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To explore and demonstrate the character and power of SalsAmigos Dancing I prepared and presented a 

number of presentations available as flash videos.  These are available at www.SalsAmigos.org.  Each 

video has available an accompanying article (a PDF) comprised of the substance of the script.  Here 

these are combined into a single convenient document. 

Introduction to SalsAmigos 
SalsAmigos is a dance for teens.  It has been created with specific human developmental goals in mind.  

It is based on a form of salsa dancing called rueda de casino. My name is Sam Gill.  I am a Professor at 

the University of Colorado.2  I began teaching dance to teens around 2003.  Through my years of 

teaching teens I developed SalsAmigos dancing and the pedagogy that is so important to its successful 

teaching.   My academic teaching and research include the study of dance traditions all over the world.  

Creating a new and powerful dance theory has also been a constant interest.  I have incorporated much 

from my academic research in the development of SalsAmigos.  In this Lecture Series I will consider 

SalsAmigos from a number of perspectives to show how amazingly powerful and fun this dance is.   This 

presentation will introduce SalsAmigos dancing and show what distinguishes it.  It will also outline some 

of the topics that will be covered in depth in other lecture presentations.     

I have been teaching SalsAmigos to teens at New Vista High School in Boulder, Colorado, since 2003 and 

also in a youth afterschool program supported by the City of Boulder’s Youth Opportunities Program.  I 

have also taught many groups of youth and adults.  I teach partner salsa dancing to dancers of all ages.   

One of the first groups I worked with became so accomplished that they entered international rueda 

competitions. 

Rueda de Casino is a dance done in a circle comprised of male/female partnered pairs.  It developed in 

Cuba around the middle of the twentieth century as a distinctive form of salsa dancing with historical 

roots running to Africa and Europe.  The dance can now be found all over the world. 

Similar to square dancing, associated with North American country music, rueda de casino has named 

moves called in Spanish.  When a move is called all the dancers simultaneously execute the move.  The 

signature moves involve exchanges of partners rotating around the rueda.  The dance is improvised and 

controlled by the “caller.”  Moves are often called in rapid succession and many moves are intricate, 

complex, and long. 
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Rueda de Casino is a social dance with the dancers generally oriented to the center of the circle.  Seeing 

one another around the circle the dancers energetically interact and the energy often builds along with 

the sense of community.  

I was eager to develop rueda de casino for teens, because I recognized that it has such great potential to 

serve teen developmental needs such as physical exercise, appropriate and healthy touch, strong 

incentive to pay close attention, team work, mutual assistance, physical and mental coordination, and 

the building of self image and esteem.  Yet, I recognized that some aspects of rueda dancing wouldn’t 

work well with teens.  And I also realized that I would need to develop special teaching methods for 

them.  

Traditional rueda has strong gender identified roles.  The lead is the male and the follow is the female.  I 

knew that gender-identified roles were not appropriate for youth.  I didn’t want to support any social 

values that would suggest that males lead and females follow.  I knew that to get equal numbers of boys 

and girls is very unlikely.   I didn’t want to have any role specialization at all, because that would mean 

the group would spend endless non-dancing time trying to match pairs.  So the first major foundation of 

SalsAmigos dancing is that all dancers dance all positions and roles equally. 

With all dancers dancing all roles equally, the next issue was how to avoid dancers even paying much 

attention to the distinctive roles of leading and following.  I imagined that dancers should simply be able 

to dance and understand by relative position alone what they should do without consciously thinking: 

“I’m a lead” or “I’m a follow.”  This meant that dancers could not dance whole dances in one role and 

then switch to another for another dance.  They needed to be able to switch roles smoothly on the fly 

without stopping.  I recalled a move I had once learned that would accomplish this goal.  It is called 

confusion and when called all dancers simultaneously switch roles.  It can be called often during a dance.  

The result of these changes allows all dancers to dance with everyone without concern for gender or 

role or specialization.  The only requirement is a minimum of 4 dancers.  In teaching all students always 

dance.  If there are an odd number of students, the instructor teaches while dancing.  The instruction is 

done by the teacher outside the circle when an even number is present. 

I added another basic element to SalsAmigos dancing which has other wonderful effects on teen 

development.   Dancing SalsAmigos, like rueda, the dancers orient to the center of the circle.  This seems 

natural and helpful since the dancers can see one another and moving around the circle means moving 

along the secant on the inner side of the arc.  However, teens love to perform and I began to realize that 

performances were difficult for audiences to appreciate because they are outside of the circle looking 

mostly at the backs of the dancers.  The solution to this situation was to turn the circle to the outside.  

This can be done from inside to outside and back to inside with a simple called move.  When the circle is 

turned to the outside, almost all the moves can still be done, but instead of going across the secant of 

the circle, now dancers must move in a larger arc path around the outside of the circle.  Turned to the 

outside SalsAmigos presents well to an audience.   



SalsAmigos Dance Project 
Lecture Series 

3 

 
Although the motivation was audience presentation my pleasant surprise was the realization that this 

afuera or outside orientation provided even greater benefits for youth development.  Not only do the 

dancers have the challenge of ambidextrous movements as leads and follows, but also in terms of 

orientation in space to both the inside and the outside.  The impact on brain, body, and relationship 

development is amazing.  Dancers are quickly able to move among these four orientations seamlessly.  

Another SalsAmigos distinction is its pedagogy, the art and techniques of teaching this dancing.  I believe 

that my experience as a teacher for over thirty years contributed extensively to my development of this 

part of the dance.   

We almost always teach SalsAmigos dancing to groups of different ages, mixed levels of physical fitness 

and coordination, varying abilities to pay attention, and our groups often include youth with 

documented learning disabilities.  SalsAmgos groups usually include youth who speak different 

languages and represent a variety of ethnicities.  Consequently, how the dance is taught is critical to a 

successful experience for all involved. 

Teaching SalsAmigos, as teaching any subject, is as much art as technique and good teaching requires 

careful training.  Still, there are several principles that can be stated.  

I believe there are amazing benefits to teens involved in SalsAmigos dancing.  Yet, it is a solid rule in our 

teaching that we never even mention much less focus on, any aspect of these benefits.  I will develop 

this principle much more fully in a later presentation, but I believe that one of the main reasons 

SalsAmigos dancing has such an impact on teens is that they participate because they just love to do it.  

It is fun.  It is energetic.  It is very social.  It is noncompetitive and noncritical.  We find that teens often 

acknowledge benefits they experience, but we focus all our attention on simply (and not so simply) 

teaching the dance. 

The rueda, the circle, is in a way sacred.  What I mean by this is that the circle as a form is inclusive and 

leveling and unifying.   In teaching SalsAmigos it is important to always trust the power of the circle.  

Thus, in teaching SalsAmigos we rarely break the circle for any reason.  We find that training or assisting 

teachers often have an inclination to break the circle.  Commonly they want to give individual 

instruction to a teen that isn’t getting it or to punish someone for not paying attention or acting 

inappropriately.  They might think that a student who has missed one or more classes would disrupt the 

circle and offer to take that student aside to catch her or him up.  We never allow this.  The circle is 

always maintained and we have found from much experience that if this is honored most problems and 

issues are quickly resolved.  

One of the greatest surprises I had when I started teaching high school kids was how amazingly capable 

they are and how eager they are to learn when challenged.  I had heard so much about how difficult 

teens are to teach and, frankly, I dreaded even trying to teach them.  I have found virtually all the 

hundreds of teens I have taught eager and excited to learn.  However, I also have learned that success in 

teaching is tied to keeping the group always on the edge of their abilities.  They must be constantly 

challenged, given positive creative stress, which keeps them always engaged and excited.  To discern 
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how to maintain this fine edge is where the art of teaching comes in, because pushing them too far, 

introducing material that is too difficult, demanding the accumulation of too many new moves and 

elements will simply shut them down.  Yet, erring on the side of not being challenging enough usually 

results in students being quickly distracted. 

I have to admit that I am amazed by the experiences I have had teaching SalsAmigos to teens.  I never 

cease to be surprised and amazed by what I observe.  There are so many stories.  Surely one will do.  

