level ISTD exam, one of 3 ‘vocational grades’ 

offered by ISTD designed to ‘form a cohesive bridge between grade work and professional 

examinations to provide the basis for either a career as a dancer’ (istd.org). 

Yuva Gati, the South Asian Dance strand of the Department of Education’s funded 

programme through their Music & Dance scheme CAT (Centre for Advanced Training), 

based in Birmingham, managed by DanceXchange in partnership with Sampad Arts has 

been a significant development in complementing training dancers receive with their own 

teachers, particularly in terms of situating this training in the context of the wider British 

dance industry. There are currently 50 students enrolled in Yuva Gati, 45 for bharatanatyam 

and 5 for kathak. 

 

                                                      
3 There is an important debate around whether or not the title of ‘guru-shishya’ is appropriately used in the 

context of the constraints surrounding much present-day teaching. We discuss this below (p 83). 
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In addition to ISTD and Yuva Gati CAT programme a few institutions, such as the Bhavan 

and Tamil schools offer their own examinations, sometimes affiliated to examining boards in 

India.  

 

Apart from the ISTD Vocational Grade levels, there is currently no structured course offering 

students wishing to take up South Asian dance forms professionally the opportunity for 

intensive high-quality training. The situation remains one in which, as Ramphal and Alake 

identified in 2010, ‘Options are exercised on an ad hoc basis, arranged usually at the 

initiative of either the student or their teacher, and do not provide an obvious entry point to 

a professional career’ (2010: 5).  Even with the ISTD examinations, the onus is on the 

students to arrange their training with their teachers to meet the examination requirements, 

and there is little scope for that immersion in training that teachers highlight as key to 

rigorous technique (see later discussion).  

 

The ISTD exams themselves receive mixed reviews from the sector, with some dancers and 

teachers feeling that they offer a ‘robust framework’ for training, while others voice concerns 

about the standards attained by those taking the exams. This reflects a more widespread 

divide among practitioners about the value of certification in the performing arts, discussed 

in greater detail later.  

 

The arangetram or rangmanchpravesh (a debut full length solo performance of a dancer), 

which has traditionally marked a dancer’s entry into professional life remains an important 

rite of passage for dancers. If nothing else, this performance is often preceded by a level of 

intensity dancers do not experience at other points in their training. However, the 

arangetram also performs an important role as mark of cultural identity, meaning there are 

times when the standard of the dance performance is secondary to the assertion of cultural 

belonging. Furthermore, it has long been lamented by the sector in the UK and elsewhere, 
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that the arangetram is now more commonly a performance marking the end of a dancer’s 

involvement in dance, rather than the beginning of a career. As one arts producer asked  

with some frustration, ‘Why is it that we have so many excellent arangetrams, and never 

hear about these dancers again afterwards? 4 

 

There is currently no readily available option for South Asian dancers in the UK to immerse 

themselves for a time entirely in honing the practice of their art form, (such as there is for 

ballet dancers in the vocational ballet schools, or for contemporary dancers in institutions 

such as London Contemporary Dance School, Rambert or Laban.) Of 26 young dancers 

consulted, who now work professionally in Britain, 15 have had no opportunity to train full 

time. Of those who have trained full time, all but three received this training in India, and 

only two had full time training for a period of more than three months. Dancers seeking this 

kind of immersion can choose to go to India to train full time at Kalakshetra, Kathak Kendra 

or another dance institution based in India (a choice made for example by bharatanatyam 

dancer Kirsten Newell who went to Kalakshetra and kathak dancer Archita Kumar who went 

to Kadamb), or can choose to immerse themselves in contemporary dance training  (a 

choice made for example by bharatanatyam dancer Shivaangee Agrawal who undertook 

training at Trinity Laban, or Seema Chopra, a kathak dancer also pursued further training 

there.) 

 

This gap in the sector has long been recognised. As far back as 1976 Naseem Khan wrote of 

the potential value of a school able to offer intensive, vocational training for classical Indian 

dance forms and even then she observed that ‘people in the field have talked for years of 

                                                      

4 For a more detailed discussion of arangetrams and their contemporary role and significance see Gorringe, 

M.T. 2005, "Arangetrams and manufacturing identity - the changing role of a bharatanatyam dancer's 

solo debut in the context of the diaspora" in Diasporas and Interculturalism in Asian Performing Arts, ed. 

H. Um, pp. 91-103. Routledge, London. 
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the value of a well-run, demanding and disciplined music and dance school that could 

provide a high standard of tuition' (Khan 1976:64). 

 

The Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan (an Indian cultural institute offering classes in music and dance, 

amongst other subjects) established in 1972, does not provide a full-time vocational course.  

 

At a meeting of the South Asian Dance Alliance in 2017, the question of such a dance 

school was still moot, and it was noted that the London based South Asian dance agency 

Akademi ‘has done a lot of ground-work talking to key partners about progressing a 

conservatoire’ as ‘currently there is no level playing field in training between South Asian 

Dance and contemporary dance and ballet’ (Gibson 2017b: 6). Asked what one thing she 

would change if she had a magic wand to improve her position as a young person aspiring 

to be a professional classical Indian dancer in the U.K, dancer Tulani Kayani-Skeef answered: 

‘a vocational school for kathak in the U.K’ (Kayani-Skeef Interview, 2018). Firmly established 

in his career and named one of Britain’s ‘leading triumvirate of choreographers’5, kathak and 

contemporary dancer and choreographer Akram Khan voiced the same desire – ‘my dream 

is that there is this high-level conservatoire for Indian classical dance, like the stories I heard 

of Kalakshetra – I wish there was something equivalent to that here’ (Akram Khan, Interview 

2018). 

 

The lack of such a vocational school in the U.K almost 50 years since the idea was first 

floated has not been for want of trying. In 1992 De Montfort University, attempted to 

establish a level of vocational training through ‘the first degree in Britain to offer South 

Asian dance as a major subject of study in its own right’ (David 2003:6). However, ‘due to 

difficulties experienced in recruiting and retaining staff’ (David 2003: 6), and low student 

demand, the course was disbanded within a year. A little over a decade later, Akademi, 

                                                      
5 https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2015/jul/12/contemporary-dance-debate-shechter-khan-newson-

laban-students-training 
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South Asian Dance in the UK worked together with London Contemporary Dance School 

(LCDS) at The Place to offer a BA in Contemporary Dance with a South Asian dance strand 

(either bharatanatyam or kathak). The course opened in September 2004 and closed in 

2009. Again, ‘It would never have closed had we been able to attract more students to make 

it viable’ (Veronica Lewis Interview, 2018). An attempt by Trinity Laban to set up a BA. in 

Indian music in partnership with the Bhavan faced the same problems, unable to recruit 

even 5 students after the first year. For this reason, the idea of establishing full time dance 

training forms no part of the Bhavan’s present ambitions (M.N. Nandakumara Interview 

2018). The MA in South Asian dance at the University of Roehampton was longer running, 

but ultimately closed in 2016 due to a variety of challenges faced by the University in 

running multiple MAs, including the challenges of recruiting a consistent cohort of students 

each year. 

 

Courses such as those based at the University of Surrey, at Goldsmith’s or at E15 where 

students study classical Indian dance or aspects of classical Indian dance forms as one part 

of broader course have been successful and continue to flourish.  

 

However, it is clear from the examples above that a cautious approach should be adopted 

based on a robust assessment of what sort of course might suit best the sector’s needs at 

present and prove sustainable. In the light of repeated failures to recruit participants, it is 

also necessary to ask whether while being what the sector might want, a HE course is really 

what it needs. 
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PART II: DATA ANALYSIS 

 

The following analysis includes detailed observations and supporting quotations drawn from 

our research. Mindful of the demands on time, in addition to the executive summary the 

busy reader can turn to ‘The 5- minute read’ in the Appendix 3 on page 93. 

 

DATA – PRE-UNIVERSITY DANCE STUDENTS  

 

The data sample 

Our data for pre- university dance students focused primarily on 2 groups – students of the 

Centre for Advance Training South Asian strand, Yuva Gati, and students of Chitraleka Bolar 

in Birmingham. We also gathered data from students whom we were advised by their 

teachers might be potential candidates for a future course. As Yuva Gati draws students 

from several teachers from across the UK, selected based on their aptitude for and 

commitment to dance, we feel that together with the students from Chitraleka Bolar’s class 

this provides a representative sample for this study. Clearly a wider data sample would be 

ideal, but this was prevented both by the time and budget constraints of this project. 

 

We sent out questionnaires asking students a range of questions about the reasons for 

studying dance, their future aspirations with dance and their potential interest in a higher 

education course to take their training further (see Appendix 7). We received completed 

questionnaires from 35 student dancers, all 18 and under. We further received 

questionnaires from 10 parents, of which 5 responses relate to students who did not 

complete their own questionnaires, and we interviewed 11 parents, 4 interviews being with 

parents for whom neither they nor their child had completed a questionnaire. 1 parent 

responded with reference to her 2 daughters, both studying dance. We have therefore 

gathered data relating to a total of 45 dance students. 
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CHART 1: Future aspirations for the role of dance in life 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Commitment to dance as a career 

Of these 45, only 3 expressed a desire to take up dance professionally as a sole or main 

career. The favoured response (23 out of 45) was to attempt to maintain a ‘dual career’, 

working in dance as well as in another profession. 19 expressed the intention continue 

their pursuit of dance but ‘only as a hobby’ (See Chart 1). Of the 23 aiming to pursue a dual 

career, 9 hope to combine a career in dance with a career in medicine, 1 aims to combine 

dance with being a neurologist, 2 with being a lawyer, 2 with being an architect and 1 with 

being a dentist.  

 

In today’s world, it is the rare and privileged dancer who can make dance their sole 

profession. In this light, the option for a ‘dual career’ is unsurprising. However, it is worth 

noting the kind of career ambitions aspired to as they point to an understanding of a 

professional dancer that will fit around another demanding career and would fit more easily 

into life as dance teacher, or as a soloist, as opposed to a company dancer. It would be 

difficult for a doctor, for example, to accommodate a company touring schedule demanded 

by their work as a dancer into their professional practice as a medic. This tension was 

recognised by some dancers and their parents. One parent acknowledged that her daughter 

Yuva Gati
Total Respondents 22

Full time / main focus in
dance - 3 out of 22

Pursuing dance as a
hobby - 3 out of 22

Dual career - 16 out of 22

72% 

14% 

14% 

Yuva Gati + Others Amalgamated
Total Respondents 45

Full time / main focus in
dance - 3 out of 45

Pursuing dance as a hobby -
19 out of 45

Dual career - 23 out of 45

51% 

7% 

42% 
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was keen to continue her studies (and possibly ultimately combine work in dance with 

another profession) but queried how realistic it was to expect her to continue intensive 

training with ‘the requirements for a professional qualification for a doctor’. That this is 

possible is evident from some notable case studies, including that of Yuva Gati graduate 

Uma Venkataraman (whom we refer to again later in the study as an example of a 

significant role model) who maintains her professional practice as a medic alongside 

cultivating a growing reputation as a dancer. Hitherto however Venkataraman has 

performed primarily as a soloist – and the very few practising medics and successful dancers 

points to her being the exception rather than the rule. 

 

In commissioning this study, the invitation to tender stated,  

 

“This feasibility study comes at a time when there is a sufficient volume of graduates, 

for example, from the National Centre for Advanced Training (CAT) Programme, also 

known as Yuva Gati, to merit this investigation.” 

 

 

Our evidence suggests that an important difference Yuva Gati has made is to ensure 

that dancers consider the option of continuing dance as a career alongside another 

career they may have chosen anyway. It has not yet created a groundswell of young 

dancers aiming to make dance their primary career. This is not an achievement to be 

diminished. Of 19 students interviewed in Bolar’s class, 15 see the role of dance in their lives 

in the future as ‘a hobby’. This is compared to only 3 of 22 Yuva Gati pre –university 

students for whom we have data.  
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CHART 2: Pre-university dancers: Preferred choices for further study of dance 

 

Potential interest in a higher educational course in South Asian dance 

This dual focus is reflected in the answers given by students as to the kind of further 

education courses that would interest them. Of the 35 students who completed the full 

questionnaires, only 3 put down an interest in a 3-year full time dance degree as a first 

choice. 3 marked it as a second choice, while a fourth asked about the possibility of a joint 

degree in dance and medicine. The favoured option was for ‘an Open University style 

modular course’, with 8 students marking this as a first choice, and a further four (who did 

not number their choices) marking this as something in which they would be interested. 6 

students would be interested in ‘a 1 or 2-year full time postgraduate course’, all 6 putting 

this as their first choice, while 9 would be interested in a ‘1 or 2-year part –time 

postgraduate course’, 8 putting this as their first choice. Several students who expressed 

their intention to continue their studies in dance ‘only as a hobby’, nonetheless expressed 

interest in continuing their studies in dance, mainly on a part time or a modular basis.  

5 students expressed no interest in any kind of course. 

8%

17%

23%

3%

23%

3%

6%

3%

14%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

3 year degree: 3 of 35

1 or 2 year FT course: 6 of 35

1 or 2 year PT course: 8 of 35

Summer school: 1 of 35

OU style modular course: 8 of 35

OU and 3 year degree course ranked equally: 1 of 35

OU and Summer ranked equally: 2 of 35

OU course and 1 or 2 year  PT  and Summer school course
ranked equally: 1 of 35

No interest: 5 out of 35
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CHART 3 – Pre-University Dancers Top 6 Subject Choices 

 

 

 

Potential subjects for study 

 

Students were offered a selection of subjects they might wish to study as part of a course, 

again being invited to number their selection in order of preference. The 5 students who 

had expressed no interest in any sort of further course omitted further questions about 

possible subjects of study and the importance of apprenticeships/ a link to India on the 

course, meaning that results for these questions were taken from 30 students. Of these 30 

students, 29 listed advanced training in their own dance style as a subject choice, with 10 

out of the 11 who numbered their choices in order of importance putting this as the most 

important subject of study. The next most popular, with 26 out of 30 listing this as a choice 

was ‘use of dance in theatrical settings.’ 24 out of 30 wanted to see ‘choreography and 

composition’ as a subject option, 23 out of 30, ‘fundraising and management and 20 out of 

30 were interested in ‘contemporary dance’ (tailored for South Asian dancers) and 

‘anatomy/ injury prevention’, again geared to South Asian dancers. 18 out of 30 were 

interested in ‘supporting somatic practices’ such as yoga; 17 out of 30 in’ teaching dance in 
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the community’; and 15 out of 30 in teaching ‘dance in schools’; Bollywood and ‘dance 

history’. Music had not been included in the original list of subject options, and was 

included only after several teachers and young dancers stressed its importance. All but 2 of 

those students to whom music was suggested as a possible option listed it as a subject they 

would like to see included in a course. 

 

CHART 4: Pre-university dance students - Views on the importance of Apprenticeships  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHART 5: Pre-University dance students - Views on the importance of a link to India   

 

 

 

27%

47%

13%

13%

Extremely important: 8 out of 30

Important: 14 out of 40

Don't mind: 4 out of 30

No answer: 4 out of 30

30%

53%

7%

3%
7%

Extremely important: 9 out of 30

Important: 16 out of 30

Don't mind: 2 out of 30

Not important: 1 out of 30

No answer: 2 out of 30
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The importance of apprenticeships and links to India 

Asked how important some element of apprenticeship (as a dancer/ choreographer/ 

administrator) would be in a course, 25 out of 30 students felt that this would be important 

or extremely important, with 9 marking it extremely important. 2 marked ‘don’t mind’, 1 

marked ‘not important’ and 2 did not answer this question. Asked about the importance of 

a link to India, 22 out of 30 students felt this would be important or extremely important (8 

marking it extremely important), 4 marked ‘don’t mind’, and 4 did not answer. 

 

CHARTS 6 and 7 – Pre–University dancers’ aspirations for the kind of dancer they 

would wish to become (Results taken only from those who expressed interest in 

pursuing dance as a primary of secondary career) 

 

 

 

 

 

77%

23%

Yuva Gati Students

10 out of 13 expressed the desire to
become a classical Indian dancer
with the versatility to perform
contemporary work.

3 out of 13 aspired to become
primarily Indian classical dancers

62%

38%

Amalgamated results

13 out of 21 expressed the desire to
become a classical Indian dancer
with the versatility to perform
contemporary work

8 out of 21 aspired to become
primarily India classical dancers
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Classical or contemporary dancers? 

Of the students who completed the whole questionnaire, of the 21 who expressed an 

interest in continuing in dance as a primary or secondary career, 13 expressed their desire 

to work in dance as a ‘classical dancer with the versatility to perform contemporary work’, 

and 8 as ‘primarily a classical dancer’. The majority of Yuva Gati students showed an interest 

in having versatility, only 3 Yuva Gati students marking their primary interest a being 

classical dance. Interestingly, 2 of those who expressed the desire to work as a dancer with 

the versatility to perform contemporary work expressed no interest at all in contemporary 

dance as a potential subject to study, while for a further 2 the study of contemporary dance 

was accorded a low priority. 

 

 

DATA: PARENTS 

The data sample 

Questionnaires were sent out to parents asking them a range of questions including 

whether they thought their child would be likely to select a degree in South Asian dance; 

where they thought such a degree should be based and their overall views on such a course 

being set up in the UK (See Appendix 7). 10 parents completed questionnaires, 5 of whom 

we then interviewed at greater length.  We also interviewed a further 6 sets of parents at 

two different Yuva Gati events (a performance and an induction day). We have therefore 

analysed responses from 16 sets of parents. 

 

Potential interest in a higher educational course in South Asian dance 

Almost all the parents contacted expressed interest in the idea of some sort of degree in 

South Asian dance in Britain. Many felt that such a course could be ‘highly valuable’ to help 

South Asian dance ‘enter the mainstream’; that it would ‘contribute to the preservation of 

South Asian dance’; that Britain has a strong research culture and strong economic and 

academic links from which South Asian dance forms could benefit if situated in a British 

institution.  
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One parent commented that a course in the UK would ‘encourage students without family 

in India to take up dance.’ Several felt that a degree would offer South Asian dance forms 

‘more credibility’. One emphasised the importance of such a degree for current CAT 

students because ‘at the moment there is nothing for CAT students after they finish, so they 

hesitate about what they should do … there is no route to taking up South Asian dance 

professionally.’  

 

5 of the 16 parents contacted felt that their child would certainly have considered a degree 

in South Asian dance were this an option (3 emphasising that their children would be very 

keen). A further 6 sets of parents supported the idea of a degree that might provide 

validation for their child’s intensive study of dance and might offer a good way for them to 

take their dance studies forward without seeing this as necessarily a way into the dance 

industry, or at least not as a primary career. Thus, one set of parents would be happy to 

support their daughter pursuing a degree in South Asian dance as ‘a valid proof of my 

daughter’s South Asian dance knowledge’, at the same time as supporting her choice to 

study medicine. Another set of parents similarly expressed their interest in their daughter 

gaining a degree in South Asian dance as well as in dentistry.  

 

The advantage of a South Asian dance course in Britain 

For parents the primary advantage of such a degree was not having to send their children 

far from home to undertake such a course.  

 

As one parent observed ‘I don’t want my daughter travelling far’, a feeling echoed by 

several others. There would be fewer concerns about safety, and their children would be 

able to learn in their home country, within a familiar setting, without leaving friends and 

family: ‘it’s practical’. One parent also felt that there would be a greater sense of ‘quality 

assurance’ with the course being based in the UK. In addition to the comfort of learning at 

home, one mother also highlighted the benefits training in the UK would have one her 

daughter’s future career prospects: 
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“…learning is always better in a familiar setting…And then she would have to come 

back to the UK – and what would she do after that? If she trains here, while doing her 

degree she can build her networks – and can pursue contemporary dance as well.” 

 
Possible location within Britain 
Reflecting on where such a degree should be located, parents most commonly mentioned 

the options of London and Birmingham, some feeling that London was the obvious location 

due to its connections with the dance industry, others feeling that London would be too 

expensive. 

 

The importance of a link to India 

All parents contacted welcomed the idea of a link with India, were a course to be 

established. Despite reservations about sending their children abroad, periods of study 

ranging from a few weeks to a year were considered important because ‘India is the home 

of South Asian dance’. ‘this is where it emerged’; ‘it will give students access to the 

atmosphere (Hindu/ Urdu: ‘mahol’) of where the dance forms originated; ‘the stories are 

rooted in India, so it would be very difficult for dancers to really understand the forms 

without any connection to India.’  

 

A couple of parents, however, encouraged the idea of the relationship to India being one of 

exchange – ‘dance will evolve and adopt and change to its immediate environment. A link 

should be useful to both partners, Britain and India, with exchange in both directions’.  

 

A UK based South Asian dance degree – concerns and challenges 

Concerns parents expressed in relation to a degree, as well as challenges they felt 

universities ought to consider in setting such a programme up included the expense of 

course fees; establishing course requirements and ensuring sufficient accommodation. 

However, the most widespread concerns focused around: 
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- ensuring the quality of teaching standards through recruiting a sufficiently 

knowledgeable and committed faculty (‘there’s no need for reliance on sub-par 

artists) 

- ensuring a sufficiently broad curriculum to allow for graduates who can be self-

reliant (‘it’s need to have a holistic approach’; ‘will only dance be taught or also the 

business/ economics side of the creative industry’) 

- whether such a course would lead to future employment. Over half of parents 

contacted raised this concern, stating that their enthusiasm for such a course would 

‘all depend upon employability prospects.’ Or in the words of another parent,  

“It all depends on them being able to live through dance. If the degree leads to a job 

through which they can sustain themselves – then it would be valuable.” 

 

The lack of obvious progression and employment routes emerges as a significant 

factor in parents’ caution about encouraging their children towards a career in dance. 

One parent made this point very clearly: 

“Yes she [her daughter] is thinking of taking up another career because she has to 

have employment afterwards. [With SA dance], there is no structure afterwards. This 

sector is much less organised than with ballet/ contemporary…Given all of this, I 

would personally feel uncomfortable with getting my child to do this [as a main 

career].” 

 

Another parent was yet more forceful 

“A degree in South Asian Dance (SAD)? I would be very, very skeptical about it. 

Perhaps a combination of multiple art forms such as dance, drama and fashion, there 

is more possibility of her doing a degree in this. A degree in SAD? People must have 

realistic information about the success stories of graduates in this discipline. Every 

moment in life is measured in terms of success these days, unfortunately!” 

 
 

DATA: TEACHERS 

Data Sample 

Questionnaires were sent out to teachers asking them about their views on whether they 

thought a UK based degree course in South Asian dance was now a sensible idea; whether 
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they had students who might be interested in such a course; what they thought the 

challenges of such a course might be; which subjects they thought ought to be included on 

the course and whether they would be interested in contributing to such a course in the 

future.  

 

26 teachers completed questionnaires, 6 of whom we interviewed in greater depth on 

receipt of their responses. A further 4 were interviewed by phone without completing a 

questionnaire, and the views of a further two were sought in a focus group and personal 

conversations held at a meeting of the South Asian Dance Alliance at mac Birmingham on 

24.9.18, as well as in a personal conversation on. We therefore received data from 32 

teachers.  

 

The advantage of a South Asian dance course in Britain 

The clear majority of teachers (27 out of 32) expressed strong support for the idea of a 

South Asian dance degree within the UK. Teachers feel that having a course could help to 

‘establish the credibility of South Asian forms in Britain’; ‘bring dance to a status level with 

other subjects’ and ‘provide recognition across the globe’. They hope that it would ‘make a 

real difference to our sector’, helping to ‘standardise practice’. There is recognition that ‘the 

currency of a degree is valuable’ and that the stepping stone of a degree could be crucial to 

help dancers enter the profession. Teachers feel that the presence of a degree will 

increase the likelihood of students choosing to take up dance professionally. For 

example, one teacher writes warmly,  

 

“It’s a brilliant idea. I think that as South Asian dance becomes more main stream the 

visibility and accessibility of these dance forms is wide. There are parents who are 

encouraging their children to learn the art forms, but hardly any of them encourage 

them to pursue it further.” 

 

Her view is that the presence of a degree course will help address this. 
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Teachers recognised the value to the sector of a higher education course to support 

training, particularly where this might offer the ‘opportunity to be soaked in the art form day 

in and day out …[that is needed] to attain a rigour of practice and learn the nuance of 

technique’, as the lack of such an opportunity for immersive training within the UK is 

acknowledged as a gap. Teachers in general were optimistic about the likelihood of take up 

for the course, and several suggested names of students whom they felt might be potential 

candidates. The warm support for the idea is not surprising and reflects the longstanding 

desire the sector has had for such certification, as discussed in the introduction.  

 

Potential subjects for study 

Teachers suggested a range of subjects for further study. Unlike the questionnaires for 

students and young dancers, teachers were not prompted with suggested subjects for study 

but left to make suggestions from their own knowledge and experience. Apart from the 

intensive study of technique, one of the most frequently suggested was the supplementary 

study of music. As one teacher put it, 

“An absolute imperative is the supplementary study of live music. Western 

philosophy separates the two. But within the Indian approach to dance and the arts, 

music is critical. So Indian music really needs to form the spine of the course.” 

 

This echoes the view of Akram Khan who feels that teaching kathak without live 

accompaniment takes away ‘half of kathak’ 

“…in Indian classical dance there is a marriage between music and dance – it’s 

intertwined…Take this away and you take a huge part of the dancer’s training away. If 

you take away the live element – you are taking half of kathak.” 

       (Akram Khan interview, 2018) 

 

Other subjects mentioned by several teachers included providing a critical history to 

classical Indian dance styles (including the role of colonialism in their reinvention); study of 

Indian aesthetic theory and some of the key texts that inform this (such as the 

Abhinayadarpana and the Sangitaratnakara); body conditioning and injury prevention; 

additional South Asian dance or martial art forms such as kalarippaiyattu; Western 
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contemporary dance; networking, fundraising and collaboration skills and looking at 

performance in non theatre spaces.  

 

The importance of apprenticeships  

Teachers welcomed the idea of an element of an ‘apprenticeship’ being included within a 

course. One teacher, referring to the benefit she had received from the practical aspect of 

her own degree commented: 

 

“…some kind of an apprenticeship is an excellent idea if they are intending to become 

professional dancers. For example, I gained a huge amount from my Masters because of 

the practical elements in it which have influenced my choreographic work…This kind of 

work shadowing could allow the sector to expand and flow – and not stagnate.” 

 

Another teacher echoed this view 

“I think this is a wonderful idea as it would give students a real understanding of 

what it means to work in dance. If students go and work with other companies, they 

may be required to do things slightly differently and they can learn to adapt and 

open their minds.” 

 

It is also clearly a felt need of young dancers. One artist described to me the multiple 

requests she receives from younger dancers asking to work shadow (requests she is unable 

to grant due to her own lack of capacity and infrastructural support), while another teacher 

told me, 

“Just yesterday one of the girls asked if they could work shadow me, to get an insight 

into the opportunities in dance. This kind of work shadowing opportunity could be 

very helpful.” 

 

One teacher, while welcoming the idea in principle, raised a note of caution: 

“I think that if they are sent to a Company like Shobana Jeyasingh’s, that kind of cross 

matching can confuse them. Also, the level of physical demand from that sort of 

company can be quite a significant jump from what BN students are used to, and this 

can lead to injury.” 
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Any apprenticeship would need to be carefully matched to the student’s existing experience, 

as well as considering the kind of performer they wish to become. 

 

The importance of links to India 

Teachers’ perceptions of the value of a link with India were more mixed, and overall 

emphasised the importance of a very careful framing of such an experience were it to be 

offered.  In the words of one teacher,  

“Yes…having a link with India…I have reservations. It depends where you take the 

student, how long for, and with what framing. Sometimes when a student goes from 

here to there – it is not always a good experience…This can be so bad that 

sometimes when people come back from India they no longer want to dance. 

However, if it’s set up as an exchange programme, you might be able to gain from it. 

You would have to set out your expectations very clearly.” 

 

Another teacher echoed this. 

 

“Going to India is always very glamorous, and parents are always very interested in 

this. However quite often this learning doesn’t fit in very well with the student’s 

overall training – there is no continuity between the training they receive in India and 

the training they receive here…if it is part of a programme, there needs to be a very 

clear brief. The experience is not necessarily always very positive.” 

 
Yet another highly respected and experienced teacher offered the same words of caution, 

 

“It could be a good thing. For example, if I was arranging the link myself I could be 

very confident of the result. But if I was not making the arrangement, I would have 

reservations. In principle it’s a good idea, but care would need to be taken to ensure 

that it had a positive influence.” 

 

A UK based South Asian dance degree – concerns and challenges 

Although most teachers were enthusiastic about the idea of a degree, a small number 

expressed scepticism about the value and viability of such a course, in particular about what 

the intention for such a course might be, what kind of graduate it would hope to produce 

and what kind of employment routes these graduates might be signposted to after the 
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course.  One teacher, while fully endorsing the need for an opportunity for ‘full time 

training’ added, 

“When you talk about a degree, I think dance is already far too academic for my 

liking. People are too worried about qualifications. Of course, these are helpful in 

terms of motivating young people, but for people to earn a living, how will a degree 

help dancers become better performers?” 

 

She also expressed reservations about the current bias towards a ‘dual career’ as she feels 

strongly that ‘immersion is important, and with a divided focus, it is very difficult to attain 

the requisite level of excellence’. 

 

A sharp reality check! 

Despite the immediate and surface enthusiasm for the idea of a degrees in South Asian 

Dance, we have learnt to be cautious.  

 

Following up a random sample of 6 students whom teachers had suggested might be 

interested in a degree course, of these 6, only one was interested in a 3-year course in 

dance. She was considering moving to India for a while to study at Kalakshetra. The 

remaining 5 were all were hoping to pursue a degree in medicine or a related field - and 

keeping up with dance in tandem.  

 

We were unable to follow up every student teachers suggested might be interested in a 

course, but the results of this random sample demand at the very least that teachers’ 

perceptions and hopes be treated with caution. As another teacher astutely observed 

“…when I speak to students many of them will say yes [to the idea of studying dance 

as a degree]. But I am not sure how many would actually do it. They may say ‘yes’ 

just because they think that this is the answer I want.”  

 

Practical concerns 

The sense of optimism and support teachers express for the idea of a degree is quickly 

tempered when they are probed as to how they think such a degree might work in practice. 
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What becomes apparent is that while the idea of a degree is welcome in theory, how one 

would construct a robust, viable degree in practice is beset with challenges. 

 

Concerns expressed included whether gurus would allow their students to study under 

another teacher, and how the training at the university would mesh with the guru-shishya 

system (‘Indian gurus can get very upset if you learn from someone else … Students could 

take up the course and then find that their teachers won’t have them back’); ‘devising a 

course flexible enough to offer training to students of diverse South Asian dance styles; 

deciding on the selection criteria for admissions; deciding ‘how conventional/ authentic 

course material might be’ and how to teach a course suited to students of a ‘cosmopolitan 

society in diaspora’; deciding on the appropriate balance of including study of Western 

contemporary dance – and naturally, whether students would be able to afford course fees. 

Several teachers raised the issue of finding committed, sufficiently qualified and many 

queried whether student recruitment figures would be met.  

 

Teachers also expressed concerns about course delivery and whether it would surpass the 

achievements of the current arrangements with ISTD.  

 

ISTD students can already convert their dance credits into an MA in dance teaching through 

an arrangement with Middlesex University.  

 

Concerns were also raised about ‘preparing dancers to be flexible and adaptable enough to 

compete with peers from a contemporary dance training background’ in performance as 

well as about the real value of certification for performers.  

 

What are we training for? 

As with parents, the overriding concern expressed was about progression routes for 

students, on completion. One teacher commented for example: 
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“Developing a course would be a challenge, but it’s mainly what happens after 

University that a lot of students would contemplate, and that could be challenging 

for a University to fulfil those requirements unless there is a set market.” 
 

Another echoed this: 

 

“In my opinion, hosting a degree course will not be so much of a challenge, but 

where the degree takes the students after completing the course will have to be 

addressed.” 
 

Or again 

 

“The longer-term issue is more of a concern – where do we go from after this? Does this 

open enough doors to allow for a career in dance? Vocational routes are still unclear, 

and there are no real guarantees of income at any comfortable level.” 

 

One teacher spoke of the difficulties of getting work, and of the still greater difficulties of 

getting paid for work. There is still a culture of expecting dancers to perform for free or for 

‘exposure’. Her sense of the realities of a profession in dance given this context is evocative:  

“I am scared for my students who might take this as a profession. If everything is 

done for free, or for peanuts – then where am I pushing them? Down a deep well. To 

put any youngsters into this darkness is not justified. That is why I am hesitant.” 

 

‘It is a wonderful idea, but I don’t think many students will enrol for it…’ 
 

Overall, despite teachers’ wish to believe that their students would be interested in a course, 

most felt that:  

“Even the most talented students’ parents want them to pursue an academic 

education and pursue dance as a serious hobby.” 

 

What is clear is that were teachers able to wish the success of a degree into reality, they 

would do so, but the extent to which the reality matches their desires remains in doubt. 

 

 

DATA: POST-UNIVERSITY DANCE STUDENTS  

 

Data sample 
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We sent further questionnaires to dancers aged 18+ (at university or recent graduates),6 

asking questions about their training history; how well equipped they felt to work as dancers 

in the UK; what they considered to be the chief obstacles to taking dance professionally; 

whether they would be interested in taking up a higher educational course in dance, and if 

so what they would like to see that course offer.  

 

We received completed questionnaires from 26 dancers. Of these we conducted in-depth 

interviews with 12, as well as two additional dancers. Most these dancers have worked in 

dance at some level, at least on a project basis. 

 

Training experience and gaps felt 

Of these dancers, 15 have had no opportunity at all to train full time. 7 have had limited 

experience of full-time training ranging from a couple of weeks to 4 months. Only 4 have 

experienced full time training for a year or more, all in India. Even the smaller stints of full-

time training took place for the main part in India. One dancer who trains with her mother 

felt that her position was slightly different in that ‘classes were available all the time’.  

 

This scarce availability of full-time training is felt as a lack. 6 dancers feel that the 

opportunity to work with their teacher more regularly and for longer would make the 

biggest difference to their dancing. For example, one dancer writes: 

 

“I feel that if I had full-time training at some point I would be better equipped as 

technique, stamina and understanding would be developed considerably compared 

to have a once a week class and practising in my own time. Classes and practise in 

one’s own time cannot be compared to full-time training in terms of rigour and 

intensity” 
 

Another writes (as something she would add to her training) 

“That high level of training I had during my graduation [for 2/ 3 months] which was 

all day with live musical accompaniment and under constant guidance from a 

teacher.” 

                                                      
6 The one exception to this is Vidya Patel who went straight from school into a dance career. 
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And another,  

“I think I would be much more equipped to work as a dancer in the UK if I had more 

rigorous and constant training with a proper structure involving yoga, exercises and 

other dance styles that complement my core style.” 
 

The lack of a peer group for higher level training is also felt. One dancer portrays her time 

training as ‘years of solitary training and work being done in the background…to work as a 

dancer has been a slow and independent journey.’ 

 

Apart from the wish for a greater level of intensity in training, dancers mainly wanted to 

understand how to approach dance as work. They need careers advice, guidance on 

planning a tour, fundraising and project management. Tax returns, advice on how to 

network or get projects off the ground were also specifically mentioned.  

 

Dancers also felt the lack of training in: Anatomy and body conditioning of a bespoke 

nature; Choreography and composition; Music, and the option to train with live music. 

Other interest yoga, Western contemporary dance; ‘dance languages’ such as Tamil and 

Sanskrit, ballet, dance ‘theory’, dance history, martial arts and ensemble work and even 

physical theatre. 

 

Current training options as a preparation for professional life in the UK 

 

Overall however, despite these gaps, most dancers felt well trained in terms of their primary 

dance form, yet ill equipped for professional life: 

“I feel that my training has equipped me very well in classical Indian dance – but that 

this is not what is wanted in the UK.” 
 

Or again, 

“My training equipped me to be a strong and competent independent kathak 

performer. However, most dance company/ project auditions value non-stylistic 

movement quality in the UK, which was obviously limited in my classical training.” 
 

And again,  
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“My training has given me a sound understanding and grounding in kathak. However 

…I have also found that I need to have some training in ballet/ contemporary dance 

if I want to stand a good chance at a company audition.” 

 

Comparisons with the experiences of Western contemporary dancers were often made. 

However, it is worth noting that the sense of being taught as dancer very well ‘just not how 

to survive thereafter’ is not a concern unique to South Asian dancers. A contemporary 

dancer present at a focus group discussion made this point: 

 

“I went to Northern Contemporary Dance School and I never got any information 

about these kind of things (how to get work/ work with dance) ... Something like a 

unit on ‘dance business’ – like the Royal College of Music has on music business – 

this could be really helpful.” 

 

The distinction for South Asian dance is that dancers do not feel that the British dance 

ecology is genuinely interested in their dance forms and their dance training.  

 

Two dancers felt that their training had ‘not at all’ prepared them for professional life, while 

a couple feel that they have been ‘equipped well’. It is interesting to note that all 4 Yuva Gati 

students approached in this ‘post-18’ bracket, have recorded feeling ‘well equipped’ for 

professional life, some emphasising the intensive training with their home tutors and others, 

the wide exposure to a wide range of experiences and networks that CAT is able to provide. 

Clearly this is a model of training that works for students. 

 

CHART 8: At and post-university dancers: Preferred choices for further study of dance 
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Potential interest in a higher educational course in South Asian dance 

18 + dancers, despite the majority having already secured a degree, still evinced a clear 

hunger to further their training in dance.  

 

Of the 26 young dancers who completed the full questionnaires, 11 expressed a definite 

interest in a higher educational training course, while a further 14 felt that they might be 

interested depending on the details of the course structure. Only 1 expressed no interest in 

a course at all. 