There was a young man, quite tall, who took my class.  He often entered the room a few minutes before 

class started.  He put his hands behind his back and paced around the room with his head bent forward.  

Early in that term he seemed to remain apart from the rest and paced until time to dance.  His 

participation was rather studied, but he was always eager and interested.  Gradually as the term 

progressed he spent more time with the other students.  By every indication I had he was fully present 

throughout the term and enjoyed the class.  After the performance at the end of the term, I attended to 

the mandatory paperwork for the school.  At that point I found that this student had a documented 

disability,   He had a form of mild autism termed Asperger Syndrome.  In this report I learned that this 

student was prone to disruptive behavior if confronted with too much pressure and stimulation.  I was 

given strategies to deal with the student should it be necessary.   I was greatly pleased that these hadn’t 

been necessary, and I marveled at the outcome.  This student had been subjected to loud music, 

constantly called instructions, students constantly touching him, students talking and laughing while 

dancing, and the pressure to remember a great many moves to be executed on demand.  I recalled that 

by the end of the term this student was hanging with the others and that he even played an active role 

in creating performance choreography.  I believe that SalsAmigos dancing “normalized” this student, 

allowing him to socialize and connect with others and to be a part of the circle with the gentle assistance 

of others. 

In the presentations to follow I will carefully discuss a number of important areas where I believe 

SalsAmigos serves youth.  Each topic will include some academic research to set the context.  Then 

provide detailed analysis of what SalsAmigos does to contribute to human development.  Let me tell you 

a bit of what is to come. 

The increase in bullying, physical violence, and sexual assault among peers as well as between teachers 

and students has led many schools to severely restrict touch of any kind.  While such measures are likely 

necessary to protect our young people, an unfortunate byproduct is that most students never 

experience touch of any kind.   

Dr. James Prescott, a developmental neurophysiologist at the National Institute of child Health and 

Human Development wrote, “I believe that the deprivation of body touch, contact, and movement are 

the basic causes of a number of emotional disturbances which include depressive and autistic behaviors, 

hyperactivity, sexual aberrations, drug abuse, violence, and aggression.” 

The lack of healthy and appropriate touching may contribute to the very conditions that have led to the 

increased prohibition of touch.   
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Clearly what is needed is an environment where students and teachers may come into physical contact 

with one another that is healthy and appropriate and safe.  There is abundant scientific evidence that 

touching is fundamental to healthy human development.   

SalsAmigos dancing requires dancers to physically touch one another.  Touching is always functional and 

visible. It is necessary to do the dance.  We never talk of touch; we never warn against inappropriate 

touch.  Yet, SalsAmigos dancers learn to communicate enormous amounts of information among one 

another through the medium of touch.  One of my lectures will be on touch. 

Another lecture will discuss a wonderful concept of teamwork or what might better be called teamplay. 

Team and team work are common ideas that are presented to teens in a variety of settings.  Sports is 

surely the most common setting followed by other competitive activities such as debate.   This common 

concept of team usually depends on external goals to provide motivation for team development and it 

gives identity to the team.  Thus for youth, team almost invariably means, competition with the 

incumbent identification of good team with winner and bad team with looser.   

There are other concepts of team and SalsAmigos offers an important one.  While SalsAmigos doesn’t 

talk to dancers about team or team work, they quickly begin to understand and embody an important 

type of team concept.   

An important physical part of SalsAmigos dancing involves what we would term “back leading.”  This is 

when one dancer who is in a follow role determines, usually through touch, that her or his partner may 

not know the move that has just been called.  If this person knows the move, he or she will take the lead 

as a follow, that is, back leading the lead through the move.  This is done almost always without 

comment or any statements of criticism.  Why is it done?  Simply to keep the circle going and the dance 

moving.  A breakdown would disrupt the flow in the circle, so back leading is done to support the goal of 

the whole group.  Students become adept at back leading and giving lost dancers a little assistance 

usually done with a small touching assist.   

I almost never hear any student criticize another and yet I often hear the dancer who is helped thank 

the other for helping out.   

This concept of team is distinguished by the goal being intrinsic, not extrinsic; it is non-competitive; it is 

inclusive; it is accomplished without being given any attention at all. 

One of the foundational issues of all humanity, escalated in the present world, is managing human 

differences.  Those unlike us seem always to be either much more valuable and important than us or 

much less.  Tolerance and acceptance and appreciating differences are fundamental responsibilities of 

the education of youth.  Arguably this cannot be done simply by beseeching our youth to tolerate one 

another.  Actual tolerance must come from communication and contact.  Verbal communication has its 

own limitations since we do not all speak the same language or a single language equally.  Most arenas 

for non-verbal communication are characterized by competition and even violence.  
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What is needed is an arena for young people to come into close contact with one another with a 

common goal such as mutual enjoyment, even if it is a requirement for a school course.   SalsAmigos 

serves this need very well.  A dance group often includes students from several ethnic backgrounds 

including often foreign exchange students, different social status (I’m thinking popularity here), different 

types of personality, and different gender-role identities.  In high school even the difference between 

freshmen and seniors is in most school arenas almost unbridgeable.   

SalsAmigos dancers dance with all others which requires touch, cooperation, connection, and mutual 

orientation and goals.  We have often heard dancers comment on how they not only simply meet, but 

make a connection with, students they would never even know to exist outside the dance.   

We have also experienced that students with documented disabilities such as ADD or slow mental or 

physical processing do very well dancing SalsAmigos.  They are carried along with the circle. 

I have become highly interested in recent neurophysiological and cognitive scientific research.  Recent 

research shows that the brain remains plastic, that is, changeable, throughout life, in contrast to the 

common understanding that physical brain development is complete by age eight to ten.  More 

importantly research documents that teen brains undergo several periods of rapid expansion, or 

exuberance, followed by a rapid trimming down finally to the adult brain.   

The question that scientists have yet to conclusively answer is what environmental activities best 

stimulate healthy brain development during these periods of exuberance.   While we await the more 

conclusive results for this issue, it is clear that physical exercise is important to increase blood flow to 

the developing brain.  It is clear that demanding stimulus/response that produces creative stress is 

important.  It is clear that brain functioning is certainly not isolated from body movement and directed 

action.  It is clear that touch and physical activities that hone balance and bodily self-awareness are 

important to brain development.   

SalsAmigos provides all these nourishing factors to developing teen brains.  I will devote a lecture to this 

topic. 

Recent research has begun to build a powerful case that human meaning-making is not solely a function 

of cognitive, word-based, rational, conceptual thought.  Rather, all our meaning is grounded in 

sensorimotor patterns and schemas that are created through the way we move our bodies in both 

repeated patterns common to all humans as well as repeated patterns that coincide with cultural 

practice.   

This means that we discover ourselves and our worlds through movement.  Our posture and the way we 

move reflect and affect our self image.  The role of movement in human development will be a lecture 

topic. 

The absence of interaction with others through movement, the absence of patterned movement forms 

that provide a sense of self-image, the absence of associating communal and relational values with 
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movement all lead to the stunting of personal development, to unhealthy self-images, lack of 

confidence, and low self-esteem.   

In the highly repetitious patterns of physical movement provided in SalsAmigos dancing one can literally 

see students stand up, smile, interact, and exude self-confidence. 

Youth of today are often overweight, unhealthy, out of shape, deprived of sleep, and stressed.  I am 

amazed at how much less stamina teen dancers have than I have though they are a fifth my age.   

SalsAmigos dancing requires about 6,000 steps an hour which is equivalent to briskly walking a mile and 

a half.  My classes are usually either one or two hours long which amounts to a good bit of physical 

exercise several times a week.  Of course we never ever would talk about SalsAmigos dancing as 

exercise, although students often recognize that they are exercising.  Most report that they are more 

alert throughout the days they dance.  Most significantly increase their physical agility and physical self-

awareness through the course.  Most of the dancers work up a sweat while dancing. 

There are obviously a great many benefits to regular physical exercise.  I’ll discuss this topic in a lecture. 

These are some of the topics I will cover in this lecture series.  The lectures are based on my academic 

research and my extensive experience working with young people.  Each lecture in the series will cover 

an important, and often controversial, topic related to teen development.  While I will focus on 

SalsAmigos as a dance or movement form that serves important needs, many other movement forms 

may meet the same needs in somewhat different ways.  SalsAmigos dancing will be the standard 

example for my presentations and, of course, I hope that many will find it compelling to begin to include 

SalsAmigos dancing in school curricula, in after school youth programs, and in other programs serving 

young people.  However all of what I will present in these lectures will hopefully inspire the 

development of other forms and activities that will serve the development of healthy and happy young 

people.  

Touch 
SalsAmigos dancing is a form of a Latin American dance called rueda de casino.  The dancers move from 

partner to partner.  Touching one another is fundamental to the dancing.  It is impossible to do this 

dance without dancers touching one another.  Most of this dance involves hand to hand and hand on 

shoulder blade touching. 

Some elements of the dance include dancers moving with their bodies very close to one another.   As 

one student put it, “In this dance there is no personal space.” 

SalsAmigos dancing includes extensive healthy and appropriate touching among students and among 

students and teachers that arguably makes important contributions to personal and intellectual teen 

development. 
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It is a tragedy of today’s schools that few young people are safe from inappropriate touch behaviors 

such as sexual harassment, bullying, physical misconduct, and physical violence not only among student 

peers, but also between students and teachers.  “Touch” and “touching” have become the subjects of 

extensive concern and often prohibition.3  Misconduct involving contact is extensive and serious.  It is 

essential that schools protect students and provide faculty and staff with clear boundaries for 

appropriate behavior.  Such concerns are not to be challenged. 

The very word “touch” has begun to take on the character and association of inappropriateness.  “He 

touched me!” is a statement that, when uttered in an educational environment, usually denotes 

inappropriate or harassing physical contact.  The examples of behavior associated with the word “touch” 

that come to administrative, parental, and public attention have demanded that school officials prohibit 

all touch, preferring to err, if necessary, on the side of safety and protection of our youth. 

Yet, touch is essential to human growth and development.  This is well established.  The pressing issue is 

how to provide healthy and appropriate touching among students and between students and teachers 

that will grant all students this ray of sunshine so they may bask in its healthiness and benefit from its 

energy.  

In this presentation the importance of appropriate “touch” and “touching” is explored along with a 

discussion of how SalsAmigos dancing embodies healthy touching and thereby contributes in positive 

ways to human development.  Such touching must be incorporated in school curricula to assure the 

healthy personal and academic development of our youth. 

Touch is commonly relegated to the “lower” or “animal” senses.  Schools focus almost exclusively on the 

supposed “higher” senses seeing and hearing.  Touch is completely ignored except when seen as a 

problem.  When we appreciate how remarkable touch is, can we continue to prohibit it?  Why is touch 

so essential to human development and health? 

Touch is, in evolutionary terms, the first sense to come into being and touch is developed even in the 

simplest single cell creatures such as the amoeba.  All other senses can, in a way, be understood as 

specialized touch sensations.  For example, hearing involves the touch of compressed air on the ear 

drum and smell involves the physical contact of chemicals on the nasal membrane and taste buds. 

The skin, the organ of touch, is the largest and most spatially expansive human organ. The skin can be 

thought of as the most extended surface of the brain; in turn, the brain the deepest layer of the skin.  

The skin is the container for the body; the boundary between inside and outside; the boundary between 

self and world, self and other.  Pediatrician Dr. Henry Dwight Chapin, in an early twentieth century 

study, found that infants deprived of touch experienced a mortality rate of 90%.  A New York Times 

article in 1988 reported “psychological and physical stunting of infants deprived of physical contact, 

although otherwise fed and cared for.”4 
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It is well documented that touched newborn preemie babies gain weight as much as 50% faster than 

unmassaged babies.  Massaged infants are more active and responsive and more aware of their 

surroundings.   Many studies of the importance of touch have been done by Dr. Tiffany Field of the 

Touch Research Institute at the University of Miami School of Medicine.5  Saul Schanberg of the 

department of pharmacology at Duke University spoke of touch in 1989 “We forget that touch is not 

only basic to our species, but the key to it.”  Dr. Constance Classen in the Department of Sociology and 

Anthropology, Concordia University, Montreal wrote, touch “is a fundamental human medium for the 

expression, experience and contestation of social values and hierarchies.”  Significantly the word 

“touch” is the longest single entry in the unabridged dictionaries of many languages.  The “touch” entry 

in the Oxford English Dictionary runs fourteen full columns. 

Touch is also the interface between our physical existence and our thought and emotional processes.  It 

bridges between our visible physical being and the invisibility of our thoughts and feelings.  We say we 

are “touched” by something when we feel deeply about it.  Touch gives experiential shape to the world 

around us. Without touch we “feel” the true isolation that is at the heart of the enigma of the human 

condition.  Without touch we are separated, isolated, and profoundly alone. 

Appreciating that touch is fundamental to the sense of self and to the connection to the world and to 

others, we can understand how deeply impactful then is inappropriate touching, physical and sexual 

violence, and bullying.  Such behavior is not mere annoyance; it is deeply affective to one’s sense of self, 

to confidence, to sense of identity, to the full range of social behavior, to emotional stability.  The affects 

of inappropriate touching are often devastating. 

Yet, for the very same reasons, a developing life without healthy appropriate touching is like a flower 

without water.  It starves as certainly as does a body deprived of food.  And sadly touch starvation is 

rarely as obvious as is physical starvation.  We crave touch as surely as we crave food and sunshine.  

Touching is our most fundamental contact with the world. 

But why is this so?  How can we understand?  Let us consider touch more deeply.  Scientists and 

philosophers who study human perception note that the  paradigm we use when we think about 

perception is usually vision, not touch, and we think of vision on a photographic model.  That is, we think 

of vision, and by extension, all human perception, imagining our bodies as cameras passively recording 

images.  In this commonly held view perception is a one-way process in which the brain, using 

information from the sense organs, constructs a more or less objective internal representation of the 

world.  Seeing is believing and eye witness is truth.  This view of perception is no longer supported. 

Remarkably as early as 1709, Irish philosopher George Berkeley had come to understand that touch is 

the only genuine spatial sense.  He argued that touch is intrinsically active; that it is only through 

physical movement that we directly encounter space.  Recent scholarship has confirmed Berkeley’s idea.  

Perception is now understood as an interactive process based on movement.  When we touch 

something to experience its texture or “feel,” we invariably move our finger over a surface.  What 
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Berkeley and contemporary scientists of perception have found is that touch acquires content through 

movement. Touch is intrinsically active and, thus, best serves as the most appropriate model for all 

perception. 6 

With touch as the model for interactive perception, scholars understand vision, like touch, to be based 

on movement.  It is only as we move, even the slightest amount, that we gain the experience of depth 

and shape.   Maurice Merleau-Ponty, the French existential phenomenologist and brilliant modern 

theorist of perception, found that “depth” is not directly perceived as some measure of a fixed ground 

that separates us from objects in the world.  Rather we perceive relative depth through vision only when 

there is an object partially occluding, that is hiding, another object.  Importantly movement is necessary.  

Only when an object moves between us and another object, caused either by the movement of the 

occluding object or by our own movement do we perceive depth.  This movement may be the small 

movement of our head or eyes or even by the effect of movement between the perspective of our two 

eyes. 