 The favourite option, as for dance students, was for ‘an Open University style modular 

course’, with 13 dancers putting this down as a first choice, or joint first choice.7 7 put a 1- 

or 2- year full time degree course as a first choice, or joint 1st choice.  8 put a 1- or 2- year 

full –time degree course as a first (or joint first) choice. 6 expressed interest in accrediting 

training gained at Summer schools as first choice, or joint first choice, an option marked as 

the least popular choice by 6 others. The least popular option was for a three-year degree, 

                                                      
7 Please note that a number of dancers listed multiple ‘first choices’ – this accounts for the disparity between 

number of dancers and choices recorded. 
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with 15 young dancers either marking it as their last choice - or not marking it as an option 

at all. Only 1 dancer put an interest in a 3-year full time dance degree as a first choice.  

 

CHART 9: At or Post University Dancers Top 6 Subject Choices 

 

 

Potential subjects for study 

As with students, young dancers were offered a selection of subjects they might wish to 

study as part of a course. Most expressed interest in intensive training in their own dance 

styles, all placing this as the most important or second most important subject of study.  

 

As with younger dance students, the subject ‘use of dance in theatrical settings’ was also 

very popular, with 21 students expressing an interest in this.  

 

18 were interested in Contemporary dance, tailored for South Asian dancers. 

15 in ‘Supporting somatic practices’, Ballet and Choreography and composition. 

14 in ‘Teaching dance in the community settings’ and Fundraising and management. 

 3 in Anatomy/ Injury prevention for South Asian dancers. 
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12 expressed interest in ‘Teaching dance in schools and training in other dance and 

movement forms including flamenco, capoeira, kalari, ‘karana technique’, mohiniattam and 

gymnastics.  

11 were interested in a ‘Dance History’. 

9 in a ‘Bollywood module.’ 

 

Again, as with pre-university dancers, while music had not been listed as an option, many 

dancers cited music as key subject of interest. 

 

CHART 10: At and Post university dancers - Views on the importance of 

Apprenticeships  

 
 

CHART 11: At and Post university dancers - Views on the importance of a link with 

India 

 

81%

8%

8%
3%

Apprenticeships - Post University dancers

Extremely important: 21 out of 26

Important: 2 out of 26

Don't mind: 2 out of 26

Not important: 1 out of 26
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The importance of apprenticeships and links to India 

Asked how important some element of apprenticeship (as a dancer/ choreographer/ 

administrator) would be in a course, 21 out of 26 dancers, 2 marking it important, 2 marking 

that the y wouldn’t mind and 1 marking it ‘unimportant’. This means that for 89% of dancers 

such an experience is considered important or extremely important. As one dancer put it: 

 

“I think an apprenticeship would be really important as even if it doesn’t offer you a 

path or way forward, it gives you an idea of what working life would be like.” 

 

The response to a link with India was more mixed. 12 dancers felt it to be extremely 

important, 7 listed it as ‘important’ while 6 marked ‘don’t mind’, and 1 ‘wouldn’t like it’. One 

dancer summed up some of the reservations felt on this question: 

 

“I don’t see why it should be necessary to go to India - especially if we are saying 

that there is nothing lacking here. This contradicts that view. I can go there any time 

if I want to. What is it offering that is different? “ 

 

CHART 12: At and Post – University dancers – perceived obstacles  

 

46%

27%

23%

4%

Links to India: Post or at Uni dancers 

Extremely important: 12 out of 26

Important: 7 out of 26

Don't mind 6 out of 26

Wouldn't like it: 1 out of 26
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Obstacles to taking dance as a career 

 

Asked about obstacles to taking dance as a career, 17 out of 26 dancers responded to this 

question. Of these 17, the most significant obstacle to dancers taking up a career in 

dance was felt to be a lack of job opportunities for classically trained dancers, with 9 

dancers marking this as the most significant or joint most significant reason for their caution 

in pursuing dance as a primary focus, and a further 5 marking it as the second most 

significant reason. For 7 the most significant, or joint most significant reason was lack of job 

security and low pay. For 3 the most significant or joint most significant reason was not 

feeling good enough, and for 2, ‘not being sure how to go about it’. One dancer summed 

up her journey to take dance professionally as follows: 

 

“I am taking dance professionally after a lot of thought and deliberation. Sharing 

what in the past has prevented me from doing it earlier, and what now gives anxiety 

for when I do it full time, I would say I worry about lack of opportunities for kathak 

dancers in terms of audition opportunities/open call applications for productions/ 

project work. I also don’t feel well trained, however hope going full time will give me 

time to focus on this so this may be a personal limitation. I also do not feel prepared 

with writing skills to write funding applications for dance projects.” 
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PART III: THEMES EMERGING 

 

The value of certification for performers 
 

What would be the focus of a dance degree?  

Would it bolster serious thinking and critical engagement with issues of dance history, 

aesthetic theory?  

Would it provide intensive training?  

And is a university-based degree the best means to deliver this?  

 

As one teacher said:  

“Dance is already far too academic for my liking…for people to earn a living, how will a 

degree help dancers become better performers?” 

 

Or as another teacher said: 

“Although as a tutor I aspire for my students to take up dance professionally, I personally 

do not believe in the university model to produce quality students who have an in-depth 

knowledge. My preference will be to go for a conservatoire model … to provide a more 

rounded and in-depth immersion in the artform.” 

 
 

Even in areas such as classical music, contemporary dance or ballet where there are clear 

vocational programmes and an elaborate framework of certification, ‘the fact remains that 

an individual can become a musician without attending a school or conservatory…the 

reason for this is simple: success in music is measured through readily available skill, not 

through certification of knowledge’ (Frederickson and Rooney 1990:198).  

 

Kathak dancer Vidya Patel was engaged by Richard Alston in 2016 for An Italian in Madrid, 

after Alston had seen Patel performing a solo Tarana as a guest performer at the U Dance 

Festival 2015.8 Though at this point Patel was training regularly under her Guru Sujata 

                                                      
8 Mindful of the importance of the guru- shishya relationship Alston first approached Patel’s guru, Sujata 

Banerjee to ask whether she would allow her student to be part of a new collaboration he was thinking of. 

Banerjee was supportive of his idea and encouraged the partnership. ( Patel, personal communication, 2019). 
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Banerjee towards her manchpravesh , the extent of her certified vocational training was the 

kathak strand of the (CAT) course, considered to constitute ‘pre-vocational training’, and the 

‘Intermediate’ level of the ISTD exams (considered equivalent to an A Level).  

 

Another teacher interviewed made this point very clearly:  

“When I was learning there was no exam for anything…. It’s my ability to dance that got 

me a job here. My qualifications…nobody bothered about it.” 

 

The same point is made by Akram Khan 

“My exam was on stage – that’s the real exam. An exam in an academic environment 

– an exam in a school kind of way – to tick off something, to get a percentage – that 

was not my training. My training was on stage – in the class and the stage. I enjoyed 

the study for the exams [Prayag Sangeet Samiti] but they are not what made me – 

absolutely not (Akram Khan Interview 2018).” 

 

While a degree is, as one parent put it, ‘a valid proof of their knowledge’, for most 

performers, certification in itself is irrelevant. M.N Nandakumara, the Director of the Indian 

arts institute the Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, describing the Bhavan’s reluctance to consider 

instituting a dance degree explained,  

 

“For example, take bharatanatyam. If you finish your arangetram and start a school, 

you will get enough students, even without a degree.”  

 

If dancers can succeed without a degree, there is an obvious question about the incentive to 

invest in a degree beyond the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, which could equally be 

pursued in other ways. 

 

Another young dancer agreed: ‘Dance is a little like fashion – you don’t necessarily use a 

Certificate. It’s more how you do it.’ Or as another put it in some frustration,  
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“We already have a series of robust qualifications for the sector in the shape of the 

ISTD exams, and that ‘people don’t care about that. It wouldn’t matter. I have aced all 

my ISTD exams, and it makes no difference.” 

 

Senior artist and scholar Chitra Sundaram summarises: 

“If you are focusing on performance – this is where we return to the market economy – you 

give dancers the chance to perform. Then the audience will decide – or the critic –  those 

learned among them will decide.”                                 

   -Chitra Sundaram, Interview 2018 
 

The value of immersion 
 

Nevertheless, young dancers do feel the lack of the availability of high quality, intensive 

training: ‘It’s not so much a degree that is important but real concentrated learning.’ In the 

words of one dancer,  

“…there is something about going through professional training and having that time 

to train, to understand your body, to understand movement, to immerse yourself in 

the world of dance.” 

- Archana Ballal, Interview 2017 

 

Teachers likewise recognise the value of such full-time training, feeling that it is a problem 

that students ‘don’t have an opportunity to be soaked in the art form day in and day out’. 

One teacher feels that this leads to an element of ‘shopping’ the art form at workshops, 

‘picking up items through workshops, summer schools etc., not focussing on technique’.  

 

The availability of full-time training is considered one of the most compelling reasons to 

train in India. One dancer explained the difference this experience made to her: 

 

“…because over there I was able to do it every day – and I have never been able to 

do that over here… I had the opportunity to visit different sites, attend performances, 

and have all that kind of exposure – all those kinds of things: access the library, just 

sitting down with people and making notes and talking to people and absorbing that 

kind of information with more time." 

        - Katherine Ryan, Interview 2017 

 

Kathak artist and teacher Sonia Sabri described the experience of such full-time training 

evocatively, emphasising the gap we face in the UK due to the lack of this opportunity: 
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“One of the advantages of training in India is there is access to that full-time training. 

You are not only working with your peers – but you have the opportunity to work 

with musicians, poets, vocalists, yoga – all the constituent elements that make up the 

study of your art – you have full access to that in India. So, in an institute like a 

Kendra, in the morning you do your yoga. Then you do your tabla practice. Then 

your training – 6 hours – then back to theory – then body conditioning. That’s a full 

day immersed in the art form. Here that’s a huge void… To be embedded in the 

fraternity of your art, of kathak, or music – that positive energy, that constant 

thinking and questioning and talking – to be immersed in that is hugely, hugely 

important in your training – and that is non-existent here.  
        

- Sonia Sabri, Interview 2018 
 

Here in the UK, dancers’ only option is to try and construct some such course for themselves 

independently, without infrastructural support. So high a value did teachers place on the 

importance of ‘immersion’ that they expressed reservations about a proposed ‘modular 

mode of study’ – or ‘chopped- up module systems’ 

 

“I think a modular approach could face a lot of difficulties. If you do a module and 

then leave things, it’s like taking 2 steps back. There’s a lack of continuity. 

IMMERSION is important... The art is such that one thing leads to another – so if you 

are in the ambience of dance for a year, who knows where that could lead? You 

don’t know what that experience might trigger in you as opposed to the experience 

of taking a number of modules.” 
 

Other teachers agreed. They asserted that the Yuva Gati model would not push students 

enough: ‘The students do not give enough COMMITMENT.’ 

 

This concern was also raised by some parents: 

“The risk of doing it part time is that when you are juggling studies and work, work 

will always take priority. Would it really work? Would you end torn between 

immersing yourself or working?” 

 

In this light, most respondents felt that devoting oneself to a year’s full-time study was a 

preferable model. And in some peoples’ opinion, funding for an intensive 6 months period 

with the student’s own guru was considered ideal. ‘Who knows what might come out of this 

– it could be life changing.’ 
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In terms of immersion, could any UK dance degree compete with a course offered in India? 

One dancer said: 

“I would prefer to go to India because of the environment. Everyone is in Chennai – 

there is dance and music everywhere and you can soak up so much by simply being 

there. Here we can learn some elements, but we need to go there to soak up the 

extra.” 
 

Industry linked training 

 

Another point noted by all groups is the lack of connection between training and the 

dance profession. As seen in the analysis above, while dancers frequently felt well 

equipped in terms of practical training, very few felt equipped to take their practice 

into a professional context.  

A course to bridge this gap would fulfil a clear need – one that addressed the practicalities 

of lighting, stage design, costume design, together with the administrative aspects of writing 

funding applications, filling in tax returns and managing a business. This course would 

provide students with, as one parent put it, tuition in dance, along with the ‘business/ 

economics side of the creative industry’, with the result that dancers finishing the course  

would ‘feel better equipped going into the industry.’ The link with industry makes a strong 

case for a course based in the UK – as one parent put it– if their dancer were to train in 

India, ‘when she came back to the UK – and what would she do after that? If she trains here, 

while doing her degree she can build her networks – and can pursue contemporary dance 

as well’. 

 

The value and desire for an industry link is demonstrated in the strong support shown for 

the idea of apprenticeships across all our sample groups – students, young dancers, parents 

and teachers. Companies we have approached have been enthusiastic about the possibility 

of offering placements to students as part of their course. Sonia Sabri Company 

commented: 
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“Sonia Sabri Company is very interested in having interns as administrators and 

artists. The Company would be very interested in offering placements to students.” 

 

The Birmingham based apprentice dancer project, The Natya Project would also be 

interested in seeing how they could work in partnership with a course provider, as would 

Urja Desai Thakore’s Pagrav Company, Shane Shambhu’s Company, Altered Skin and Seeta 

Patel Dance. 

 

What sort of dancer? What sort of training? What are we training for? 

 

The emphasis on professional and industry connections raises central concerns for this 

study. As shown above, members from all groups in the sector raise the same question 

again and again, which is that where a course is implemented, and if it is a course designed 

to create performers, what kind of performers is it creating, and for what? 

 

Dancer and choreographer Mavin Khoo articulates this question very clearly:  

 

“People have to be clear about what they want. Do they want dancers to come out 

like Kalakshetra dancers? Or do they want dancers who will have the physicality and 

versatility to be adequate to serve some of the SA choreographers in terms of form, 

but are able to have the versatility of some of the contemporary dancers etc., What 

do you want out of it?”  
 

- Mavin Khoo Interview 2018 
 

A central problem for South Asian dance in Britain is that it works across two worlds – the 

world of classical Indian dance training, where a significant proportion of children training 

start their classes ‘to keep in touch with their culture’9 and the world of contemporary or 

independent dance in which South Asian dance forms have found themselves uneasy 

guests.  

 

Classical Indian dance – not what is wanted in the UK? 

                                                      
9 For 14 out of 35 (or 40%) of the pre-university students we approached, this was the most important reason 

for studying dance. 
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“I feel that my training has equipped me very well in classical Indian dance – but 

that this is not what is wanted in the UK.” 

 

“My training equipped me to be a strong and competent independent kathak 

performer. However, most dance company/ project auditions value non-stylistic 

movement quality in the UK, which was obviously limited in my classical training.” 

 

“My training has given me a sound understanding and grounding in kathak. However 

…I have also found that I need to have some training in ballet/ contemporary dance 

if I want to stand a good chance at a company audition.” 
 

We are highlighting these quotations cited earlier in the data analysis because they raise 

questions which are imperative to address before considering any possible training course.  

The voices of these dancers are not the voices of jaded wannabees who have been unable 

to pass muster at an audition. The lack of employment available for classical Indian dancers 

is widely accepted, and as Akram Khan suggested at Navadisha 2016, it is not a problem 

restricted to the U.K. 

 

“I am often in dialogue with classical artists, like Malavika Sarukkai, Priyadarshini 

Govind, and Kumudini Lakhia, who all have such a deep love and complete devotion 

to their classical forms, and the concerns they have about the lack of support, and 

the lack of opportunity. They feel that the younger artists slowly become 

disheartened to pursue a career in that field. And then some of those younger artists 

reluctantly move into the contemporary dance world. Simply because there isn’t 

enough opportunity to develop or sustain themselves as a classical artist…there just 

isn’t enough access to long-term serious classical training, and the many 

opportunities needed, to make a full-time career as a classical artist today.” 
 

- Akram Khan in Gibson 2016:26 

As a result, as this teacher attests, 

“Truly what tends to happen is that we train dancers to study BN, kathak whatever 

the classical form is - we make them study SO hard – but actually they then divorce 

themselves form that and they end up doing contemporary dance, or try to find 

some kind of meeting point with contemporary dance... I think what happens is 

dancers train in one thing – and then don’t get work so think they need to do 

something more ‘hip’ to get work…The reality of getting work in classical technique –

– it’s a real struggle. So why should they be training in that form of dance?” 

 

- Sonia Sabri Interview, 2018 
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There is a feeling in the sector that ‘all dancers seem to need to do contemporary dance to 

get recognised’. While some dispute this, pointing to the increasing number of successful 

Arts Council applications for purely classical work, the experience of rising young 

professional dancer, Vidya Patel (at least at first glance) tends to confirm the former position 

in that the majority of the securely paid work she has had as a dancer has been touring in 

contemporary works, for example touring with Richard Alston, in  Akademi’s  The Troth ( 

choreographed by Gary Clarke)  or Gary Clarke’s This is an Island. Her experience has been 

that she has more often been engaged in purely classical works for one-off performances 

(Vidya Patel Interview, 2018). An exception to this was About The Elephant a work co- 

commissioned by Sampad Arts and the Serendipity Festival in which the disciplines of three 

artists, Shammi Pithia, Connor Scott and Vidya Patel had equal weight in the creation of a 

work that toured nationally and internationally. Shortly after this tour, Sampad Arts 

supported Patel and Pithia to create a more deliberate exploration of the classical 

vocabulary, Converse. This piece brought kathak and live music to three different venues 

and cities in the UK, including as part of a programme presented by  Sadler’s Wells in 

London. Such commissions provide a  valuable platform for young artists from a range of 

disciplines and are a promising sign for the future development of classical work.  

 

Patel is also optimistic  in that as she emphasises, while the companies she has toured with 

are admittedly contemporary dance companies, her contribution within these works has 

been as a classical kathak dancer - ‘one of the main reasons I was employed in those works 

was for my kathak training …’ ( Patel, personal communication). Her point is, importantly, 

that it is possible to be employed in contemporary works on the strength of classical Indian 

dance training alone, as contemporary dance seeks to diversify and explore different 

vocabularies. Bharatanatyam dancers Seeta Patel (who toured with DV8 – Can We Talk 

About This, 2012 ), and Shivaangee Agrawal (who toured in Rosie Kay’s Modern Warrior) 

were  likewise recruited for these contemporary works at least in part because of, not 

despite, their classical training.   
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This apparently budding trend within contemporary dance to find a space for dancers 

trained in other movement styles on their own terms  should encourage those dancers, 

who, for example in watching Vidya’s progress as a possible role model, have felt that her 

opportunities arose ‘more in contemporary work than kathak’. The message one dancer, 

eagerly observing Patel’s trajectory, took from it was that ‘no matter how much kathak you 

do, it is the contemporary dancers who will succeed.’ Against this pessimism rests the fact 

that all three dancers mentioned found employment in high calibre internationally touring 

companies on the merits of their classical dance training -  with little or no training in 

contemporary dance. That said, in each of the examples named, the ‘classical Indian dancer 

was the exception in a company featuring predominantly dancers trained in Western 

contemporary dance. It is undeniably the case that where employment opportunities for 

contemporary dancers remain scarce – and the field is fiercely competitive, there are hardly 

any companies that can be reliably counted on to offer opportunities to classically trained 

Indian dancers. 

 

It is worth highlighting again here the concerns raised by one teacher in considering 

signposting dance to her students as a possible career. 