Recent studies show that the development of normal vision depends on the movement of the body 

relative to the environment, but, importantly, this movement must be self-actuated.  This means that 

only through self-movement can one test and thus learn the relevant patterns of sensorimotor 

dependence.  This means that developing the sense of feeling and knowing where our bodies are in 

space—that is, kinaesthetic and proprioceptive awareness—is inseparable from the development of 

normal vision. How remarkable this is!  We cannot develop normal vision without self-movement, 

without an internal touch sense of our moving bodies.7 

Maurice  Mearleau-Ponty’s lifelong study of touch, its implications for human perception, and, indeed, 

for all reality, culminated in what he understood to be “the ultimate truth.”  He understood that we are 

interconnected with everything we perceive in the same way that our one hand is connected with our 

other when touching it.  Touching and being touched are two sides of the same thing.  He extended this 

relationship to the world holding that seeing and being seen are two sides of the same thing.  All 

perception is interactive requiring the presence of perceivables in the world that are perceived by the 

active perceiver.  All perception is in a sense then touch.  Touch and movement are also the basis for 

feeling and emotion.  We say that something touches us or that we are moved by it when we feel deeply 

about it. 

Touch is then at the root of the human sense experience of movement, interaction, playfulness, give and 

take, aliveness, emotion, and feeling.  It is through touch, and the necessary accompaniment of 

movement, that we come to have a sense of self, that we perceive the world beyond ourselves, and, 

most remarkably, interconnect ourselves with the world around us.  Touch is depth; touch is emotion.   

Touch is at once the most physical and grossly fleshy of human perceptual experiences and also perhaps 

the most philosophically and abstractly profound and sophisticated of our senses.  As Helen Keller so 

remarkably demonstrated, life without seeing or hearing, while impaired, can still be full and rich, but 
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only because of the remarkable powers of touch.   As she noted, life without touch is simply not 

possible.  No wonder touch deprived infants simply die and massaged preemies seem so eager to get 

going in the world. 

Given this enriched understanding of touch and touching, schools that prohibit all touch, schools that 

have not found ways to provide young developing people with healthy and appropriate touch 

experiences, may be depriving students of an essential ingredient to their full and healthy development. 

Surprisingly, even without explicit prohibition of touching and movement, our educational furniture is 

designed to separate and immobilize learning bodies.  This furniture supports the common practice of 

restricting movement, the companion of touch, in service to learning.  Can we have gotten this wrong?  

Might we begin to understand that problems that manifest in physical abuse, sexual harassment, and 

bullying may not arise because we have not adequately restricted touching, but rather, shockingly, that 

these problems are the result of young developing people being deprived of healthy and appropriate 

touch?  Dr. James Prescott, a developmental neurophysiologist at the National Institute of Child Health 

and Human Development says as much.  He wrote, “I believe that the deprivation of body touch, 

contact, and movement are the basic causes of a number of emotional disturbances which include 

depressive and autistic behaviors, hyperactivity, sexual aberrations, drug abuse, violence, and 

aggression.” 

This bears repeating, “I believe” wrote Dr. Prescott, “that the deprivation of body touch, contact, and 

movement are the basic causes of a number of emotional disturbances which include depressive and 

autistic behaviors, hyperactivity, sexual aberrations, drug abuse, violence, and aggression.” 

If this is the case, then to progressively restrict touch and touching contributes to, rather than resolves, 

the problems it addresses.  Even our seemingly innocuous functional educational furniture may play a 

negative role.  The challenge is to introduce forms of appropriate and healthy touching.  To accomplish 

this is arguably as important and likely more fundamental than any other learning experience. 

SalsAmigos dancing involves constant and extensive touching.  Look at how the students first touch one 

another.   Students face one another in pairs arranged in a circle and those who have their left hands on 

the outside of the circle are asked to hold up their hands.  Then their partners join these upraised hands 

by placing their palms around the thumbs, and the first hand closes.  This hand holding position is 

strictly functional to the dance.  Notably this hold position has little association with intimacy, as might 

entwined fingers or even hand holding palm to palm.  All students learn and dance in both positions 

which are later termed “lead” and “follow.”  There is no regard whatsoever for gender or any identity of 

role with gender.  Boys dance with boys; girls with girls; as well as mixed genders.  The dance involves 

constant changing of partners.  

Early in the first class to get dancers to begin circulating from partner to partner we teach a move called 

“dile que no.”  This move requires a different kind of touch.  The dancer on the left is the “lead” and he 

or she places the right hand on the shoulder blade of the “follow” to her or his right.  They may also hold 

hands, with the lead’s left to the follow’s right.  This position involves extensive touching and then as the 

follow walks across in front of the lead the dancers’ bodies are momentarily quite close to one another. 
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Combining the basic rhythm pattern, which is called guapea, with the dile que no creates a move called 

dame that results in one dancer in each couple, that is, all the leads, moving to the next follow along the 

circle in a counterclockwise direction.  Focus on the touching elements as dancers do dame moves. 

In another common series of moves that is usually taught the very first day of class, the dancers become 

quite entwined.  Notice that dancers’ bodies come very close to one another.  The element of the move 

that entwines the dancers can be called repeatedly, each time drawing the dancers closer and closer to 

one another.  When I call the circle I attempt to stop when the dancers are close to one another, yet not 

jam-packed together.  However, later when students begin to call the circle, I have noticed that they like 

to repeat this element to the point of the students being mashed together.  They seem to love this 

moment. 

To look at one other move is useful.  This move is called adios and requires that students briefly come to 

a position side by side, right hip to right hip, with the lead’s right hand across the front of her or his 

partner with their hand on their partner’s hip.  This move perhaps has the most extensive touching.    

Now let’s review and reflect on the kind of touching that takes place in SalsAmigos dancing. 

¶ Touching is always a function of the dance.  It is simply necessary to do the dance. 

¶ Touching is restricted to hand to hand contact and hand to shoulder blade contact  where the 

contact is functional and not suggestive of intimacy. 

¶ Touching is always brief. 

¶ Touching is done openly and overtly. 

¶ Touching is done by all participants equally and at the same time without regard to gender or 

status—student or teacher. 

¶ Touching, in contrast with most sport contact, is cooperative rather than combative. 

The pedagogical philosophy related to the touch element of SalsAmigos dancing is, I believe, essential to 

assuring that touching is healthy and appropriate. 

¶ We never use the words “touch” or “touching.” These are loaded words and their use would 

draw unnecessary attention to the potential for inappropriateness.  We never have a talk at the 

beginning of the course to present rules or warnings about inappropriate touchING or about 

comfort levels or about anything related to touching.  The principle here is quite simple really.  

When the expectations are that everything that takes place is open, done by everyone, totally 

appropriate, and healthy, that is what it turns out to be. 

¶ Rather we use language like, “If your left hand is on the outside of the circle, hold it up.  Now if 

your right hand is on the outside of the circle, grab the thumb of the person in front of you.  

Now those with the left hand involved close your fingers around your partner’s hand.”  This is 

simple functional language. 

¶ SalsAmigos teaching is always done at a pace gauged to keep the students constantly moving 

and learning at the most rapid rate that positively challenges them.  This is an essential aspect of 

SalsAmigos pedagogy and constitutes the art of SalsAmigos teaching.  Students cannot be 
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pushed beyond a level where the challenge is too great.  This produces so much frustration that 

students simply disengage.  Yet they must be kept constantly learning with the highest demands 

they can enjoy. There are never moments when we allow students to break out of the circle or 

the group to sit down or where we take a student aside for individual instruction.  The 

completeness and integrity of the circle which requires that all students act together at a 

challenging rate are essential.  In this environment, students experience such mind/body 

demands that there is no time or energy to think of much beyond keeping up. 

My experience teaching hundreds of teens provides some insights:   CLICK 

¶ Certainly some teens are more comfortable touching others and being touched.  Some touch in 

the most tentative way possible.  On a move such as adios, some students leave their arm hang 

rather than place it across their partner’s body.  I have also had students from cultures where 

touching another is highly charged.  The few students I have worked with who bring this 

valuation of touch to class have adjusted well, yet  I have seen that they experienced some 

discomfort.  It is certainly possible that youth from some cultures might find the physical contact 

in SalsAmigos dancing impossible. 

¶ Few young people have shown any concern whatsoever about making physical contact with 

others of the same gender.  One group I taught had 10 boys and 2 girls.  One of the boys had 

Middle Eastern heritage and both girls were Latina.  I did not find any reticence among any of 

these students although the Middle Eastern boy adjusted his contact with others to the minimal 

possible.  This group performed for the whole high school at the end of the term and no student 

indicated any concern for the gendered mix and the entire school strongly supported their 

performance. 