 

“I am scared for my students who might take this as a profession. If everything is 

done for free, or for peanuts – then where am I pushing them? Down a deep well. To 

put any youngsters into this darkness is not justified. That is why I am hesitant.” 

 

The image she uses is strong. Another teacher echoes her views, stating more pragmatically, 

 

“The real gap is that there are no jobs to go to. In some ways, ironically South Asian 

dancers probably get more platforms to perform – in that they could be invited to 

perform for Diwali and on other such occasions. However, these are more 

community performances. There aren’t many professional companies. So, we need 

many more performance opportunities, many more events to give trained dancers 

work.” 
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Both teachers and students cite instances where South Asian dance organisations 

themselves, which should be championing the requirement of dancers for fair pay have 

asked dancers to choreograph and perform at substantially below Equity minimum.  

 

Given this context, it is unsurprising that the response of one young dancer to the idea of a 

degree is unequivocal:  

 

“I think that if you are looking for a University degree, you are looking at the wrong 

audience. I don’t think there are any 16/ 17 year olds who would commit to doing 

this full time – and that it is not realistic or even fair to ask them to do this when 

there are no career prospects available. I don’t think that it is right to ask them to 

finance such a course with no career prospects.” 

 

For her, the prospects for South Asian dancers are such that she would question whether 

launching a degree in the subject is even morally justified. Of course, it is well known that 

many more dancers train in Western contemporary dance or ballet than eventually end up 

as performers. The crucial distinction is that these students, as a young dancer put it, can 

nevertheless ‘aim to perform in companies all over the world’. Their training starts with this 

aim, and this dream. For South Asian dancers there is no such clear dream to aspire to. 

 

 

The place of contemporary dance training 

 

A clearly growing market is for dancers trained both in classical Indian dance techniques 

and in Western contemporary dance. This need is what led to the creation of the short-lived 

BA in Contemporary dance with a South Asian dance strand pioneered at London 

Contemporary Dance School.  As the then Director, Veronica Lewis explains, the course was 

instituted to meet 

 

“…the perceived need for adequately trained dancers who could traverse the boundaries of 

contemporary and BN/ kathak, to serve the needs of working choreographers…We were 

hoping to create dancers fluent in both SA and contemporary dance – versatile in both. 

Dancers with sufficient depth and versatility, with a solid technical knowledge to push the art 

forms forward and to be not just hired bodies, but to contribute to the development of the 

work.”  
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- Veronica Lewis Interview, 2018 

 

A few students completed this course and have led successful careers as dancers in the UK 

and abroad. A problem with the course however is that classical Indian dance technique 

necessarily ended up being taught in part as a means to extend and complement  

 

Western contemporary dance technique – rather than as an end in itself. The supplementary 

aspect of the South Asian dance teaching was underlined by its framing in the overall 

structure of the course. As one student recalls,  

 

“The South Asian aspect was just that hour and a half in the morning – it wasn’t 

integrated into other aspects of the course such as choreography or dance history. 

Although there was the freedom to pursue your own independent work in the 

choreographic tasks that you did and to bring in your own style, and that was 

respected by teachers… the contextual studies were still very much Western 

contemporary based.” 

- Katherine Ryan Interview 2017 

 

Clearly there is nothing wrong in experiencing a dance technique to inform one’s primary 

dance technique, and conversely, several classical Indian dancers speak warmly of the 

benefits they have received from contemporary dance training, as discussed below. 

However, in its framing, the course immediately distanced itself from those whose primary 

goal and dream is to excel in classical Indian dance. That these dancers might later choose 

to use their chosen technique in a contemporary dance context is a different matter. The 

problem with the LCDS course was that the choice was already made, and (unsurprisingly 

given that it is a contemporary dance school) the location of the classical dance form within 

the contemporary sphere already decided. To illustrate the point, ballet is taught in LCDS as 

a supporting and strengthening technique for contemporary dancers. A ballet dancer might 

at some stage in his or her career decide to explore using their technique with 

contemporary dance. However, if they wanted to train in ballet they would not choose to 

train at LCDS because the focus of the course would not give them the level of depth and 

focus on ballet that they desire.  
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This view is vividly expressed by two parents, both with children hoping to take dance 

professionally: 

 

“My daughter has had the privilege of also joining the CAT contemporary strand – so 

she will go and audition for contemporary courses. But as a parent I feel that actually 

she is a South Asian dancer. Her body is a bharatanatyam body. Doing other things 

are an extra. If she could do a degree in South Asian dance and do other styles (e.g. 

contemporary) on the side, she could be true to herself.” 

 

And again, 

“If it WAS (own emphasis) South Asian dance, I think she’d be very keen to do it. She did 

like the idea of doing a dance degree. What put her off was that although she loves 

contemporary dance, it’s not her main form. She would have had to fit in the South 

Asian dance around the contemporary dance in her free time.” 

 
Additionally, some classical dancers question the need for contemporary dance training to 

take part in what is perceived as a ‘contemporary’ dance work. To suggest a requirement for 

contemporary dance training suggests a lack in classical Indian dance training than many 

dancers find offensive. In the words of one dancer:  

“I don’t think there is a need for contemporary dance training…If you are well 

enough trained in your own form, you should be able to adapt your body to 

movements required of you.” 

 

Dancers are understandably wary of South Asian dance forms ending up providing the ‘frills’ 

to contemporary dance work. Sonia Sabri makes this point forcefully: 

“The contemporary sector is so saturated that everyone is on a rat race to find the 

unique or the original to stand out. So, the best way to do that – is ‘Oh let’s borrow 

from some other genres. So, they look at classical dance and of course they see that 

it’s a hugely skilled practice – and take elements from it to stand out – but it’s like 

sprinkles on ice-cream.” 

 

She continues,  

 

“There is too much emphasis on how to look like a contemporary dancer, rather than 

looking at how your own form can work in a choreographic context…I do feel that 
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there is a 2nd class syndrome around whereby people feel that ‘if I don’t perform 

contemporary dance well enough, then I’m not good enough’. But it should really be 

about making our own art forms shine.” 

- Sonia Sabri Interview, 2017 

 

For a course to tap in to the potential market of the hundreds of young children 

learning South Asian dance forms across the country, it needs to offer a vision that 

they can relate to – and this is not fulfilled by the vision of classical Indian dance forms 

entering the contemporary dance world. A vision of a course offering high quality 

intensive training in a variety of South Asian dance forms, supported by a range of related 

subjects including music is one to which the communities that primarily offer early training 

in these dance forms could potentially relate, particularly if given the additional support of 

careers roadshows as discussed below. As bharatanatyam artist and teacher observed about 

the possibility of a course,  

 

“The question is – who is going to come? Unless and until you make the base strong. 

You need to build up from the community and you have to unlock and open the 

narrative of the community.” 

- Stella Subbiah Interview, 2018 

 

Such unlocking will take work, but can only even start based on a course design with which 

the community feels that it can relate, and which promises to respect the full integrity and 

complexity of the art forms it teaches.  

 
The Bilingual Dancer 
 

It can be argued that in today’s competitive market place where dancers are challenged to 

perform feats of ever-increasing virtuosity it is unrealistic to expect to be able to obtain 

work if trained in a single form. The reality is that in fact many South Asian dancers are 

multilingual, though more commonly they are multi lingual across forms that come from the 

same ‘family’ of somatic understanding, prioritising a low centre of gravity, articulate hands 

and precise musicality. Dancers commonly cross train in bharatanatyam and odissi for 

example, or bharatanatyam and kathakali or mohiniattam and kalarippayattu. 
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Dancers are alert to the benefits to their own practice of training in other techniques. In the 

words of one dancer: 

 

“In terms of dance technique, I learnt so much – not necessarily from learning to 

become a contemporary dancer, but in terms of learning contemporary technique that I 

can then apply to enhance my classical Indian dance practice.: how to use the breath, 

how to start form a somatic place, how to move efficiently, how to move in an aligned 

way, how to be more comfortable using the floor in such a way as to not injure yourself. 

All of this supports my classical dance practice.” 

 

However other dancers feel that other dance techniques or somatic practices offer more to 

support their work. As one dancer puts it: 

“If they are taught a contemporary dance technique that comes from yoga, that 

could help with their kathak. But where the contemporary dance technique is so 

removed from kathak or yoga that it confuses the body, I don’t think it’s helpful. I 

think they can only really gain from training in contemporary techniques when they 

know their own dance forms inside out and back to front.” 

 

While teachers commonly agree that it important for students to be, in the words of one, 

‘exposed to other diverse art-forms, from butoh to contemporary dance’, there is 

widespread frustration with the idea that complementary training needs to come from 

contemporary dance, and in particularly than dancers should need to train in Western 

contemporary dance in order to succeed. 

 

What is the place of South Asian dance in Britain? 
(The need for repertory companies) 
 
As the evidence collects, it becomes clear that decisions about the content and structure of 

a course offering South Asian dance training in the UK depend on a much more 

fundamental question about the role of South Asian or classical Indian dance styles in this 

country, which must include questioning the niche these styles have come to occupy within 

the world of contemporary dance.  
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Ever since South Asian dance forms became more firmly established in the UK in the late 

1970s and early 1980s, within the professional British dance ecology they have positioned 

themselves or been positioned within the infrastructure of Western contemporary dance. 

This is easily understood given the privilege and relative exclusivity of the world of ballet, 

and of the catholic ability of contemporary dance to absorb many forms into itself. As Chitra 

Sundaram pointed out at a South Asian Dance Alliance meeting in 2017, ‘South Asian dance 

has fallen by default into the realm of the independent dance artists, most of whom practise 

Western contemporary dance.’  

  

The pattern has been that dancers have trained primarily in India or in one of the many 

Indian cultural centres found across the UK, and when they have chosen to take dance 

professionally have had to find a way to navigate from this country (in the case of India) or 

from a very culturally specific environment (in the case of Indian cultural centres) to position 

themselves within the structures of the world of Western contemporary dance in order to 

launch their careers. South Asian arts organisations such as Akademi, Sampad and Kadam 

(to name three of the longest established) have played a crucial role in navigating between 

these two spheres and keeping channels of communication open. The ISTD examinations 

launched by Akademi have been particularly helpful in forging links between teachers of 

South Asian dance forms and the wider dance sector. Yuva Gati is important in that it 

provides government support to South Asian dance training. However, even when 

performing classical repertoire, the route into the professional dance world for South Asian 

dancers has been through an infrastructure primarily informed by and set up to cater for the 

world of Western contemporary dance. Though there are signs that this is changing, the 

impact of this on South Asian dancers has been that they have felt a pressure (real or 

imagined, and probably both) to align their practice more with contemporary dance. Those 

uncomfortable with this have frequently chosen to opt out – as one dancer revealed, ‘One 

of the reasons that I left dance was that I felt pushed into doing contemporary work.’ 

Others, rather than compromise what they see as the integrity of their art forms simply 
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choose to avoid the professional context in Britain and find other ways to fulfil their dreams 

and ambitions as dancers. Yuva Gati graduate Uma Venkataraman for example finds a way 

to combine a career as a medic with her practice and performance of classical 

bharatanatyam technique, performing in Chennai and on other circuits that allow her to by-

pass engaging with the world of contemporary dance.  

 

To claim to have a genuinely diverse dance ecology, the UK needs to provide robust career 

options for diverse dance, which do not depend on these forms shoehorning themselves 

into the contemporary dance sector. For classical Indian dance forms to make a genuine 

stake in the cultural life of this country there need to be repertory companies established 

that set a standard of excellence for the practice and performance of these dance forms, 

that are focused on the development and exploration of these forms rather than on the 

vision of any one choreographer and that provide a clear progression route for classically 

trained dancers. This intervention if necessary if Britain is to sustain the truly diverse dance 

vocabularies that make its ecology so exciting. Once such an end goal to training has been 

established, it follows that it will easier to find candidates interested in following this path. 

 

 

Role models and career signposting 

 

Clearly this is not the whole picture, and an equal challenge is to educate young dancers 

and their families about the range of options open to a graduate with a dance degree as 

well as highlighting the benefits and possibilities of a portfolio career.  

 

As one parent remarked, ‘Previously it was thought that dance only meant performance – 

but you can actually do many other things.’ And another: 

“Our communities get used to sending their children to work as engineers or doctors 

etc because these are the options that are open. But she may also want to be a 

professional dancer. Our community doesn’t know what they can do after studying 

dance because they think that one can only go into teaching. The community needs 

to be educated as to the other options.” 
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However, it remains the case that very few young people opt for dance training dreaming of 

becoming an art administrator. Most commit to the arduous and physically draining training 

of dance with a view to perform, and then work out a way to combine performance with 

other work where necessary. A repertory company in providing employment opportunities 

for dancers or former dancers in several different capacities offers a clear line of sight to 

some of the varied types of employment that might be available. Such a company being 

devoted to South Asian dance styles sends out a very different message from equivalent 

ballet or contemporary dance companies which many South Asian dancers would perceive 

as bearing no relation to themselves or their needs. 

In the words of another parent, ‘People must have realistic information about the success 

stories of graduates in this discipline.’ The need for and influence of such ‘success stories’, or 

of clear role models cannot be overemphasised. Indeed, the high proportion of Yuva Gati 

students hoping to combine a career in dance with one in medicine could well be linked to 

an excellent presentation given by classical bharatanatyam dancer and practising doctor, 

Uma Venkataraman, to the Yuva Gati students in 2017. Another parent underlined the 

impact this presentation had on his child ‘Her future aspiration is to join 2 careers (medicine 

and dance). She has seen Uma Venkataraman and this has provided her with a role model.’  

 

For Keranjeet Kaur, Director of SAA-UK, the lack of role models is a key obstacle in 

preventing people from taking dance as a profession, and she sees changing perceptions as 

a key part of her role:  

“So most of the time I’m out and about and I’m actually highlighting that you can do 

your training in whatever you want to do it in, but 80% of your training is transferable 

in the arts.” 

- Keranjeet Kaur- Virdee, Interview 2017.  

 

Artists second this, one artist commenting, 

“There aren’t yet enough role models. I’d like to see a range of role models. Not just 

performers – people who work in dance in other capacities.” 
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Such career models and signposting should be offered to young dancers early in their 

training to allow them to make best use of available opportunities.  

One young dancer observes, 

 

“What I do think is that we should be aware of what career opportunities there are 

from early on in our training. As it is there is no one there to guide you. The career 

element is really important: ‘This is realistically how you can expect to work in the UK. 

If you want to do this – you have to do this’. For example, I have friends who have 

found their own way to contemporary training, but they could have done this a lot 

earlier if they had the way signposted for them. So, it took longer because no one 

told them!” 

 

 

Quite independently a teacher made almost exactly the same point:  

 

“I think a real lack is a career guidance forum. A way in which dancers can get 

realistic and honest advice, saying – this is the path, if this is what your passion is, if 

these are your aptitudes, these are your options, and this is how much you will likely 

earn in this way. This is one thing dancers will really benefit from.  

 

The link to India 

As the source of classical Indian/ South Asian dance forms, the relationship between dance 

practised in the UK and in India is clearly critical. There is a constant exchange between India 

and the UK, and artists and teachers from India are regularly brought to the UK to perform 

and to run Summer schools, intensive training sessions and masterclasses. Likewise, many 

British dancers go to India to perform and for a good few bharatanatyam dancers, 

performing at the annual Winter music and dance festival is a rite of passage to test their 

mettle as a performer. As the parents quoted above describe, it is India that ‘will give 

students access to the atmosphere (Hindu/ Urdu: ‘mahol’) of where the dance forms 

originated.’ 

 

India has the critical mass of dancers and students to allow for the full-time training so 

described by the artists and teachers cited above. One dancer paints a vivid picture, 
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“Everyone is in Chennai – there is dance and music everywhere and you can soak up 

so much by simply being there. Here we can learn some elements, but we need to 

go there to soak up the extra. Also, it is really important for a higher-level course to 

learn from a higher-level teacher – and such teachers are more readily available in 

India. This is the difference for me. In Chennai, you are immersed in dance from 

morning to evening, from dawn till dusk...Ideally you would get your dance training 

in India, get a solid bharatanatyam base, and then bring that to the UK field using 

that base.” 

 

In the light of this she concludes,  
 

“If I was going to do a post graduate course, I would prefer to go to India - why 

would you teach Indian classical dance in the UK?” 

 

Why teach Indian classical dance in the UK? 

Apart from the obvious issues of distance and practicality raised by parents quoted in the 

evidence above, this question rests once again on a more fundamental debate about the 

role these dance forms play and are to continue to play in British life and culture.  

 

In a discussion of the topic as far back as 1993 at a conference co-ordinated by Dance UK 

(now One Dance UK) entitled ‘Tomorrow’s Dancers’, choreographer Shobana Jeyasingh, 

described how working with dancers trained in India was like ‘…having the nursery in India 

and the orchard in England’. She adds: 

“South Asian, African and Caribbean dance styles are major elements of British 

national dance culture, and should have their own schools and training institutions 

for the development of professional dancers and these styles in Britain.” 

 

- Jeyasingh in Brinson 1993: 56 
 

If South Asian dance forms are truly to be embraced as British dance forms, in the way that 

ballet (which arrived in Britain from Italy via France and Russia) or contemporary dance (an 

amalgamation of forms from America and continental Europe) have been, then training 

cannot be outsourced to another country, nor left entirely to teachers working to piece 

together an adequate training programme for students in church halls or cultural centres at 

evenings and weekends. To quote Jeyasingh again, 
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“We need an institution where somebody could undertake serious full time training 

in Indian dance. Then the message would be given that this degree of specialisation 

can’t be left to the domain of part time and evening classes. Bharatanatyam needs to 

be embraced, and stride with its classicism and objectivity intact right into the 

performance arena.” 

- Jeyasingh in Brinson 1993: 57 
 

 

The establishment of a dance school and, importantly, near simultaneously, a touring 

company for each form allowed ballet and contemporary dance to gain a centre of gravity 

within the UK, to develop their own distinctive British nuances or styles of these forms, and 

to generate British ballet and contemporary dance cultures. Until this happens for South 

Asian dance forms in the UK, their centre of gravity will remain in India. This is the case at 

present – to such an extent that Mira Kaushik, the Director of Akademi, South Asian Dance 

in the UK feels that for any substantial change to happen in the UK, it will need to happen in 

India first. 

 

 

“Things need to change in India – only then will they change here, because the 

dance sector relies on what is happening back home. If we were going to use ballet 

or contemporary as our models then things would have changed already. There isn’t 

a vision of the process – the only vision is what people see happening in India…The 

moment India has a national school of dance and people coming out of that, along 

with a professional repertory company, that will impact on people’s view.” 
 

- Mira Kaushik, Interview 2018 
 

Whether this is indeed the case remains to be seen, but certainly for South Asian dance 

forms  to maintain the distinctive aesthetic rigour and strength that characterise them, and 

yet equally reflect the distinctive quality and preoccupations of the UK that speak to our 

present moment, we need to decide whether these forms are central to our national culture, 

or whether they remain exotic imports that occasionally enliven our customary diet of ballet, 

Western theatre and contemporary dance. If the answer is the former we will need to invest 

– and crucially we will need to invest in training. 