¶  I have never had a single instance of a student complaining about inappropriate touching, 

although on several occasions I have had students ask if I would talk to the whole class about 

personal hygiene.  I do not do this.  Students commonly talk, usually in a humorous vein, about 

the unpleasantness of touching sweating and sometimes odorous peers.  There seems to be a 

clear understanding among most that this is simply one of the dimensions of SalsAmigos 

dancing. 

 

I believe that now more than ever before our youth need as much healthy and appropriate and safe 

touching as possible.  While the limitation of touch in educational settings is perhaps necessary for the 

protection of our youth, such restrictions must be complemented by activities where teenagers 

experience healthy touching.  Remember what is at stake, as stated by Dr. James Prescott who wrote, “I 

believe that the deprivation of body touch, contact, and movement are the basic causes of a number of 

emotional disturbances which include depressive and autistic behaviors, hyperactivity, sexual 

aberrations, drug abuse, violence, and aggression.”  SalsAmigos dancing provides teenagers with 

extensive healthy and appropriate touch. 
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Team 
I remember the day well.  New Vista High School students taking my SalsAmigos dance class were 

beginning to understand how essential is the simultaneous and accurate movement of each dancer 

around the circle.  As we teach this dance there are moments when this understanding is suddenly 

realized.  This particular day we were taking it to an extraordinarily high level by teaching a move called 

“revolu.”  This involves a highly complicated series of rotations involving partner changes and 

interactions with dancers first going one direction in the circle skipping one partner, then going back to 

the partner they skipped, then going forward skipping two partners, and then doing a complicated move 

involving a stamp clap rhythm pattern.  When I announced that we were going to work on the move, 

there were groans from a few indicating they knew the level of difficulty.  They did very well.  I told 

them how proud of them I was.  Then I announced that we were going to do the move again, but with 

increased challenge.  More groans because they knew what I was going to suggest.  This dance is most 

customarily done with the dancers facing the center of the circle.  Since it is a social dance this 

orientation allows looks and energy to circulate among the dancers.  In SalsAmigos dancing we also turn 

the circle to the outside (we call it afuera) so that dancers face the outside of the circle.  There are many 

reasons we do this, but of relevance here, is the increase in challenge for the dancers, especially for 

moves that require dancers to change partners.  You see, when the circle is faced inward the dancers go 

across the circle (a secant) to their next partner, but in afuera dancers have extra distance to travel in an 

arc around the outside of the circle to get to their new partner.  So you can appreciate how much more 

challenging is this complex move, revolu, in afuera. 

We started working on this and I suddenly realized that I was certain that no other rueda group ever had 

successfully performed this move.  I don’t even know any groups that dance with the circle turned 

outward much less would attempt such a move.  I told the students that we would be filming their 

attempt, that if successful they would set a world record, and that we’d publish the video on YouTube.  

They rose as a group to meet the challenge and after several attempts they succeeded.  I thought it 

remarkable that while there were quite a number of dancers in the circle, they all instantly knew when 

they succeeded and broke out in cheers and applause.   

There are many things to say about this SalsAmigos moment, but the one I want to focus on is that 

SalsAmigos dancing creates among the dancers an experience of “team” and “teamwork” that I think 

important and that differs in some fundamental ways from the comparable experiences of those 

participating in sports. 

Before I talk about the SalsAmigos experience of team and teamwork, I’ll just briefly reflect on the sort 

of experience of team that is commonly experienced in sports.  I hasten to say that I believe there are 

many important benefits in this team experience; however, I will suggest that there are alternative team 

experiences that are equally important.  

Sport teams are commonly based on exclusivity.  There are tryouts, cuts, and frequent shifting of 

participants among favored positions.  To be on a team is commonly considered to be among the 

exclusive, that is, to be on the team.  This exclusivity is often designated by uniforms or the possession 

of team paraphernalia.  The exclusivity that is associated with the team certainly encourages team 
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aspirants to work hard to make the team and keep from being “cut” from the team.  Exclusivity also 

instills pride in membership and responsibility to maintain the status and reputation of the team.  There 

is a strong encouragement for team members to act in such a way that reflects well on the team.   

Team exclusivity also depends on the difference between those who make it (the winners) and those 

who don’t make the team or are cut from the team (the losers).   The often devastating impact on those 

who don’t make the team or who are cut from the team is well known.  They often carry this identity 

throughout life as a personal stigma.  There are often negative qualities to the social setting for sport 

teams or teams based on a sport model.  This can run both ways.  To be on a team can be considered to 

be among the exclusive and others are looked down on and chided as being losers.   Beyond the 

activities of the team, team members can be identified with the qualities of the sport or activity, 

sometimes in negative terms or stereotypes.  Members of a football team may be considered “dumb 

jocks” by the academically accomplished.  Members of the debate team may be considered “brainy 

nerds” by some. 

The sport team model almost always contains a hierarchy.  The distinctions that create hierarchy may be 

generated in a number of ways.  Often there are team positions, all theoretically considered as equally 

necessary for the successful functioning of the team, but usually certain positions have greater prestige 

while others are rarely distinguished.  Teams usually have squads or levels that create a hierarchy based 

on experience or skill.  There are elements of prestige, or the lack of it, associated with squads.  Teams 

also have “captains” or “stars” or “most outstanding players” and so on.  The importance of these 

internal hierarchies is that team members constantly have more to work for to achieve their potential. 

Sport teams invariably have as an objective measure “winning” in competition with other teams.  We 

often hear that old adage “It is not winning or losing that matters; it is how you play the game.”  

Sportsmanship is clearly a concept that is taught and discussed, yet no one actually believes that this 

adage actually holds.  I have never heard of a sport where the principal trophy given is for 

sportsmanship rather than winning.  Everyone knows that coaches are hired and fired based on their 

record of winning.   Team members are advanced and honored based on their contribution to winning 

and losing.  Thus in the very objective of the team, losing and wining, losers and winners, are essential.  

Correlative, the goal of the team is ultimately external to the play of the game.  Teams are pit against 

one another to win.  It is the results of the playing rather than the playing that is ultimately the measure 

of the team’s performance. 

In sport based teams there is a fundamental tension between being an individual competing with other 

team members for positions, squads, distinctions, records and supporting one another to achieve the 

goals of the team. 

This sport based model of team pervades American and even world cultures.  It pervades business, 

politics, and even reality television.  It is of the fabric of our society and it creates the basis for human 

relationships, human identities, social interactions, and human value.   
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Now I want to discuss how SalsAmigos dancing exemplifies a different experience of team.  It is 

complementary to the sport team model and not wholly distinct from it, yet it does introduce some 

variations that are worthy of our reflection. 

This SalsAmigos concept of team is not present in all dance groups.  Quite the contrary.  For example, 

the renowned “Dancing Classrooms” program in NYC and other cities that teaches competition ballroom 

dancing to children is based on the sport team model.  This is powerfully demonstrated in the 

documentary film “Mad Hot Ballroom.”  There are poignant scenes showing children devastated and 

sobbing because of their loss to another school.  There is a powerful moment in the film when Pierre 

Dulane, the founder of the program, says, “winning and losing are simply part of life.”  Of course, he is 

correct, although we cannot help but feel the pain of these cute kids who have given their hearts to 

dancing.  We know that much dancing is competitive and even confrontational, think of hip hop and 

breaking.  We understand that these dance forms have the same benefits, as well as, potential 

shortcomings as all sport team experiences. 

Many popular dance forms are based on the sport team model.  The progressive elimination 

competition common to sports is adapted for many dance forms such as the popular television 

programs “Dancing with the Stars” and “So You Think You Can Dance.”  And it is used in many other 

dance forms where competition is an essential element. 

 

SalsAmigos dancing, and certainly other group activities, offers a different kind of team experience and I 

want to consider this.  Remember, I’m not suggesting that this should replace sport team experiences, 

but it certainly can complement it and it might be appropriate for some youth who would never even 

consider participating in a sport-based competition situation.  I have known many of these youth and 

they are often strong creative individuals, singular shining jewels, or kids that may have difficulty 

socializing with others.  Some are simply self-satisfying as individuals, diamonds in the rough. 