 

A South Asian dance degree - links to India 
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Returning to the more immediate question of a course design, the data of parents, students 

and teachers raises several points to consider. 
 

1. Any course will benefit from strong links with artists from and institutions in India. 

2. The kind of immersion offered by institutions like Kalakshetra, Kathak Kendra or 

Gandharva Mahavidyalaya can be beneficial, but obviously, any placement in India 

requires careful planning, monitoring and a good partnership agreement to be in place. 

3. Equally, if bringing artists from India, one should be aware that they might not slot 

straight in to a Western education setting, working within stipulated timetables and the 

like.  

 

Hari Krishnan, associate professor in dance at Wesleyan University, Canada, and director in 

inDance dance company raises a further interesting point, arguing that any time in India 

should include ‘some non-elite, non-urban time… because …the whole point of a trip 

abroad should not be to enforce what South Asian dancers in the UK already know about 

dance. It should on the contrary, challenge received understandings based on interactions 

with institutions and individuals from a range of class, caste, and regional backgrounds.’ For 

Krishnan, any trip to Indian involving ‘site visits with professors’ own “gurus” in elite urban, 

globalized environments’ would offer an experience ‘no different from what students would 

experience in the UK’s South Asian diaspora.’ Krishnan’s view offers an interesting 

counterpoint to views of other respondents for whom a trip to Indian offers the potential for 

a qualitatively distinctive experience even within ‘elite, globalized environments’. The point 

about extending experience is well made, though one could argue whether such experience 

is better gained during placement teaching dance in inner city schools and community 

centres in the UK, or in rural environments in India.  

The role of Parents 

Historically the role of parents has received a bad press in terms of encouraging their 

children to take up a career in the arts, particularly dance. In the words of one teacher: 
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“In the diaspora, kids are still under parental influence quite a lot, so in order for 

them to be comfortable with their children taking up dance, they will need to have 

clearer employment routes.” 
 

Or as one parent self-reflected, ‘Most Asian parents don’t value these things, they would 

consider it a hobby. I can see this attitude slightly changing – though we are still not there!’ 

 

Parents certainly express understandable reservations about prospects for their children and 

the available employment options. However, despite these challenges, most parents most 

reiterate their intention to support their child in whichever career path they choose. One 

parent, whose child wishes to become a professional dancer commented, ‘…she has realised 

that dance is her passion…and I’m really supportive. She’ll continue taking classes with her 

teachers. She is taking a gap year and we’ll see what happens’. Another parent, again with a 

child taking a gap year to explore her options in dance echoed this, emphasising the time 

and effort she has already put in to helping her child pursue dance, bringing her daughter 

from London to Birmingham for each Yuva Gati intensive (the financial as well as the time 

commitment for a parent with a child in Yuva Gati is significant) :‘In terms of supporting her 

– I think it is entirely her decision. With Yuva Gati, I have brought her every time. For 

parents, the commitment is huge.’  

 

Clearly, what a parent will say to a researcher looking at the feasibility of a degree in South 

Asian dance may not be an entirely accurate reflection of their beliefs However, our 

research suggests that the principal lack in terms of cultivating students wanting to work in 

dance has less to do with the restrictions of cautious parents hindering their children’s 

dreams to dance, and more to do with the scarcity of role models and the lack of a clear 

dream to aspire to. The critical question remains that voiced in the 2010 Ramphal and 

Olake report, ‘what are we training for?’ 
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PART IV: THE RESPONSE FROM UNIVERSITIES 

 

The UK Universities 

 

As outlined in the brief above, this feasibility study called for an inquiry into the interests of 

UK universities and conservatoires in establishing a degree in South Asian Dance. When the 

briefing document was constructed, the long and tortuous history of South Asian Dance 

university programmes was already well known. What remained to be discovered was the 

current thinking and motivation of dance academics to re-engage with this sector. Over the 

months of conducting interviews and assessing the climate, it is clear that many dance 

academics are extremely cautious about venturing into this area: the proven unsustainability 

over a 25-year period, of both undergraduate and postgraduate programmes is one major 

factor for their caution. The second, less frequently aired, is the political and economic 

climate affecting arts education programmes, a climate that has seen course closures, rising 

student fees and on-going uncertainty in the funding of the performing arts sector.   

 

Looking back!  

The short history on degrees in South Asian Dance makes for disheartening reading: 

An MA Programme in South Asian Dance launched in 2005 at the University of Roehampton 

ran until 2016, attracting varying numbers of students each year. 

 

A BA degree in South Asian Dance launched in 1992 at De Montfort University, Leicester, 

experienced difficulties in recruiting and retaining staff, as well as in attracting students. It 

was disbanded within a year.  

 

A partnership arrangement between Akademi and London Contemporary Dance School 

(LCDS) to offer a B.A in Contemporary Dance with a South Asian dance strand (either 

bharatanatyam or kathak), was launched in 2004 and closed, after only three cohorts, in 

2009.  
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In other words, different variations have been put to the test – with mixed results. 

Undergraduate and postgraduate degree courses have been tried. Different geographic 

locations have been used – London and the Midlands being the areas with the highest 

numbers of South Asian dance practitioners.  

 

Finally, partnership working has also been attempted. The arrangement between a key 

London-based South Asian Dance organisation, in Akademi, and a leading conservatoire.   

 

Looking Again! 

 In the light of these faulting programmes, the feasibility study required an up to date 

exploration and analysis of the universities and conservatoires thinking.  

 

What lessons could be learnt from these former programmes?  

Had the climate changed sufficiently to warrant a degree course?  

If so, where, and at what level?  

 

As demonstrated throughout this report, lessons have been learnt and case studies 

documented on the programmes from the last quarter century. As the current dance pupils 

and their parents have attested, assumptions must not be made about the attractiveness of 

full-time, 3-year university or conservatoire-based courses in South Asian Dance. And, 

although some individual dance practitioners have expressed a preference for this, they 

alone cannot determine the future shape of vocational training.  

 

It is not always easy to say how one should go about speaking about this area of dance. 

What comparators facilitate better understanding and action?  

The standards set in India, where immersion is easily possible? 

The privileged position of ballet or contemporary dance, which enjoy established schools, 

spaces, and dedicated companies?  
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The aspirations of dance academics, some of whom have shaped previous degrees in South 

Asian dance?  

 

The wider ecology that might favour South Asian Dance gaining greater status through the 

creation of higher-level qualifications, affiliations of academies, conservatoires, centres of 

excellence and all that that encompasses?  

 

Throughout this research, it has been clear that all 4 issues mentioned above colour the 

thinking of dance academics today. Ann R. David, Professor of Dance at the University of 

Roehampton, draws attention to the economic climate as a factor in dissuading universities 

from establishing such a degree. The numbers of students applying for performing arts 

courses has dropped and ‘there is a low demographic for 18-year olds at the current time.’  

 

The broader economic climate and especially the financial cost of studying for a degree 

when full funding is unavailable are clear deterrents for both potential students and 

potential host universities. In other words, the current climate is less favourable for the 

adoption of the full-time degree course in South Asian Dance than before.  

 

The universities’ current offering  

 

At the University of Roehampton, the South Asian Dance focus continues as a research area 

in the Dance Department; it continues at the BA, MA and PhD level. Their South Asian 

Dance Masters, 2005-2016, ‘had the longest innings of all,’ writes Dr. Avanthi Meduri, and 

‘the programme was recognized as an area of excellence in RAE 2008, and contributed to 

an impact case study in REF 2014. The South Asian Masters, in other words, achieved two 

major Higher Education endorsements and this is no mean achievement because a long HE 

history is attached to it.’ 
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In 2016, Roehampton Dance Department was running seven MA programmes, but was 

asked to consolidate the post graduate offer. This necessitated closing programmes that did 

not recruit high numbers, including including the MA in South Asian Dance. Dr. Avanthi 

Meduri persuaded Milapfest to provide bursaries for the MA students for two years at the 

launch of the MA.  This was a welcome initiative, but could not be continued. 

 

The University of Roehampton is committed to a diverse curriculum however and recognises 

the value of partnership working in HE, and across geographical regions. For this reason, Dr 

Meduri writes, 

 

“If the conditions were right, the department would be interested to explore the 

possibilities of relaunching the South Asian Dance Masters in collaboration with the Culture 

Centre in Midlands, Sampad, DanceXChange, and Yuva Gati in Fall 2019. To develop this 

collaboration, Roehampton faculty would be interested in finding ways to incorporate the 

recommendations from this feasibility study into the existing BA and MA modular provisions 

in the Department.  

To make a case for the relaunching of the South Asian Masters at Roehampton, the Dance 

Department would require an initial cohort of 10-12 students.” 

Stella Subbiah, at the Dance Department in Surrey, teaches one module and has succeeded 

in maintaining this programme of work for three years. However, she does not consider that 

her success should form the basis of making any decisions about extending the module to a 

full degree, and fears the student numbers required would not be attainable. At Brunel 

University, there is currently no dance programme, but the scholar Dr Royona Mitra is 

focussing her energies on developing South Asian content for the increasingly diverse 

student body. For Brunel, an industry partner, such as CAT would be essential if a degree in 

South Asian Performance were set up.  
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South Asian Dance has a different foothold at E15, London, where Shane Shambhu teaches 

second year students on the BA in World Performance. His option course focuses on non-

Western character acting: he is ‘devising a methodology which uses the bharatanatyam 

aesthetic as a tool,’ so that his students are creatively engaged in a process that comes from 

the Indian dance sensibility. The BA in World Performance has over 40 students in each year 

group and provides something of a global overview of ritual-based forms. But there too, 

the leading teacher does not see his courses as the basis for extending the university’s 

programme into a degree in South Asian Dance.  

 

With the existence of private universities, the prospect of international students and the 

hope of private finance, it was interesting to gain the perspective of Dr Mark Hamilton of 

Regent’s University, a private university in London. Dr Mark Hamilton’s work brings an 

international perspective to the courses in ‘Acting and World Theatre.’ At this institution 

where fees top £16,000 per annum, and there are no state funds, there is an enterprise 

culture, recruitment is international and ‘Indian Dance would have to be taught by an Indian 

from India.’ As a private institution, Regent’s University has physical space and potential 

additional modules could be programmed there. And yet, it remains to be seen what kind of 

arrangement might be possible for dance students enrolled on courses elsewhere.  

 

At Coventry University, where Dr Natalie Garrett-Brown, is Head of School for Media and 

Performing Arts, there is an arrangement in place for another MA course with an industry 

partner. The course depends on co-delivery, with teaching and learning set by the 

university, and other matters set out in a legal agreement. Dr Garrett-Brown recognises that 

an undergraduate programme in South Asian Dance would only be feasible with 25 or more 

students. However, for an MA programme, for which the government is not setting fees, 

there would flexibility around the fees. Various options could be explored in more detail – 

legal partnerships, accelerated degrees, split locations – London/ West Midlands, and an 

Indian-based partner organisation, for instance.  
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Generally speaking, across the board there are challenges in recruiting 18- year olds to 

performing arts degrees, although the more popular options are for commercial sounding 

courses and there is much to be said for industry-partnerships and having a toe-hold with 

venues or companies. 

 

There are numerous ways in which MA programmes could be structured to include, for 

example, business and administration training, masterclasses and work with gurus, 

placements in India, and career planning.  

 

In summary, the university sector would feasibly respond if the numbers stacked up.  
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PART V: THE FEASIBILITY OF A SOUTH ASIAN DANCE DEGREE 
 

The demand for a degree 

 

What is clear from the discussion above is that a degree course could follow several 

possible routes, and its success will very much depend upon the route that is picked. Should 

the course be theory or practice heavy? Should it create contemporary dancers with fluency 

in classical Indian dance, or is it looking to create dancers with the capacity to perform a 

classical margam? Hari Krishnan for example, would advise ‘against solely performance-

based degrees… they should also be intellectually “heavy;”, engaged in the ‘conversation 

with the larger field of South Asian Studies.’ Most our respondents however, as seen above, 

would favour courses which are more practice than theory heavy, and in which Western 

contemporary dance forms as studied in the context of supporting work in classical Indian 

dance forms rather than the other way around. In addition, our evidence shows that: 

1. The lack of high quality full time training for South Asian dance forms in the UK 

is a gap that restricts the development of these forms in this country both 

technically and creatively. The case remains, as Jeyasingh pointed out in 1993 that 

there is a need for an institute that can provide ‘serious full time training in Indian 

dance’ issuing a clear message that ‘this degree of specialisation can’t be left to the 

domain of part time and evening classes.’ (Jeyasingh in Brinson 1993:57) 

2. Young professional dancers feel the lack of such intensive training and are keen to fill 

this gap. 

3. The introduction of a degree course for South Asian dance in Britain could have 

several significant benefits, including raising standards, lending credibility and 

validation to the study of these dance forms in Britain and increasing Britain’s 

international profile as a country with a thriving and diverse dance ecology. 

4. Any such course should offer training of South Asian dance forms within a broader 

framework offering complementary modules specifically relevant and tailored to 

these dance forms. A degree course offering training in South Asian dance 
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techniques within the context of a wider framework informed predominantly by 

Western contemporary dance cannot be seen as offering genuine training in 

South Asian dance. 

5. Despite the benefits described, given the lack of clear onward career trajectories 

combined and the reality of financial pressures, a higher educational course is not 

felt to be necessarily the best way of addressing this gap at the present time.  

6. Our evidence is clear that launching a 3-year degree in South Asian dance would be 

a risky undertaking at the present time. Our data shows little appetite for such a 

course. The hope expressed in the invitation to tender that there might be ‘a 

sufficient volume of graduates, for example, from the National Centre for Advanced 

Training (CAT) Programme, also known as Yuva Gati’ to form the groundswell for 

such a course has proved to be misplaced. While Yuva Gati is a vital initiative, its work 

needs to be supported by a range of other infrastructural interventions if it is to fulfil 

the role of ‘feeder for the profession.’ 

7. In order to build this appetite, we suggest a number of wider interventions in the 

sector, as detailed in the recommendations. Pathways for dancers need to be tackled 

from ‘the top down’ as well as ‘the bottom up’ so as to provide clear sightlines for 

young dancers.  

 

Interviewed for this study, Mira Kaushik, Director of Akademi, observed on the basis of her 

long experience of South Asian dance in Britain,  

“If you want to have a course, you will need to target it at today’s CAT 13 year olds – 

not anyone else. There is parental pressure to have a career. Usually when they start 

succeeding in dance then they take the plunge and get out of whatever other job 

they are doing.” (Mira Kaushik, Interview 2018). 

 

Whether as a result of parental pressure, or their own assessment of a realistic career route 

in a competitive world, this assessment is borne out in our evidence. The interest shown by 

student dancers in a 3-year full time degree in dance is very limited. Dancers are more 
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interested in a dual career route, meaning that they for the most part want their first degree 

to be in a subject that leads more obviously to employment options.  

 

More consistent interest in a course came from young dancers who have already made the 

decision to become professional who are interested in boosting their practice. It is our view 

that at the present time, a course leading to a Certificate or a Diploma for dancers who 

have already made the commitment to work in dance (whether full or part time) is a 

more viable option to launch a successful course in South Asian dance in Britain in the 

UK.  

 

The following section evaluates possible degree models, together with other ways in which 

the acknowledged gap in training might be addressed. 

 

The kind of course desired – what the data suggests 

Students and young dancers were asked whether they would be interested in a further 

training course in dance, and if so were asked to list the courses they would be interested in 

order of preference. Not all listed preferences, and some marked two courses or more as 

something they would be equally interested in.  Despite this, the results show a clear pattern 

to preferred courses, as the graphs show.  
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CHART 13: Amalgamated preferences of pre-and post university dancers for further 

study of dance. 

 

 

CHART 14: COURSES SELECTED AS A 'FIRST' CHOICE 

(Note: as there were several options for multiple 'first' choices, the total figure is greater than the 

number of respondents) 
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O U ,  P T  A N D  S U M M E R  S C H O O L S  R A N K E D  …

O U ,  P T ,  F T  A N D  S U M M E R  S C H O O L S  R A N K E D  …

N O  I N T E R E S T

4

11

11

4

16

3

1

2

1

2

1

5

61

61

61

61

61

61

61

61

61

61

61

61

AMALGAMATED CHOICES

Response Total Respondent
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There is a clear preference for a modular style course. The amalgamated results show a 1 

or 2-year full time course as the second overall preference, taking into account those who 

listed a number of possible ‘first choices’.  However, it is important to note that post- 

university dancers, weigh more towards a one or two-year full time course as the next 

preferred option (See Chart 8, page 27), and there are other reasons for considering this as 

highlighted below. 

 
Other points of consensus 

Entry qualifications 

Teachers and artists are generally agreed that the minimum level of entry for the degree 

should equivalent to at least ISTD Level 5/6 (i.e. - the student should have been learning for 

at least 4/5 years and have completed a repertoire). It is felt that taking students at this level 

will ensure that the level of achievement through the course will be appropriate to degree 

level. Teachers recognise however that there can be extremely talented students who may 

not have had to have the same length of training before joining the course. For such 

students the suggestion was made of an offer to be made conditional on successful 

completion of a Summer intensive prior to starting the course. It is important however to 

have a minimum level of proficiency to allow for best use of teaching time on the course, 
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and to prevent unmanageable levels of differentiation. 

 

Key subjects of study and current gaps that a course could fill 

As shown above the, the key gaps in current training provision identified by teachers and 

young professional dancers are: 

- The opportunity for intensive, daily training 

- Lack of regular training in music, and in particular the lack of opportunities to 

train with live music 

- Training in anatomy, body conditioning and injury prevention, specific to South 

Asian dancers 

- Training in Choreography and Composition 

- Training in fundraising, marketing and network building (the business side of 

dance). Linked to this – careers advice. 

- Links to the wider professional UK dance sector (inclusion of contemporary dance 

training and/ or ballet as a supporting strand) 

- Stagecraft (Lighting, design, costuming) 

- Scope for a tailored and monitored training experience in India 

Dancers also highlighted the advantage of a course of working with a peer group 

(combatting isolation). 

 

These are the gaps identified by teachers and young professional dancers, highlighted 

without the prompt of an interviewer or a questionnaire. 

 

CHART 15: Favoured subjects of study 
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In addition, we gave students and young professional dancers a questionnaire containing 

several suggested subjects of study. Of these, the top 6 most popular subject choices 

(representing the amalgamated results of students and young dancers) were: 

 

• Advanced training in own dance technique 

• Use of dance in theatrical settings 

• Choreography and Composition  

• Contemporary Dance for South Asian dancers 

• Fundraising and management 

• Supporting somatic practices AND Anatomy/ Injury prevention for SA dancers (Joint 

6th) 

 

Music had not been included in the suggested subject of study, but as shown above, was 

suggested independently by many young dancers. 

 

Apprenticeships 

CHART 16: Amalgamated results on views on apprenticeships 
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The idea of apprenticeships forming part of a possible course was very widely welcomed, 

unsurprisingly given the emphasis on full time training as industry links as gaps in training – 

both of which would be addressed by an apprenticeship scheme. 87% of pre- and post- 

university dancers marked having some kind of apprenticeship scheme as a part of the 

course as either important or extremely important. Teachers also welcomed the idea as 

offering students ‘a real understanding of what it means to work in dance.’ Both teachers 

and young professional dancers stressed the importance of any apprenticeship being ‘not 

simply for the sake of it’ but being apt to the students’ experience and interest. 

Apprenticeships in dance companies focusing primarily on classical dance (rather than for 

example Shobana Jeyasingh Dance Company or Akram Khan Dance Company which are 

seen as contemporary dance companies with influences from South Asian dance) were 

particularly welcomed. 

 

The link with India 

54%33%

7%
4%

Amalgamated results

Extremely important: 30 out of 55

Important:18 out of 55

Don't mind: 4 out of 55

Not important: 2 out of 55
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CHART 17: Amalgamated results on views on the link to India 

 

 

74% of students and young dancers put marked having some sort of link to India through a 

course as important or extremely important. Overall, teachers, while welcoming the idea in 

principle, raised a note of caution stressing the need for careful tailoring of such an 

experience to nurture and develop a student appropriately. Several young professional 

dancers while seeing the potential benefits of experience training in India, did not feel that it 

was essential. 

 

Possible Course models: 

Based on the above we would suggest two course models as possibly feasible options 

 

1. A modular course 

As the results make clear, the most popular course model was that of a ‘modular’ course. 

This style of course could operate on the basis of a series of intensives, which would 

effectively extend the present Yuva Gati model of teaching to advanced level students.  

36%

38%

18%

1%

7%

Links to India: Amalgamated results 

Extremely important: 20 out of 55

Important: 21 out of 55

Don't mind: 10 out of 55

Wouldn't like it: 1 out of 55

No answer: 4 out of 55
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How it might work 

There are several different ways to structure such a course. One model could be to run 8 

intensive sessions over two years – one in September, and then reflecting current holiday 

periods: Christmas, Easter and Summer. The intensives could run for varied periods, with the 

longest being over the Summer which would cover a month or a couple of months. Each 

intensive could address a different module such as: 

 ‘The Business of Dance’ 

 ‘Dance in school and community settings’ 

 ‘Choreography and composition’ 

‘Anatomy and Injury prevention for South Asian dancers’ 

 ‘Contemporary/ballet dance for South Asian dancers’.  

 

The course would incorporate an apprenticeship and /or a period during which the student 

focused on an individual project. This could take the form of experience working within a 

dance company/ work with The Natya Project/ choreographing a piece under the guidance 

of a mentor. The final performances/ finished works of the dancers would be presented to 

an invited audience of industry professionals, including curators, choreographers and 

producers. Training in one’s own dance style would take place with one’s own guru/ home 

tutor, continuing the present Yuva Gati model, and as with Yuva Gati, this training would be 

overseen and monitored as part of the course. For those students without existing teachers 

to work with, the course could arrange to link them to a suitable tutor. Students would also 

be in touch with a Learning mentor in the gaps between intensives. An exchange 

programme/ period of training in India could be offered as part of the course to gain 

additional credits. 

 

The Modular Model – pros 

Making use of what exists 

This approach is modelled around the reality of our sector as it now stands. It would allow 
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students pursuing another degree at a different University to continue to advance their 

dance training in line with a pattern many of them will already be familiar with through 

attending Yuva Gati. For young professional dancers, it also works with already established 

patterns, as dancers often look for ways to extend their training, and short intensives 

particularly over the Summer are frequently ways they choose to do this. The course should 

prove sufficiently flexible to allow students to fit this in around other study commitments, 

with an option for them to complete modules 'at their own pace'. In this case, the course 

can effectively channel what already take place into an accredited course. This was one 

approach taken by dancer and scholar Priya Srinivasan in two very successful courses she 

instituted at University California Riverside, during her time there. She comments: 

I found a way of channelling what was already happening to enable people to do 

what they were already doing and giving them credit for this… So, I would 

recommend a model that taps into existing systems…that taps into existing markets 

and give people credits for what they already do. (Priya Srinivasan Interview 2018) 

 

She further recommends a ‘subtle but significant difference in pedagogical approach so that 

what is offered is not just more of the same. The critical framework is what would make the 

difference.’ 

 

For Sanjeevini Dutta, editor of Pulse magazine and director of Kadam South Asian Dance 

and Music, this approach is merely a pragmatic response to the realities of the sector. She 

comments:  

 

“Whatever you say, and I may be negative, we are not going to have an academy for 

classical Indian dance in the UK because it just wouldn’t have enough students. So, 

we have to find different models. And one of the models is good, consistent training 

in the community, combined with 6 months in India and these short intensives – this 

is a good model.”  

        Sanjeevini Dutta Interview 2017 

 

Accommodating a range of dance styles 

This approach would also allow the course to be opened to a range of South Asian dance 
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styles without too much difficulty. One of the challenges of offering a course on South Asian 

dance forms in Britain is the range of forms practised (bharatanatyam, kathak, odissi, 

kuchipudi and bollywood to name a few) – and yet there is not a critical mass of students to 

support separate courses for each style. Contracting teachers for the separate styles is costly 

–the need to employ teachers for kathak and bharatanatyam was a challenge for the South 

Asian dance strand at LCDS, as Veronica Lewis describes. In addition to these different 

styles, there are different schools (or banis /gharanas) within these styles – and students can 

be reluctant to leave their own teacher to learn with someone from a different school. 

Continuing technique training with the ‘home tutor’ overcomes some of these challenges, 

and means that the course can appeal to a wider pool of dance forms, increasing the 

likelihood of it remaining viable. This model harnesses the strengths of individual teachers 

and builds on these relationships. At the same time, it offers intensive training, peer 

networking and links with the wider dance sector during the intensives. A further advantage 

to this is that bringing ‘home tutors’ in to the structure of a HE setting can help raise 

standards, build collaboration and nurture a culture of CPD – as happens for the home 

tutors of Yuva Gati. 

 

Accommodates the ‘guru-shishya’ teaching style 

The use of the home tutor also effectively supports the relationship that may have 

developed between a student and a teacher – ‘the guru shishya’ system, and allows the 

work done within this model to be formally recognised. 

 

The Modular Model – cons 

The lack of immersion 

One of the chief disadvantages of this approach is that it still does not address the need for 

‘intensive daily training’ in dance.  

 

At the 1993 conference Tomorrow’s Dancers, cited earlier, the noted ballet dancer turned 

teacher and coach, Brenda Last, made this point: 
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“We all know that professional dancers’ training has to be kept at a certain level. This 

cannot be maintained be a series of short courses happening spasmodically at 

various times of the year. (Last in Brinson 1993: 55)” 

 

As the evidence above shows, South Asian dance teachers feel the same way – to repeat 

some of their observations, ‘The chopped-up module systems don’t allow for total 

immersion which in turn produces dancers with no depth of understanding in any area’; ‘If 

you do a module and then leave things, it’s like taking 2 steps back. There’s a lack of 

continuity. IMMERSION is important…’; ‘With the Yuva Gati model, students do not give 

enough COMMITMENT.’ 

 

Adopting this approach for higher education training risks sending the message that 

modular, ‘spasmodic’ training is ‘Ok’ for South Asian dance styles. It is not. The performance 

of the dance styles suffers; the dancers suffer. If such an approach is adopted, it must be in 

the spirit of providing something being better than nothing, not with a sense of providing 

what is best for the dancers or their dance forms.  

 

Risk of drop out 

There is a risk that students combining work with study, especially if freelancing, will 

prioritise the opportunity for paid work over continuing with modules of study. In this light 

there is a risk of students dropping out after a couple of modules and failing to complete 

the course. 

 

Possible challenges of the guru-shishya/ home tutor model 

A key challenge with this model is that it is difficult to monitor, and difficult to provide 

quality assurance. This also means that the success of the core subject of the course – the 

training in dance technique very much depends on each individual teacher. It also means 

that students may continue in their core subject to train in isolation, without the energy and 

inspiration provided by training with a group of peers.  
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Furthermore, the reality as well as the efficacy of the current interpretation of the guru-

shishya model is very much a subject of debate. Mavin Khoo, though a product of the guru-

shishya tradition himself, and committed to the ideal it represents, worries that this title is 

too readily applied to a training model that bears little resemblance to the ‘guru 

shishya’ tradition as it should be. Within the economic and temporal constraints of the 

modern world, he even questions whether the guru-shishya system is one that ‘can exist 

anymore.’ (Khoo Interview, 2017). The original premise of this training method, which was 

that you stayed with your teacher, guaranteed a level of apprenticeship style immersion in 

learning one’s craft. It misrepresents this tradition to apply the name to teaching based 

solely on weekend and evening classes. A genuine guru-shishya model involves, in 

contemporary terms, ‘shadowing’ one’s teacher over a prolonged period, imbibing the art 

form as much through observation and osmosis as through formal tuition. There are some 

students who are fortunate enough to get a taste of this sort of learning, though these 

students are rare, and the period over which they are able to experience such intensive 

learning usually no more than a few months. Khoo’s case was exceptional in that he left his 

home in Malaysia at a young age and effectively lived with his teacher, Adyar Lakshman in 

India for several years. In this light, as Chitra Sundaram points out, children of dance 

teachers present an interesting contemporary case, as they in some ways experience a 

version of the guru-shishya model by default. This may explain why children of dance 

teachers (including Pallavi Anand, Akshay Prakash, Anaya Bolar, Vibha Selvaratnam, and one 

of Darbar 2017’s performers, Mythili Prakash) go on to become successful dancers.  

  

For the purposes of a degree, however, the experience of a guru-shishya model is extremely 

difficult to replicate. Certainly, using the term guru-shishya to describe a relationship that 

might involve 2 or 3 periods of contact a week with the teacher at best, does an injustice to 

the ideal of the tradition, while ascribing to part-time classes a weight that they do not and 

cannot merit. A more realistic alternative to provide this sort of immersive experience could 

be to incorporate, as part of the degree, an apprenticeship with a dance company – as we 

touch on above. 
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Limited appeal to overseas students 

A modular course would be unlikely to appeal to overseas students, and the level of contact 

time might even prevent them from being able to apply for a visa.  

 

2. A One-year full-time course 

 

As discussed above, after a modular course amalgamated results show a 1 or 2-year full 

time course or a 1 or 2-year part time course as joint second favoured option. However, the 

post-university, who in our view represent a more viable market, weigh more towards a one 

or two-year full time course as the next preferred option, the majority favouring a one-

year course. 

 

Such a course could follow the model of the very popular LCDS course the ‘One Year 

Certificate in Contemporary Dance’. The course runs between 8.30am and 6 pm. 8.30 – 12 is 

focused on technique (2 1.5 hour classes with a half hour break). Each class focuses on a 

different technique. A one hour lunch break is followed by an afternoon (1 - 6 is devoted to 

other subjects (music, anatomy, performance studies, choreography, teaching in schools 

etc). 3 times a year there is a 'project week' working with a dancer/ choreographer from the 

industry. At the end of the year there is a performance showcase in which students perform 

in ensemble works, along with pieces of their own choreography to an audience including 

friends, parents and industry professionals. 

A One Year Course – Pros 

 

Immersion 

Such a course would, for a year, offer the kind of intensive daily training so needed by the 

sector. The possible benefits of this to dance forms and dancers is hard to quantify, but the 

result would be offering training qualitatively different from anything else available in the UK 

at present.  
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Appeal to overseas students 

At present, according to Priya Srinivasan, there are no comparable courses focused 

exclusively on South Asian dance forms in the States and Australia (Priya Srinivasan, 

personal communication to Anita Srivastava, 31.7.2018) 

Additionally, one dancer told us: 

Just an anecdotal story – a kathak dancer from India I met recently wanted to know 

what opportunities there might be to study in the U.K. She wanted to study classical 

dance together with choreography, production, stagecraft etc. But of course, there is 

nothing like this present. So, this course would fill the gap. 

 

A one year Full Time course would appeal to international students, and make their visas 

viable. Several teachers express scepticism that student would travel from India to ‘study 

Indian classical dance in the UK.’ However, a year’s full-time course would at least make this 

a possible option for international students. 

 

An arangetram exchange? 
A one year course is also appealing in that a one year course is a common period people 

might choose to opt out of their present studies or profession to see how far they are able 

to get with dance. A one year course would cost just over £9000, which is a sum, as one 

teacher attests, that many dancers choose to spend on an arangetram or a 

‘rangmanchpravesh’. In offering intensive training followed by a performance to an 

audience of connoisseurs such a course could arguably better fulfil the original intended 

purpose of an arangetram than an arangetram itself. The challenge would be to make the 

course sufficiently robust to make it attractive. 

Being part of a cohort 

Apart from offering intensive tuition, a one year full time course would also benefit students 

in being part of a cohort. On the LCDS one year certificate, students benefit from the long 

teaching hours, but most work after hours, working with fellow students to experiment with 

their own choreography or to be part of another student’s piece. This informal experience 

that is not officially part of the course (and yet is facilitated through the provision of studio 

space, and a termly showcase of students’ work) provides a vital part of a student’s training, 
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building networking and collaboration skills and allowing them to test their strengths as a 

dancer/ choreographer.  

 

The appeal of this sort of course is best summarised by the following quotation from one 

post – 18 dancer: 

“I did consider moving to India at some point in 2011 in search of an institution 

where I could learn tabla, sing, dance etc. but decided against it. If it was a FT option 

in the UK I would perhaps have done it. “ 

 

Our evidence suggests that she is not alone. 

 

A One Year Course – Cons 

 

Cost 

The same intensity and level of training that would make the course qualitatively different 

from others would demand a high level of contact hours, making the course costly to run. 

 

Challenges of accommodating a range of dance styles 

In contrast to the modular approach outlined above, a one year course offering daily classes 

would necessarily be restricted as to the dance styles it offered, reducing the course’s 

broader appeal.  

 

Other challenges/ potential issues to bear in mind (for both courses) 

Recruiting suitable tutors 

While both previous attempts at a degree course on South Asian dance in Britain suffered 

due to a lack of applicants, the very first attempt at a course at De Montfort University also 

faced issues with recruiting and retaining staff. The sole graduate of that course, Priti 

Raithatha recalls of the course, ‘from the beginning it struggled because there were no 

tutors to teach either the practical or the theoretical elements.’ One reason for this, is that as 

Jeyasingh pointed out in 1993, ‘A further point about Indian training in Britain is that it 

depends upon performers teaching.’ (In Brinson 1993:57). While this situation has changed 
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somewhat, it remains the case the teachers of the highest calibre are very often also 

performers. Asked how it might be possible to address this problem in 1993, Jeyasingh 

replied: ‘If necessary teachers could be brought in from India to start with, in much the same 

way that contemporary dance in Britain was started by people from the U.S.’ (Ibid.). Course 

providers would need to recognise that this might still be a necessary approach. 

 

Arranging an appropriate connection with India 

The problems (as well as the benefits) involved in sending students to train in India have 

been considered in detail above. Any course provider would ideally find a way of setting up 

an exchange programme model with an Indian institution (or institutions) to ensure that 

both parties were equally invested in the success of the relationship. 

 

Other options for further training 

Apprenticeships 

Other models suggested included those of an accredited apprenticeship, of the type 

offered by LCDS with Richard Alston Company, whereby dancers received credits for a 

year’s apprenticeship. In the contemporary dance model, such apprenticeships are offered 

as a post graduate qualification, but the model could be adapted to work for South Asian 

dance forms as a certificate or a diploma. An apprenticeship has the advantage of offering 

students full-time immersive training and exposure to the art-form, along with a clear 

industry link – the two training elements most keenly sought after. Additional modules in 

dance history/ anatomy/ dance in the community could be taught on a modular basis to 

accompany the apprenticeship. 

 
A Centre for Excellence 
 
At the South Asian Dance Alliance meeting at mac Birmingham, it was suggested that the 

sector needed a ‘centre for excellence…which could cater to dancers in different ways 

throughout their careers, by offering courses in choreography, master classes and so on.’  
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This idea resonated for several members of the sector and the prospect of a dedicated 

space with studios and a theatre providing dancers with the flexibility to explore and create 

was highly prized.  

 

While the Bhavan Centre in London offers something along these lines, ‘it doesn’t have 

access to the wider network and it doesn’t have engagement with the wider world or the 

crucial links to the industry.’ 

 

Naseem Khan made a similar point when she was interviewed not long before her death in 

2017.  

“[I would like] to have something under one roof where people could sample both 

classical and the dance that develops from classical…and music actually…I think what 

Bhavan does is great for what it does and it knows what it wants to do, and that’s 

fine…but something that faces outward more, where there’s the encouragement for 

each to look at each other’s work, where there is the ability to experiment, and at the 

same time to keep loyalty to the root form. I ‘d love to see that. I think it would be 

very vibrant.” 
 

Interestingly, the Birmingham based musician Pritam Singh feels similarly, feeling that it is 

really important to have a centre for people to come to, ‘to keep the standards and the 

quality [of the arts].’ 

Such a centre could serve as a hub for courses by resident artists, house a dance school and 

a repertory company. As another dancer enthused,  

“…It could have 3/ 4 studio spaces, 1/ 2 smaller ones, a library, a gym, social space – 

which could double up as a studio theatre. With a Centre for South Asian dance, 

some companies or individuals could become associates – and all this would 

generate a certain buzz. “ 
 

Clearly a robust business case would have to be prepared before undertaking any such 

venture – however, the potential benefits of this to the sector are clear.  
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PART VI: RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Based on our research we recommend the following sector interventions to put the building 

blocks in place to work towards building the critical mass or ‘groundswell’ needed for a 3-

year degree programme. 

1. A dance career road show, ideally developed in partnership with One Dance UK and 

DCD should be launched at Yuva Gati before touring dance classes across the UK, 

targeting particularly community specific cultural centres, aiming to highlight and 

signpost the variety of pathways available through dance. These presentations 

should be developed in close association with teachers, to help to shift the ‘narrative 

of the community’. Stella Subbiah’s pioneering work among mothers and children in 

Tamils schools in Northwest London provides an excellent model for community 

engagement. The outreach work of Yuva Gati can also be built on and developed. 

Students can be pointed to role models of a variety of people working successfully in 

dance and the arts, whose journey towards their present role started with dance 

training. The list is impressive, and due to its length is included as Appendix 4 on 

page 105. 

2. The sector should work together to make the development of repertory companies/ 

a repertory company for South Asian dance forms a priority to provide clear 

sightlines to dancers, and provide a clear answer to the question ‘what are we 

training for?’ 

3. The sector should champion and model best practice in paying dancers for their time 

and work. 

4. To facilitate the point above, a charter acknowledging the rights and the 

responsibilities of professional artists, would be invaluable. One Dance UK and DCD 

could help establish such a charter. 

5. With regards a higher education course, subject to appropriate provisions to mitigate 

the risk, we believe that there is sufficient interest to merit piloting a practice based 

higher education course in South Asian dance following either: i) a modular format 
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(run over 2 years) ii) a 1-year full time model. The full-time model has the advantage 

of offering a qualitatively different training experience and could attract overseas 

interest. 