Let us return to that team experience shown in the opening example, the successful accomplishment of 

the complex move named “revolu.”  Note that all the dancers are in a circle and have equal and 

complementary roles as “leads” and “follows.”  While is it not obvious in this film, there are no try-outs, 

no cuts, no exclusions, no one told to sit out because the group is going to do something difficult.  The 

circle is always inclusive and we’ve never excluded a dancer for any reason.  It then becomes 

fundamental to the operation of the circle to assure that every dancer is doing what is required for each 

move.  I’ll explain how this is accomplished shortly.  So there is no hierarchy, no exclusivity; there are no 

cuts.  There is no competition among the members of the group.  There is no competition between the 

group of dancers and other groups of dancers.   

The goal, the objective, of the team is to do what the team does, dance; or in the exemplary case to 

successfully accomplish a move that requires the equal performance of every member of the group.  

Thus the goal is intrinsic to the activity, not extrinsic.   

This is a different kind of team:  inclusive, non-competitive, cooperative, non-hierarchical, intrinsically 

motivated.  I’m sure that the positive attributes of these team characteristics are evident.  There are no 
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losers, no cuts, no special designated team members.  We might ask “what is the point if there isn’t the 

goal of winning or advancing through the ranks?”  The answer to this question is seen in the 

spontaneous cheers and applause of the dancers who succeeded in performing “revolu” in “afuera” 

position.  Their goal and reward was in the doing, the doing together, the unity they experienced, the 

accomplishment they felt.  They were spurred on by the thought of doing something no one had ever 

done before, but I truly believe they would have been as excited and satisfied even if we had not 

mentioned this possibility.  While SalsAmigos dancing technically requires work to do, unlike work there 

is no product beyond the dancing.  Thus it might be more appropriate to refer to this experience and 

process as “teamplay” rather than “teamwork.”  

I want to briefly discuss some elements of this dance that broadly contribute to the experience of 

teamplay.  First, the dance roles are designated as “lead” and “follow” yet every dancer learns both 

parts equally and soon makes a seamless switch between the two roles.  Still, key to the lead’s job is to 

initiate and direct the elements of movement that comprise the called move.  Leads are the action 

initiators while the follows take the lead through touch connection.  In SalsAmigos dancing where every 

dancer knows both parts equally, in amazing and unidentified role emerges and that is “backleading.”  

Backleading is when a dancer in the designated follow role senses through touch that her or his partner 

dancing the role designated the lead does not know the called move or some part of it and exerts an 

action initiating force from the follow’s position to assist the lead in completing the move.  This is 

backleading.  While we teach only lead and follow, all dancers certainly learn subconsciously and 

sometimes consciously that they can, when needed, assist the lead in completing the move.  Everyone 

frequently experiences this situation and it invariably goes undetected by the rest of the circle of 

dancers.  Often the lead will quickly say a “thank you” for the assist. 

What I believe is important in this factor of backleading as central to this teamplay is that all dancers 

come to understand through experience that everyone needs help from time to time.  They learn that 

they can offer assistance to another dancer without criticizing them, without interrupting the dance or 

breaking the circle, or even saying a word to the dancer in need.  I almost never hear a dancer criticizing 

another for failing to properly lead and I think this is simply because every dancer knows that this 

happens to every dancer and that the ongoing process of the dance is more important than to interrupt 

the dance by stopping to point out someone’s failure.   

The result is that everyone helps everyone in need of an assist and does so without glory or shame, 

without even the others knowing.  This is an amazing experience of a kind of cooperation and mutual 

assistance. 

Teamplay also arises when we begin teaching the kinds of moves that require everyone in the circle to 

rotate in complex ways around the circle.  Often the first move that awakens team play is a move called 

trente y tres.  This requires the leads to advance in front of the person on their right on the counts 1, 2, 3 

and the follows to advance in front of the person on their left on 5, 6, 7.  If there are 10 couples then 10 

leads must move in the same direction on the same count immediately followed by the other 10 moving 

the other direction both moves done in an 8-count of the music.  The move trente y tres requires this 
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same sequence to happen on three consecutive 8-counts.  We often have them clap once, twice, three 

times to mark the progress of the move:  “trente y tres con uno dos tres.”   

As students learn this move they come to understand that any dancer not paying full attention will fail 

to move on time and, consequently, the move will simply break down as the other dancers pile up on 

one another and become confused as to when or where to go.  The same thing happens if a dancer 

forgets which role she or he is in and moves in the wrong direction.  The move is amazing when all 10 

move at once and then the other 10, three times in a row.  Dancers quickly learn to assist in various 

ways those not moving or those heading the wrong way.  Since all of this must happen to the specific 

count in the music and a beat in the music has a time lapse of 1/3 of a second, dancers have to pay close 

attention. 

Thus, the cooperation and mutual assistance is not done through generosity or kindness or altruism.  

Rather it is done as a bodied minded form of action that we might simply call team play.  As dancers 

embody this element of the dance there is a noticeable transformation in the group dynamics.  The 

awareness and importance of team play is embodied and becomes a foundational element of the 

dancing from that point on, growing with each new challenging task. 

In teaching SalsAmigos we do not talk about team or teamwork or teamplay.  It is a core principle of our 

pedagogy to focus almost totally on the dancing recognizing that such experiences as this concept of 

team and the cooperative experience of teamplay are more deeply valued if learned through embodied 

experience rather than through being told or consciously considering this aspect of the dancing.  The 

integrity of the circle, the creative pressure to keep the dancing going and to the music and the intrinsic 

satisfaction of this process is motivation enough to accomplish the embodiment of these experiences 

and concepts. 

While the sport model of team and teamwork has many distinct advantages for teen and human 

development, there is still merit to the SalsAmigos model of team and teamplay.  It is noncompetitive, 

inclusive, cooperative, and non-hierarchical and has an intrinsic goal.  The experience of SalsAmigos 

team and teamplay serves to embody these values in sensorimotor programs that become part of the 

neurophysiology of SalsAmigos dancers. 

ȰItȭs Just a Dance!ȱ 
Sir Ken Robinson speaking to an education conference said, “There isn’t an educational system on the 

planet that teaches dance every day to children the way we teach them mathematics.  Why?  Why not?  

I think this is rather important.  I think that math is very important, but so is dance.”8  The only 

justification Robinson gave was that we all have bodies.  Not quite enough to convince most school 

administrations, I’d guess.  In this series of presentations, I am actually arguing this position and I’m 

offering a wide range of reasons that should be more compelling to school administrators.  However, 

                                                           
8
 http://www.ted.com/index.php/talks/ken_robinson_says_schools_kill_creativity.html See also 

http://www.sirkenrobinson.com/     

http://www.ted.com/index.php/talks/ken_robinson_says_schools_kill_creativity.html
http://www.sirkenrobinson.com/
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that is not my topic in this presentation.  I want here to consider that often heard phrase, “It is just a 

dance!”   

Years ago in Brazil, Afro-Brazilians developed a form of dancing that had martial arts qualities to it called 

capoeira.  Today it is not only widely popular in Brazil, but also throughout the world.  As the story goes, 

Afro-Brazilians would congregate in a remote location to learn and practice capoeira.  They knew that 

their owners and masters would not approve, fearing they were preparing some revolt.  They posted 

lookouts to inform the group when someone was coming.  Warned, the group would start dancing 

samba and tell their intruding guests, “It is just a dance!”  This seemed to work. 

I have always suspected that these Afro-Brazilians actually used the Euro-Brazilian sentiment that 

dancing is always something appropriate described by the dismissive word “just” as a way of hiding 

what they were really about.  In many important ways that I will argue throughout these presentations, 

dancing is never “just a dance.”  But then, in this presentation, I want to discuss a couple ways in which 

we will be surprised by there being unexpected strengths and values hidden in this dismissive phrase. 