6. In either case, it is recommended that a strong advisory board be established to 

ensure the development of a robust, deliverable and attractive syllabus. However, 

numbers must be expected to be small, which will impact on the number of 

Universities prepared to take this step.  A course run full–time over 2- years (or part 

time over 3) could result in a HND (or Higher National Diploma), which could be 

extended by means of a dissertation to lead to an MA. However, our 

recommendation given the risks and limitations discussed is to start with a 

Certificate.  

7.  The sector should also consider formalising an apprenticeship model, combining ‘on 

the job’ experience in a company with University study. The apprenticeship would be 

pitched at being a ‘Higher apprenticeships (Level 4 or 5), considered equivalent to a 

Foundation degree level. If successful this model could be extended to cover Level 6 

and 7, or ‘Degree apprenticeships’ equivalent to a Bachelor’s or a Master’s Degree 

(https://www.gov.uk/apprenticeships-guide). 

8. A business case should be developed for the viability of a Centre for Excellence in 

South Asian Arts. 
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APPENDIX 1: THE BRIEF 

 

Dance Hub Birmingham is conducting a feasibility study to propose possible solutions for South 
Asian dance undergraduate and postgraduate degree provision.  The feasibility study will draw 
on the learnings of past attempts to establish such provision and provide evidence to justify the 
most feasible option(s) selected. 
 
The feasibility study will: 

• Outline/ explore current opportunities for progression routes in South Asian dance 

• Market-test the appetite amongst young people for such a course 

• Provide an overview of and evidence for the selected course content together with a course 
outline(s) 

• Scope different models that might feasibly work, referencing in particular those that 
previously have not 

• Following the completion of the proposed course(s), outline the potential 
career/development paths that might be available 

 
Background and Context: 
 
Dance Hub Birmingham is an initiative delivered by Culture Central in partnership with the host 
of dance artists, choreographers, specialist delivery agencies and venues that comprise the 
region’s diverse dance ecology.  
 
This feasibility study comes at a time when there is a sufficient volume of graduates, for example, 
from the National Centre for Advanced Training (CAT) Programme, also known as Yuva Gati, to 
merit this investigation.  Yuva Gati offers advanced training to young South Asian dancers up to 
the age of 18 years, who have demonstrated a talent and commitment to continue their dance 
studies at a higher level and potentially pursue a career in dance, specialising in one of the South 
Asian dance forms. 
 
Yuva Gati, as a model for delivering an intensive, residency-based training programme, to a 
dispersed community of interest, is worthy of particular note in informing the potential models 
to be explored for the delivery of the undergraduate and postgraduate courses.  There may also 
be other routes by which students could access this course nationally and internationally and 
these should be considered.  It is also essential to factor in the opportunity to link with and 
partner universities in India. 
 
Dance Hub Birmingham is an ambitious sector led initiative to amplify and further develop the 
region’s position as an international centre of excellence for dance.  Supported with strategic 
investment from Arts Council England, Dance Hub Birmingham builds upon the exceptional 
existing dance ecology of production, performance, community and learning activities delivered 
by organisations in the dance sector.   
 
Dance Hub Birmingham is led and governed by representatives from ACE Dance and Music, 
Birmingham City University, Birmingham Hippodrome, Birmingham Royal Ballet, Culture Central, 
DanceXchange, mac Birmingham, One Dance UK, Sampad and two independent dance artists, 
who work in consultation with the city and wider West Midlands dance sector. 
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APPENDIX 2: LIST OF RESPONDENTS 

 

Respondents who completed questionnaires  

 

PRE-UNI STUDENTS 

Yuva Gati under-graduates  

1. Adhya Sastry (BN) 

2. Khibhilash Kirubaharan (BN) 

3. Linnea Husmann (BN) 

4. Rincy Chacko(BN) 

5. Sharmila Biswas (BN) 

6. Sivaanan Sivannbu (BN) 

7. Yukta Vinay (BN and Kathak) 

8. Sia Kalsekar (Kathak) 

9. Ananya Anilkumar (BN) 

10. Aishani Ghosh (BN) 

 

Yuva Gati graduates  

11. Anakha Jacob (BN) 

12. Arseca Suthakar (BN) 

13. Tulani Kayani-Skeef (Kathak) 

 

Non Yuva Gati Students 

14. Rithika (BN) 

15. Sankari Mridha student (BN) 

16. Usha Easwaran (BN) 

17. An additional 19 students from 

Chitraleka Bolar’s advanced and 

intermediate classes in 

Birmingham also responded to 

the questionnaire through a show 

of hands. (All BN) 

 

UNI ENROLLED/ POST UNI or 

WORKING DANCERS 

 

Yuva Gati graduates  

1. Danielle Zak-Varghese (BN) 

2. Sundaresan Ramesh (BN) 

3. Vidya Patel (BN) 

4. Alisha Vaghela (BN) 

 
Non Yuva Gati dancers 

 

5. Archita Kumar (Kathak) 

6. Shivaangee Agrawal (BN) 

7. Annie Alexis Simon (BN) 

8. Kirsten Newell (BN) 

9. Swati Seshadri (BN) 

10. Chamu Kuppuswamy (BN) 

11. Meera Patel (Kathak) 

12. Mira Salat (Kathak) 

13. Neesha Radia (Kathak) 

14. Parbati Chaudhry (Kathak) 

15. Sonia Chandaria Tillu (Kathak) 

16. Pallavi Anand (BN) 

17. Kesha Raithatha (Kathak) 

18. Viji Moorthie (BN) 

19. Marcina Arnold (Kathak) 

20. Janaki Mehta (Kathak and BN) 

21. Anaya Vasudha (BN) 

22. Maryam Shakiba (Odissi) 

23. Mathangi Keshavan (BN) 

24. Divya Sharma (Kathak) 

25. Zena Kukreja (Kathak) 

26. Sushma Mehta student’s 

(Kathak) 
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TEACHERS 

Bharatanatyam Teachers 

1. Ananya Chatterjee 

2. Debbie Ganguli 

3. Divya Ram 

4. Geetha Sridhar 

5. Krishna Zivraj Nair 

6. Lakshmi Srinivasan 

7. Meera Vinay 

8. Prajyoti Madhusudan 

9. Parimala Hansoge 

10. Pushkala Gopal 

11. Santosh Menon 

12. Selvameena Sivaprakash 

13. Shrikant Subramaniam 

14. Swati Raut 

15. Vidya Thirunarayan 
 

TEACHERS 

Kathak Teachers 

1. Jyoti Manral  

2. Kajal Sharma 

3. Shivani Sethia 

4. Sujata Banerjee 

5. Sushma Mehta 

6. Urja Desai Thakore 

7. Ashwini Kalsekar 

8. Nikita Thakrar    
Other forms  

Odissi & Kuchipudi 

1. Katie Ryan 

2. Tiyasha Dutta Paul 

3. Sushmita Pati   

PARENTS 

1. Ajita Mehta  

2. Anke Husmann  

3. Azra Kayani  

4. Joyita Biswas 

5. Swati Ghosh  

6. Tintu Anil  

7. Ukanthine Sivanathan  

8. Vandana Sharma  

9. Jay Joseph 

10. Shanti Natarajan 
 

 

Interviews 
 

PARENTS 

1. Ajita Mehta  

2. Anke Husmann  

3. Azra Kayani  

4. Mamata Sastry 

5. Swati Ghosh  

6. Ukanthine Sivanathan 

7. Gayatri Sreemantula 

8. Moly John 

9. Raja and Mridul Biswas 

10. Anil Varma and Jyothi Lakshmy 

11. Shanti Natarajan  

  

TEACHERS 

1. Ananya Chatterjee 

2. Chitraleka Bolar 

3. Lakshmi Srinivasan 

4. Pushkala Gopal 

5. Shalini Shivashankar 

6. Sonia Sabri 

7. Sujata Banerjee 

8. Sushma Mehta 

9. Urja Desai Thakore 

10. Arunima Kumar 

11. Swati Raut* 

12.Smita Vadnerkar* 

13. Seeta Patel 

 

*In conversation at mac, 24.9.2018 
 

 

 

 

 



95 

 

POST UNI DANCERS 

 

1. Viji Moorthie 

2. Archita Kumar 

3. Neesha Radia 

4. Janaki Mehta 

5. Shivaangee Agrawal 

6. Seetal Kaur Dhadyalla  

7. Vidya Patel 

8. Sonia Chandaria 

9. Maryam Shakiba  

10. Parbati Chaudhry 

11. Pallavi Anand 

12. Swati Seshadri 

13. Vena Ramphal 

14. Seema Chopra 

 

OTHER INFORMANTS 

 

1. Priti Raithatha, (the only graduate of 

the first SA dance degree to be set up at 

De Montfort University) 

2. Pritam Singh (Musician who tried to set 

up a degree at BCU Birmingham 

3. Veronica Lewis (Former head of LCDS 

which hosted a BA with a South Asian 

dance strand) 

4. Mira Kaushik, Director, Akademi, South 

Asian dance in the UK 

ACADEMICS 

 

1. Professor Ann David, Head of 

Department in Dance, University of 

Roehampton  

 

2. Dr Natalie Garrett-Brown, Head of 

School for Media and Performing 

Arts, Coventry University 

 

3. Dr Royona Mitra, Senior Lecturer in 

Theatre/UG Programme Lead in 

Theatre, Brunel University London    

 

4. Dr Prarthana Purkayastha, Senior 

Lecturer in Dance Department of 

Drama, Theatre and Dance Centre for 

Asian Theatre and Dance, Royal 

Holloway, University of London      

 

5. Chitra Sundaram, Associate Lecturer 

in the Department of Drama and 

Performance at Goldsmiths College, 

University of London 

 

6. Dr Elena Catalano, Dance Lecturer, 

Kingston University London (teaches 

Undergraduate Dance BA Hons)  

 

7. Shane Shambhu, Lecturer, E15 Acting 

School, University of Essex. 

 

8. Dr Mark Hamilton, Senior Lecturer, 

Film, Media and Performance, 

Regents University, London. 

 

9. Dr Priya Srinivasan, Phone interview 

(Honorary Fellow, Asia Institute, 

University of Melbourne, Australia)  

 

10. Dr Hari Krishnan, Associate Professor 

of Dance, Wesleyan University, USA 
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FOCUS GROUPS 

 

Three focus groups were held as a part of this feasibility study, one with industry 

professionals, one with students and one with parents. 

 

1. Yuva Gati Parents – 4 August at DanceXchange, Birmingham  

2. SADAA South Asian Dance National Network meeting – 24 September at mac 

Birmingham 

3. Chitraleka Bolar Dance school – 7 October, King Edward VI Handsworth School, 

Birmingham 

 

 

In addition, this report has drawn on interviews conducted with the following individuals as 

part of Magdalen Gorringe’s PhD research funded by the University of Roehampton. This 

material has been approved for the use of the report by the interviewees, and we gratefully 

acknowledge the support of all these respondents as well as of the University of 

Roehampton. 

 

1. Dr M.N. Nandakumara, Director, Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan, London 

2. Chitra Sundaram, Senior Artist and Scholar, Lecturer, Goldsmiths College, London 

3. Ginnie Brown, Artistic Director, ISTD 

4. Sanjeevini Dutta, Editor, Pulse Magazine & Director, Kadam  

5. Keranjeet Kaur-Virdee, Director, SAA- UK, Leeds 

6. Akram Khan, Artistic Director, Akram Khan Company 

7. Mavin Khoo, Artistic Director, Mavin Khoo Dance 

8. Katie Ryan, Independent dance artist, physiotherapist 

9. Sonia Sabri, Artistic Director, Sonia Sabri Dance Company 

10. Stella Subbiah, Co-director, Sankalpam Dance 

11. Archana Ballal, Independent dance artist and dance therapist; Lead Artist at Yuva Gati 
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APPENDIX 3: THE ‘5-Minute READ’ 

 

DATA: RESPONSES FROM THE SECTOR 

Pre – University dancers 

- The favoured career trajectory is to attempt to maintain a ‘dual career’, working in dance 

as well as in another profession. The favoured ‘career combination’ is dance and 

medicine 

- Yuva Gati has not yet created a groundswell of young dancers aiming to make dance 

their primary career. Our evidence suggests that the key difference it has made is that 

dancers now consider the option of continuing dance as another career alongside a 

career they may have chosen anyway.  

- Pre – University dancers express interest in further training, showing most interest in a 

modular course that could possibly extend the current training model used by Yuva Gati 

(which combines regular tuition with home tutors with a series of intensives during 

school/ university holidays), which would allow them to continue with other studies in 

tandem with dance. 

- Subjects they are most interested in studying are: Advanced training in their own dance 

technique, Carnatic/ Hindustani Music, Use of dance in theatrical settings, Choreography 

and composition, Fundraising and management, Contemporary dance for South Asian 

dancers, Anatomy and injury prevention for South Asian dancers and Supporting 

somatic practices. 

- 83% of pre- university dancers consider an element of an apprenticeship as part of the 

course to be extremely important or important 

- 74% consider a link with India to be extremely important or important 

 

Parents 

- Overall parents are highly supportive of the idea of a degree in South Asian dance in the 

UK, appreciative of their children being able to continue their studies in dance without 

having to ‘leave home’ and in the environment to which they will return to work. Like 
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their children, most parents favour an approach that will allow their child to study dance 

in tandem with another course 

- Parents feel that a link with India is very important 

- They raise concerns about the ability of a University to recruit and retain a sufficiently 

skilled faculty 

- The lack of obvious progression and employment routes emerges as a significant factor 

in parents’ caution about encouraging their children towards a career in dance 

 

Teachers 

- As with parents, teachers are in principle very supportive of the idea of a higher 

education course in the UK, feeling that it will contribute to the development of the 

sector, and may increase the likelihood of students taking up dance professionally. 

- Teachers are optimistic about the chances of their students taking up such a course. 

However, a random sample suggests that this optimism is frequently misplaced. 

- Teachers are emphatic about the importance of training in music alongside dance, and 

of training with live musical accompaniment.  Other subjects recommended include: 

‘Critical Dance history’; ‘Indian aesthetic theory’; Anatomy and injury prevention for 

South Asian dancers; Training in additional South Asian dance and martial arts forms; 

Careers Guidance; Networking, fundraising and management skills; Training in Western 

Contemporary dance (though some are opposed to this as anything other than as a 

means to strengthen the core form technique). 

- Teachers feel that including an element of an apprenticeship within the training is an 

excellent idea, though such apprenticeships should be carefully tailored to the needs 

and skills of the student and not introduced merely ‘for the sake of it’. 

- While acknowledging some of the benefits of time spent training in India, teachers 

emphasise the need to co-ordinate any such training very carefully to ensure a positive 

rather than a negative experience for students.  
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- Teachers emphasise the importance of ‘full time’ immersive training, and many express 

reservations about taking a modular approach 

- As with parents, teachers ask what a degree will lead to for their students 

“In my opinion, hosting a degree course will not be so much of a challenge, but 

where the degree takes the students after completing the course will have to be 

addressed.” 

- Teachers highlight the need for the sector to model best practice in terms of paying 

dancers a living wage and making a stand against performers being asked to work for 

‘peanuts’ or ‘exposure’. 

 

Post – University Dance Students and Young Professionals 

- The opportunity for full- time, intensive training is very limited in the UK. Most dancers 

reported having had no or very limited opportunity to train full time. Most of those who 

have experienced full time training have done so in India 

- Training is often perceived as a solitary journey in which self-motivation is key 

- There is insufficient guidance on the practicalities of fundraising and project 

management that enable translating dance training to a career 

- Even where dancers feel that their training has been of a high standard, they feel that 

classical Indian dance forms are ‘not what is wanted in the U.K’. 

- Post – University dancers express interest in further training, showing most interest in a 

modular course which would allow them to pursue this training whilst continuing with 

work or with other studies. 

- Subjects they are most interested in studying are: Advanced training in their own dance 

technique, Carnatic/ Hindustani Music, Use of dance in theatrical settings, Choreography 

and composition, Fundraising and management, Contemporary dance for South Asian 

dancers, Anatomy and injury prevention for South Asian dancers, Supporting somatic 

practices Ballet and Teaching dance in community settings.  



100 

 

- 89% of pre- university dancers consider an element of an apprenticeship as part of the 

course to be extremely important or important 

- 73% consider a link with India to be extremely important or important 

- Dancers cite the most significant obstacle to dancers taking up a career in dance as 

being the lack of job opportunities for classically trained dancers 

 

DATA:  THEMES EMERGING 

 

The following questions and preoccupations cropped up repeatedly in the course of our 

research:  

- What is the real use to performers or teachers of ‘certification’? Is it not the case that the 

real test for performers is to perform, with the examiners represented by the audience?  

- The importance of immersion, commitment and ‘learning by osmosis’ in training in 

dance 

- The acute need for greater connections between training provided in the UK and the 

dance profession 

- What is the place of classical Indian dance forms in the U.K? What is the point in training 

intensively in these styles if they are not what is wanted by the industry? Can one 

succeed without contemporary dance training? What are the real career prospects for 

classical Indian dancers? 

- The divide between the industry desire for dancers fluent in Indian classical and Western 

contemporary dance, and the desire from dancers and students in the sector to excel in 

and perform their own dance forms without the imperative to include contemporary 

training 

- For a course to tap in to the potential market of the hundreds of young children learning 

South Asian dance forms across the country, it needs to offer a vision that they can 

relate to – and this is not fulfilled by the vision of classical Indian dance forms entering 

the contemporary dance world. 
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- The need for better sign posting at early training stages about possible careers in dance, 

and to reshape the ‘narrative of the community’ to accept the reality of a having a career 

in dance; related to this, the need for more and more varied role models 

- The need to create careers in dance for classical dancers working within the parameters 

of their own forms 

- Underlying all of these points, the critical question: what are we training for? 

- Rather than look to a degree as the solution, it should be seen as one step in a range of 

initiatives needed to make a robust sector. Without the preceding steps of signposting 

and community engagement and the succeeding stages of investment in sustainable 

careers for classical Indian dancers, a 3-year degree will remain unlikely to attract the 

volume of students needed to be viable.  

 

DATA – Response from the universities 

 

-  it is clear that many dance academics are extremely cautious about venturing into the 

area of a South Asian dance degree: the proven unsustainability over a 25-year period, 

of both undergraduate and postgraduate programmes is one major factor for their 

caution. The second, less frequently aired, is the political and economic climate affecting 

arts education programmes, a climate that has seen course closures, rising student fees 

and on-going uncertainty in the funding of the performing arts sector. 

- Having said this, the university sector would feasibly respond if the numbers stacked up, 

and the University of Roehampton and Coventry University have voiced a particular 

interest in such a course. 

 

The Feasibility of a Degree 

 

- It is our view that at the present time, a post graduate course catering to dancers who 

have already made the commitment to work in dance (whether full or part time) is a 

more viable option to launch a successful course in South Asian dance in Britain in the 

UK.  
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- Most students show a clear preference for a modular style course. A small, but 

significant number of dancers would be interested in a one or two-year full time course, 

and we would recommend the one-year course as a more viable option. 