In this presentation I want to show that one of the most important pedagogical elements in SalsAmigos 

dancing is that young people take the course in school and get involved in doing the dancing simply 

because they find it fun.  Rather than emphasize that SalsAmigos dancing can improve brain 

development, help students lose weight, help students become physically fit, help them develop 

important social relationships and self esteem and so on, we simply offer it as a fun dance form.  We 

actually encourage teens to think of SalsAmigos dancing as “just a fun dance.”  I often think of this, 

inspired by the capoeiristas, as a powerful secret weapon. 

It is quite remarkable how persistent and extensive are western attitudes toward dancing.  It is widely 

understood as entertainment as evident in the popularity of television reality dance shows.  In the west 

dancing has been an important part of film, stage, television, and live entertainment for a very long 

time.  Ballet and modern dancing are considered important genres of high culture.  Children, especially 

girls, are still encouraged to take ballet and, amazingly, many girls take ballet for much of their youth.  I 

sometimes take informal surveys in my classes at the University of Colorado and find that often more 

than half of the women in my classes indicate that in their youth they took more than five years of 

ballet.  However, few continue to dance ballet. 

Dancing is also a popular form of social activity.  Swing, salsa, tango, and country dancing are common 

activities performed by large numbers of people in social settings.  All these dances are partner dances 

particularly appropriate for socialization.  These dances each have specific historical and cultural 

identities, yet often the participating dancers do not identify themselves as members of the culture 

relevant to the dance they are doing nor are they aware of much of the history.  Combined with a 

somewhat greater cultural connection, folk dancing also remains popular.  There are sometimes relative 

age correlations with social dances.  Hip hop, breaking, and reggaeton dances are more often identified 

with the young, while waltz and foxtrot are dances more likely associated with an older generation. 
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Dancing is fairly often associated with exercise, although in my experience this has shifted significantly in 

the last decade.  For many years I was an addicted aerobic dance exerciser.  Now it is difficult for me to 

find any aerobic dance classes offered in fitness centers.  They have gone quite extensively to machine 

based exercise.  Jazzercise can still be found here and there.  Many social dancers may talk of the fitness 

value to their dancing and many lose weight.  However, I am sure this is not the prime motivator for 

their social dancing. 

Dancing rarely occurs in a religious setting in American and European Christianity.  It is often strongly 

discouraged; sometimes even forbidden.  Where it does occur, it is rarely more than rhythmic walking.   

While many consider dancing fun and social, few believe that it does much of anything.  It is something 

like a respite from work and stress; kind of an adult recess.  I suggest that for dancing to be taken 

somewhat seriously it has to be presented in the terms appropriate to a male-oriented production-

oriented society.  Thus dance groups are referred to as “companies.”  It is their job to put on 

“productions.”  Admission is charged.  Paper programs are available telling the stories and meanings of 

the dances and recounting the dancers’ credentials.  Here dance aligns with theater, but both present 

themselves in terms of a production model. 

In colleges and universities, dance departments and programs focus on dances of high culture and 

perhaps include occasional samplings of other dances that are referred to as ethnic, folk, or even 

primitive.  Most public high schools include no dancing at all; or include a bit in physical education 

classes.  There are, of course, some arts based high schools that include dancing.  Even in the alternative 

high school where I teach, I find that counselors commonly consider my class as a fun reward for 

students.  I remember one student who clearly had some behavioral and adjustment problems.  Initially 

he had trouble focusing and he tended to act up a bit now and then.  However, the rueda, the circle, was 

having a clear affect on him.  As the dancing became more and more demanding and complex, he had to 

focus more and he was successfully doing so.  One day he disappeared from the class and I found a note 

in my box from his counselor indicating that he was being pulled from the class because his agreement 

had been that he could take the class only if he kept up his work in other classes.  He was being sent to 

study hall rather than dance class.  I did talk with him later and he had recognized that his participation 

in the dance class was having a positive impact on his work, but it was cut short perhaps too soon.  It 

was not recognized that dancing could have any value to academic development. 

Even in the alternative high school where I teach, I find that counselors commonly consider my class as a 

fun reward for students.  I remember one student who clearly had some behavioral and adjustment 

problems.  Initially he had trouble focusing and he tended to act up a bit now and then.  However, the 

rueda, the circle, was having a clear affect on him.  As the dancing became more and more demanding 

and complex, he had to focus more and he was successfully doing so.  Listen to what he says. 

One day he disappeared from the class and I found a note in my box from his counselor indicating that 

he was being pulled from the class because his agreement had been that he could take the class only if 

he kept up his work in other classes.  He was being sent to study hall rather than dance class.  I did talk 

with him later and he had recognized that his participation in the dance class was having a positive 
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impact on his work, but it was cut short perhaps too soon.  It was not recognized that dancing could 

have any value to academic development. 

Importantly, people in American and European cultures simply take these understandings of dancing for 

granted and believe they are common throughout the world.  This is simply not the case as evident in 

the common practice of identifying cultures and places with a form of dancing distinctive to culture and 

place.  Travel guides and promotional brochures frequently pair costumed dancing with distinctive 

scenery.  Outside of Christianity, dancing is closely synonymous with religion.   

In Hindu India, the figure Nataraja, the Lord of Dance, is an important form of the deity Shiva.  Nataraja 

is often depicted as in the thirteenth century bronze sculptures as arrested 

in a moment of his cosmic dancing.  Surrounded by an arc of flames, that 

corresponds with the syllable Om.   Nataraja holds in his hands symbols 

representing the five cosmic processes creation, preservation, destruction, 

embodiment, and release.  His dancing is not a part of these cosmic 

processes, but the primordial grounding upon which all these cosmic 

processes become possible.  His dancing is understood as lila or play and, as 

such, it is not done for any reason.  Reason or meaning can occur only inside 

the cosmic processes. Nataraja dances simply because it is his own nature to 

do so.   

Many other cultures have similarly high valuations of dancing.  Southern hemisphere Christianity is often 

forgotten or unknown even though the greatest number of the world’s Christians live in the southern 

hemisphere and these are the areas where Christianity is growing the most.  In southern hemisphere 

Christianity dancing is commonly a central activity of worshippers. 

Consistent with cultures the world over, I am showing in these presentations that dancing can be highly 

valuable to teens in our culture serving them in many practical ways.  In other presentations I provide 

evidence, studies, and examples  

¶ that dancing may provide a healthy and appropriate form of touching which is essential to 

human life 

¶ that dancing may offer an experience of team complementing the sport-based experience of 

team.  SalsAmigos team experience is characterized as inclusive, non-hierarchical, non-

competitive, and having intrinsic motivations. 

¶ that SalsAmigos dancing works well to provide the creative challenge to encourage the fullest 

growth during the documented periods of rapid brain development among teens.  The dancing 

demands whole-body highly complex movement responses while interacting physically with 

others on command coordinated to music and that these movement patterns are done in four 

ambidextrous planes. 
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¶ That dancing encourages tolerance of differences and serves to minimize disabilities of many 

varieties 

¶ That dancing serves personal and social development and creates a sense of confidence in many 

youth 

¶ That dancing promotes physical fitness, produces weight loss, creates faster motor response, 

and supports healthy self image 

Despite these many ways that dancing, in this case SalsAmigos dancing, has the potential to contribute 

to human development, health, and happiness, there is a sense in which dancing is important beyond 

any of these contributions.  To help me articulate this aspect of dancing I want to look to the late French 

philosopher Jean Baudrillard for inspiration.  Baudrillard developed nuances of meaning to the term 

“seduction,” understanding it as the “simple play of the strategy of appearances.”  Seduction plays with 

appearances that seem to promise more, but never deliver on those promises.  Now, while we may have 

a negative opinion of seduction, aligning it with deception, Baudrillard shows us its strength by 

contrasting it with what he understands as “production.”  Whereas seduction as a never ending play of 

signs always in some sense hides and alludes or suggests, but never renders visible; production seeks to 

part the veil and show everything.  In production, as Baudrillard writes, “everything is to be produced, 

everything is to be legible, everything is to become real, visible, accountable; everything is to be 

transcribed in relations of systems of concepts or force, measurable energy, everything is to be said, 

accumulated, indexed and recorded.”9  As social theorist and critic, Baudrillard recognizes that modern 

cultures are obsessed with production, with making everything visible.  Yet, what we don’t recognize 

that Baudrillard shows us is that production is dependent on and follows seduction.  All things that 

fascinate, that seem rich in depth, that have mystery, that persist are those that are suggestive, but at 

the same time hide or obscure, or complicate, or ambiguate.  And when we think about it, we do 

understand Baudrillard’s notion of seduction and its value.   