- The course should be aimed at students with at least 4/5 years training, who have 

completed a repertoire, though discretion should be used so as not to exclude talented 

but less experienced students. 

- The course should: 

Provide opportunities for intensive training, with live music 

 In addition, it should offer modules in: 

- Anatomy, body conditioning and injury prevention, specific to South Asian 

dancers 

- Choreography and Composition 

- Use of dance in theatrical settings 

- Contemporary Dance for South Asian dancers 

- Fundraising and marketing (The Business of Dance) 

- Stagecraft 

- Supporting somatic practices 

- Carnatic/ Hindustani music 

 

It should provide scope for a tailored and monitored training experience in India. 

 

Crucially, it should include a period of apprenticeship as part of the course. Sonia Sabri 

Company, Pagrav Company, Altered Skin and Seeta Patel Dance have all expressed interest 

in hosting apprentices as part of a degree. 

 

There are pros and cons to a modular as well as to a full time one-year degree approach. 

These are summarised in the tables below: 

 

 



103 

 

 

The Modular Model – Pros The Modular Model – Cons 

1. Making use of what exists – extends the 

Yuva Gati model with which students are 

familiar. 

 

2. The lack of immersion  

 

3. Represents a pragmatic response to the 

realities of the sector 

 

1. Risk of drop out, due to conflicting 

demands and priorities on students 

 

2. Can accommodate the ‘guru-shishya’ 

teaching style 

 

4. Challenges of monitoring and ensuring 

quality assurance with the guru-shishya/ 

home tutor model 

 

5. Can accommodate a range of dance styles 

 

3. Limited appeal to overseas students 

  

4. Limited experience of being part of a 

cohort 

 

A One-Year Full-time Course – Pros A One-Year Full-time Course – Cons 

 

1. An immersive experience 

 

1. The high cost of a high contact time course 

 

2. Appeal to overseas students 

 

2. Cannot readily accommodate the guru – 

shishya teaching style 

 

 

3. Could be pursued as a possible alternative 

to an Arangetram 

 

3. Challenges of accommodating a range of 

dance styles 

 

4. Being part of a cohort 

 

 

 
A An Apprenticeship Model – Pros  An Apprenticeship Model – Cons 

 

1. An immersive experience 

1. Lacks the ‘kudos’ of an academic 

qualification. Some may find this off-

putting 

 

2. Being part of a cohort 

 

2. May have limited appeal to overseas 

students 

 

3. Clear industry links and opportunity to ‘learn 

on the job’. 

3. Is more geared to developing and 

nurturing performers than dancers with a 

broader understanding of the theory and 

practice of dance 

 

4. Dancers earn as they learn 
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5. The resulting dance works can tour helping 

to raise the profile of the sector and build 

audiences.  

 

6. The model will help mid-career artists 

though opportunity for choreographic 

commissions as well as younger artists.  
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APPENDIX 4: ROLE MODELS 

 
 

A variety of people working successfully in dance and the arts, whose journey towards their 

present role started with dance training. 
 

• Aakash Odedra, Choreographer and Artistic Director of an NPO 

• Amina Khayyam, Independent dance artist and choreographer 

• Anand Bhatt, Producer, Aakash Odedra  

• Anu Giri, Executive Director, Dance Umbrella 

• Anusha Subrahmanyam, Community dance animateur and former director of Yuva Gati 

• Archana Ballal, Independent dance artist and dance movement therapist 

• Arunima Kumar, Dance Artist, Choreographer and Director of AKDC 

• Balbir Singh, Artistic Director of Balbir Singh Dance Company 

• Chitraleka Bolar, Dance Teacher and Artistic Director of Chitraleka Dance Company 

• Divya Kasturi, Independent dance artist and creating work for the West End 

• Farooq Choudhry, Co-founder and producer, Akram Khan Company 

• Katie Ryan, Independent dance artists and physiotherapist 

• Kesha Raithatha, Independent dance artist and choreographer 

• Mavin Khoo, Rehearsal Director, Akram Khan Company 

• Mayuri Boonham, Independent dance artist and choreographer 

• Mira Balchandran-Gokul, Independent dance artist and co-founder of Sankalpam 

• Nina Rajarani, Dance Artist, Choreographer, Teacher and Director of Srishti Dance 

• Parbati Chaudhry, Independent Dance Artist and administrative assistant 

• Piali Ray, Director, Sampad Arts 

• Prarthana Purkayastha, Senior Lecturer in Dance, Royal Holloway University 

• Pushkala Gopal, Independent dance artist and senior teacher and advisor  

• Royona Mitra, Senior Lecturer in Theatre, Brunel University London 

• Seeta Patel, Independent dance artist and choreographer 

• Seetal Kaur Dhadyalla, Independent dance artist, Dance Relationship Manager ACE  

• Shane Shambhu, Actor, Director, Choreographer  

• Shalini Shivashankar, Dance Artist, Choreographer, Teacher at Uphaar 

• Sonia Sabri, Dance Artist, Choreographer, Teacher and Director of SSCo 

• Sri Sarker, Co-Executive Director, ZooNation, The Kate Prince Company 

• Stella Subbiah, Independent dance artist and co-founder of Sankalpam 

• Swati Raut, Dance Artist, Choreographer, Teacher and Director of SDC 

• Subhash Viman Gorania, Independent dance artist and choreographer 

• Sujata Banerjee, Dance Artist, Choreographer, Teacher and Director of SBDC 

• Urja Desai, Dance Artist, Choreographer, Teacher and Director of Pagrav Dance  

• Uma Venkataraman, Medical professional and Dance Artist 

• Vidya Patel, Independent dance artist and choreographer 

• Vidya Thirunarayan, Independent dance artist and co-founder of Sankalpam 
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APPENDIX 5: GLOSSARY 

 

Kalakshetra - an arts and cultural academy dedicated to Bharatanatyam, based in Chennai, 

India. 

 

Kathak Kendra - National Institute of Kathak Dance based in New Delhi, India 

 

Kadamb - Kadamb Centre for Dance and Music provides training in Kathak and a holistic 

view of dance, based in Ahmedabad  

 

Gandharva Mahavidyalaya - an institution dedicated to the teaching of Indian classical 

music and dance based in New Delhi, India 

 

Prayag Sangeet Samiti - an institute imparting education in Hindustani Classical music, in 

Allahabad, India 

 

Navadisha 2016 – International South Asian dance conference held in May 2016 at mac 

Birmingham 

 

Bharatanatyam, Kathak, Odissi, Kuchipudi, Kathakali and Mohiniattam - are classical Indian 

dance forms. 

 

Kalarippaiyattu – is an Indian martial art form 

 

Arangetram – A debut full length solo performance of a Bharatanatyam dancer 

Rangmanchpravesh – A debut full length solo performance of a Kathak dancer 

 

Gharana or bani - is a system linking musicians or dancers by lineage or apprenticeship and 

by adherence to a particular style practised by their teacher 

 

Guru Shishya Parampara - The guru–shishya tradition or parampara (lineage), means a 

succession of teachers and disciples in Indian classical dance 

 

Mahol – is an Urdu word for Ambience or Atmosphere 

 

 

  



107 

 

 

APPENDIX 6: RESEARCHER BIOGRAPHIES 

 

Delia Jarrett-Macauley is an academic and writer with experience of devising and running 

courses within Higher Education and in community settings. She worked closely with 

Naseem Khan on the Arts Council’s Cultural Diversity Consultation processes. As the author 

of the Review of South Asian Dance in England (Arts Council England, 1997) she interviewed 

a wide number of practitioners, dance officers and leaders of the National Dance Agency 

concluding that the sector needed to enhance existing partnerships and that established 

artists needed sustained support to develop the younger generation. Also, as administrator 

of the First Black Dance Summer School run in association with Leicester University, Delia 

gained practical experience of training non-western dancers within the UK. 

 

 

Magdalen Gorringe is a doctoral research student at the University of Roehampton, 

researching ‘The Professionalisation of Classical Indian Dance Forms in Britain’ on a Vice 

Chancellor’s Scholarship. She grew up in India where she started learning bharatanatyam 

and is interested in the relationship between dance and text, as well as in using dance in 

activism. She is co-founder of The Natya Project, a project seeking to provide professional 

progression routes for young classical Indian dancers in the U.K. 

 

 

Anita Srivastava is an independent arts administrator and advisor who has worked in 

education and arts sector over 20 years. Anita has great connections within the South Asian 

dance sector at the grassroots level as well as strategic level through managing various 

dance training and development projects of regional and national significance. Milestone 

events she has managed include Milapfest’ Dance India International Summer School, 

Kadam Summer School, South Asian strand of the BBC Young Dancer competition and 

U.Dance competition. She has managed the outreach strand of the CAT Yuva Gati 

programme since 2009. Anita produced the seminal South Asian Dance conference 

Navadisha 2016 at mac Birmingham in May 2016 in partnership with Sampad Arts and has 

managed SADAA South Asian Dance National Network in 2017-18.  
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APPENDIX 7: QUESTIONNAIRE SAMPLES 

 

Questionnaire for Dance students* 
 
 

1. Age (Please tick as appropriate) 
 
 Under 16 

 

 16 – 18 
 

 18 – 24 
 

 

2. Why is dancing important to you?  
Please number in order of importance (1 for most important & 5 for least important) 

 
 

 It is a way to connect with my Asian heritage 
 

 It is a way to keep fit 
 

 It is a good way to meet friends 
 

 It is a good discipline 
 

 I want to become a professional dancer 
 

 Any other reason (please enter) 
 

____________________________________________________________ 
 
____________________________________________________________ 

 
 

 

TRAINING 
 

1. How many classes do you attend per week? 
 
 

 
2. How long are your dance classes? 

 
 

 
3. Do you train in other dance or movement styles? If yes, please list which one (s). 

 
 

 

4. On average, how long do you practise each week? 
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5. If you practise less than you would like is this due to (please tick all that apply) 
 
 
 Lack of time due to school work 

 

 Lack of time due to other activities 
 

 Lack of space to practise 
 

 Other (please specify) 
 

 
6. Have you ever taken dance classes in India? If Yes, please give details 

 
 
 
 
 

7. Have you ever attended any Summer schools (e.g. Bhavan/ Kadam/ Milap Summer 
schools) in the UK or elsewhere? If Yes, please give details 

 
 
 
THE FUTURE 

 
1. Do you hope to attend / are you attending/ have you attended university? 

 
 
 
 

2. If YES, what do you hope to/ what are you/ what have you studied? 
 
 
 
 

3.  Which sentence most closely matches how you feel about your future dance aspirations? 
(Please tick the box that most closely matches your thoughts.) 

 
 

 I will dance all my life but only socially   
 

 I will have a professional dance career 
 

 I will be a professional dancer for some time 
 

 I will combine a career as a dancer with another career 
             (In this case please indicate which other career you think you might pursue) 
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4. Would you be interested in a course offering training in Indian dance styles? 

 
If so, would you be interested in (please number in order of interest – 1 for most 
interested and 4 for least interested) 
 
 Full time 3-year graduate degree 

 

 1 or 2-year full time post-graduate degree course 
 

 1 or 2-year part time post-graduate degree course 
 

 An Open University style modular course which could be pursued at your own pace 
with your own guru in tandem with your other commitments 

 

 Regular Summer schools, with a potential to build up credits over a number of years 

 
 

5. If interested in such a degree, which subjects would you be most keen to study (please 
number in order of interest) 

 
 

 Advanced classical Indian dance technique (Bharatanatyam/kathak/odissi – delete as 
appropriate) 

 

 Contemporary dance technique 
 

 Ballet 
 

 Bollywood technique 
 

 Other dance technique (please specify) 
 

 Teaching dance in schools 
 

 Teaching dance in community contexts 
 

 Applying classical Indian dance forms in theatrical settings 
 

 Fundraising and management skills 
 

 Dance history 
 

 Anatomy 
 

 Choreography and composition 
 

 Movement techniques supporting work as a dancer (Feldenkrais/ yoga/ Alexander 
technique/ Pilates) 

 

 Other (please specify) 
 



111 

 

 
 

6. How important for you would it be for the course to offer an apprenticeship opportunity 
with a dance company or agency, either as a dancer or as an administrator? 

 
 

1              2               3       4          5  
         Extremely Important      Important     Don’t mind      Not important      Wouldn’t like it 
 

 
7. How important for you would it be for the course to have a link (for example like an 

exchange programme arrangement) with an Indian institution like Kalakshetra or Kathak 
Kendra? 

 
 

1         2         3               4                  5   
        Extremely Important        Important         Don’t mind    Not important       Wouldn’t like it 
 
 
 

8. After graduation would you hope to pursue a career as 
 
 Primarily an Indian classical dancer 

 

 An Indian classical dancer with the versatility to perform Western contemporary work 
 

 A Western contemporary dancer with a strong grounding in Indian classical dance 
 

 A commercial dancer 
 

 An arts manager/ policy adviser 
 

 Other (please specify) 
 

 
 

9. Are you happy for us to contact you again for further research, if needed? 
 

 
 Yes 

 

 No 
 
 
                                                                            Thank you very much for your time and contribution! 

Delia Jarrett Macauley, Magdalen Gorringe & Anita Srivastava  
The Research Team 
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Questionnaire for parents and guardians * 
 
May we request parents and guardians of a young dancer to complete this questionnaire. 
We welcome your opinion on following key areas.  
 
 
1.  What sort of career/ job options is your child considering at the moment? 
 
2. As a parent or guardian, do you think a degree in South Asian Dance would be a likely option 

for your child were one to be available in the UK? If your child is in two minds, could you give 
me a rough percentage of how likely s/he would be to opt for dance if that were an available 
option? 

 
 

3. If so, how would you feel about this? 
 
 

4. If not, are you likely to support their development in South Asian Dance in other ways?  
 
 
5. In general, what are your thoughts about value of a degree in South Asian Dance in Britain?  
 
 
6. Where should such a degree course be based? And why? 
 
 
7. Please name three issues that should be considered by the Higher Education institution(s) 

hosting a degree in South Asian Dance?  
 

1. 
 
2. 

 
3. 

 
 
8. What do you see as the advantages of having a South Asian dance degree based in the UK 

rather than elsewhere? 
 
 
9. Is it important for a SA degree to have some sort of a link with India? 
 
 

                                                                                Thank you for your time! 
Delia Jarrett Macauley, Magdalen Gorringe & Anita Srivastava  

The Research Team 
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Questionnaire for dance teachers * 
 
If you are a dance teacher, may we request you to complete this questionnaire. We welcome 
your opinion on following key areas.  
 
 
1. As a teacher of South Asian Dance, do you think a UK-based degree course is now a sensible 

idea?  
 
 
 
 
 
2. Are there likely candidates for such a degree among your current students? If so, how many? 

Names?  
 
 
 
 
 
3. In your opinion, what would be the main challenges for the university hosting such a degree 

course?  
 
 
 
 
 
4. Are you interested in working in the Higher Education sector in the UK? If so, in what 

capacity? Part-time tutor, researcher, hosting students on placement etc.  
 
 
 
 
 
5. Reflecting on your training and professional experience, what do you think the main 

components should now be for South Asian Dance practitioners?  
 

 
 
 
 

                                                                                  Thank you very much for your time and 
contribution! 

Delia Jarrett Macauley, Magdalen Gorringe & Anita Srivastava  
The Research Team 
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Questionnaire for Young Dancers* 
 
1.  DANCE TRAINING 
     Where did you train? 
 

 India 
 

 UK 
 

 Elsewhere (please specify) 
 

a. Was your training: 
 

 With a private teacher 
 

 At an institution 
 

If at an institution, was this training 
 

 Full time 
 

 Part time 
 

b. How long did you train? 
 

If you trained at an institution, how long did you train there? 
 

 
 

c. If your training was with a private teacher or part time, have you ever had the 
opportunity to train full time? If so where and for how long? 
 
 
 

d. How well do you feel your training has equipped you to work as a dancer in the UK? 
 
 
 
 

e. If you could add something to your training what would that be? 
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2. PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE 
a. Do you consider yourself to be a professional dancer? If so, how long have you been 

working as a dancer professionally? 
 

b. Do you work in dance? 
 

 Full time 
 

 Part time 
 

 On a project basis 
 

c. Do you combine dance with another career? If so, please specify what career? 
 

 
d. In what capacity do you work most often as a dancer? Please number in order of 

frequency (1 for most frequent & 5 for least frequent) 
 
i. As a performer 

 
ii. As a choreographer 

 
iii. As a teacher 

 
iv. As a community dance animateur/ workshop leader 

 
v. Other (please specify) 

 
e. If you do not consider yourself to be a professional dancer, or if you do not work in 

dance full time, which factors are most influential in preventing you from taking 
dance professionally (Please number in order of importance) 
 
i. Lack of employment opportunities for classical dancers 

 
ii. Insecure/ comparatively low income 

 
iii. Not sure how to go about it 

 
iv. Don’t feel good enough/ well enough trained (in this case, please specify the 

training lack you feel) 
 

v. Other (please specify) 
 
 
 



116 

 

 
3. CONTINUED PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

 
a. Do you continue to take classes in your primary dance style(s)? If so, how often? If not, 

what prevents you from doing so? 
 

 
b. Would you be interested in a course offering continued training in Indian dance styles? 

 
 

If so, would you be interested in (please number in order of interest – 1 for most 
interested and 4 for least interested) 

 
 A full time 3-year graduate degree 

 
 A 1 or 2-year full time post-graduate degree course 

 
 A 1 or 2-year part time post-graduate degree course 

 
 An Open University style modular course which could be pursued at your own pace 

with your own guru in tandem with your other commitments 
 

 Regular Summer schools, with a potential to build up credits over a number of years 
 
 

c. If interested in such a degree, which subjects would you be most keen to study (please 
number in order of interest) 

 
 Advanced classical Indian dance technique (Bharatanatyam/kathak/odissi – delete as 

appropriate) 
 

 Contemporary dance technique 
 

 Ballet 
 

 Bollywood technique 
 

 Other dance technique (please specify) 
 

 Teaching dance in schools 
 

 Teaching dance in community contexts 
 

 Applying classical Indian dance forms in theatrical settings i.e. 
 

• Fundraising and management skills 

• Dance history 

• Anatomy 

• Choreography and composition 

• Movement techniques supporting work as a dancer (Feldenkrais/ yoga/ Alexander 
technique/ Pilates) 

• Other (please specify) 
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d. How important for you would it be for the course to offer an apprenticeship opportunity 
with a dance company or agency, either as a dancer or as an administrator? 

 
 

1           2            3             4  5  
 Extremely Important Important     Don’t mind    Not important    Wouldn’t like it 

 
 

e. How important for you would it be for the course to have a link (for example like an 
exchange programme arrangement) with an Indian institution like Kalakshetra or Kathak 
Kendra? 

 
 

   1                    2         3                 4                5  
       Extremely Important      Important Don’t mind    Not important    Wouldn’t like it 
 
 
 

4. Are you happy for us to contact you again for further research, if needed? 
 

 
 Yes 

 
 No 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                                            Thank you very much for your time and contribution! 

Delia Jarrett Macauley, Magdalen Gorringe & Anita Srivastava  
The Research Team 
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