Fiction and poetry and art and music and dreams all are the play of signs.  Their strategy is seduction, to 

hide as well as reveal.   We are seduced by these forms because, in Baudrillard’s terms, they “no not 

consist of a simple appearance, nor a pure absence, but the eclipse of a presence.  [Their] sole strategy 

is to be there/not there, and thereby produce a sort of flickering, a hypnotic mechanism that crystallizes 

attention outside all concern with meaning.  Absence seduces presence.”10 

I think it highly insightful, yet a shock to our most secure understandings, to attempt to understand 

dancing in terms of seduction.  Here I am not referring to any specific dances, but to that quality of 

dancing that exists and persists across everything we refer to as dance.  Dancing seen as seduction 

allows us to appreciate that dancing need make nothing, say anything, hold any meaning; but rather 

that its strength is in being seductive rather than productive.  What could this mean?  What are the 

implications? 
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 Jean Baudrillard, Seduction (New York: St. Martin Press, 1990, first published 1979), p. 34. 
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 Ibid. 
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To understand dancing as seduction we might begin to catch a glimmer of the possibility that our world, 

our culture, so bent on production, has seduced us into seeing and understanding dancing, no matter 

how contrary to our experience of it, largely in terms of production.  Remember that the popular 

implications of the phrase, “it’s just a dance,” are that dancing does not really produce anything and is 

thus useless.  If this is so we have come to appreciate dancing only to the extent that we deny it as 

seduction, that we deny it as dancing.  This explains why dancers organize in companies and put on 

productions.   

To grasp dancing as seduction goes a long way to allow us to understand its allure.  Dancing is 

provocative in its seeming to be full of meaning, yet actually absorbing and obscuring meaning rather 

than giving it full expression.  Dance may be understood as absorbing meaning in that it gracefully 

receives most interpretations or analyses offered to it.  Dancing bewitches by seeming to be making 

work, yet it produces nothing real, nothing but the play of signs, the play of appearances.  Dancing 

beguiles in suggesting that the dancer, by dancing, is achieving something like the fullest realization of 

self (and, of course, it does so but in ways we had not anticipated), yet in dancing the dancer becomes 

something other.  Dancing seduces us, fascinates us; dancing reveals through what it hides.  In 

important senses then, in meaning nothing, in producing nothing, dancing is stronger than production 

which ultimately depends on it.   

Given this insight we can understand the wisdom of the ancient Hindus who recognized that Nataraja, 

the Lord of Dance, frames and is foundational to even creation and destruction, to time and meaning.  

We can appreciate the wisdom of the Afro-Brazilian capoeiristas whose dancing grounded their very 

being. 

Now I understand that to view dancing as seduction is complex and provocative.  To do so however is 

important for us to understand why dancing holds such importance in culture and human history, why 

we are so fascinated and beguiled by dancing.  It helps us understand why, although we feel dance to be 

so meaningful, we cannot seem to say much about its meaning.  It help us understand why, although we 

feel that dance is so deeply powerful, we cannot seem to find what it produces or does.  Its hiding 

meaning and effect, its promise but failure to deliver, is key to its strength.  We feel it; we actually 

already know it.  We may not have fully appreciate the profundity of our dismissive phrase, “it’s just a 

dance.”11 

Were we to grasp this idea that dancing is seduction fully, we would need none of the justifications, the 

arguments I provide in these presentations for the productive powers of dancing.  We would fully grasp 

that strength of dancing as dancing.  However, in these presentations I nonetheless want to address 

these productive values realizing that, in our society, they are necessary.  And I am concerned with a 

particular form of dancing and with the way we teach it.   

The principal concern of this presentation is pedagogical principle and psychological process rather than 

specific outcomes.  In my exploration of teen programs a great many of these focus on identified teen 
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needs and problems:  risky behavior, substance abuse, teen pregnancy, truancy, physical and learning 

disabilities, poor academic performance, and so on.  Such programs necessarily identify teens in terms 

of their needs or problems.  Such programs and activities cannot help but carry a certain stigma simply 

because they are so identified.  While I am sure that many of these programs are very important and 

contribute a great deal to the teens they serve, there is possibly a significant alternative to be found in 

SalsAmigos dancing and other activities that foster a similar approach. 

A fundamental principle of SalsAmigos pedagogy is to never refer to the dancing in pragmatic terms of 

anticipated outcomes.   To do so would be to identify students in terms of populations of needs.  There 

is a sense in which we get what we are looking for.  To identify students in terms of needs, in some 

sense creates those students in the negative terms of what they need, but do not now have.  The 

motivation for the activity is not longer intrinsic to it.  The activity then must produce results measurable 

in terms unrelated to the activity.  The autotelic quality of the activity is sabotaged.  It no longer 

produces an identity between action and awareness that is experienced as pleasure, as fun.  The result 

would then be to fail to produce results for the primary reason that it is these results that are the 

primary concern.  The secret weapon of SalsAmigos dancing is that we avoid production and depend on 

the seduction experienced by student participants who participate simply because they enjoy it; it is 

“just a dance.”  It is our experience that the outcomes actually achieved in meeting needs are much 

higher when this aspect of the dancing is transparent to the participants.  Understood in these terms 

then we enjoy a hidden confidence by encouraging young people to do SalsAmigos dancing just for the 

fun of it. 

Difference and Disability 
During the early part of a dance class I taught, a tall young man entered the room well before class time.  

He struck a strange figure as he paced clockwise around the room, head bent forward with his hands 

behind his back.  His pace was methodical; his legs long.  His condition was Asperger Syndrome and he 

was said to be easily over-stimulated.  Well, there was stimulation enough for most to be occasionally 

overloaded in this SalsAmigos class.  Music plays.  Dozens of moves may be called.  Dancers touch one 

another all the time to lead and follow.  The dance becomes increasingly complicated often involving the 

circulation among partners.  All the moves are learned as both lead and follow.  The circle (rueda) faces 

both to the center and away from the center.  There is plenty of vocalization among students as they 

dance.  This is a lot of stimulation. 

This student was always willing and as eager as any to begin the dancing.  He participated fully and, to 

my knowledge, never felt any overwhelm from all the stimulation and demand.  Indeed, as the course 

continued I began to notice that he spent more and more time before class simply hanging with the 

other dancers; less and less time pacing around the room.  By the end of the nine weeks, he paced 

hardly at all and he actively participated in the choreography for the performance the group did for the 

student body.  I actually never gave his disability a thought until after the term was over. 

The response to difference and disability remains one of the great challenges of American life and 

culture.  From a small teen dance class to international relationships among cultures and countries 
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difference is a central concern.  It is the issue of race, gender, culture, ethnicity, age, ability, and every 

other way we identify and distinguish people.  Commonly the greatest comfort is experienced among 

those who are alike.  Difference is often associated with discomfort and disorientation; often feelings of 

scorn and even hate.  For a peaceful and joyous life, surely most central among all the issues across the 

world today are tolerance, respect, and the appreciation of difference. 

Included in these concerns are simple differences based in factors prominent to identity such as gender, 

color, ethnicity, age, social status, appearance, gender identity, language, and so on.  Another area 

included here is that of documented disabilities including physical disabilities, learning disorders, and 

psychological conditions.  Many schools have testing and counseling centers to deal specifically with 

these disabilities.  The term disability almost always has a negative quality. 

I had a young woman take a class from me a few years ago at the University of Colorado.  She had been 

badly burned in an apartment complex fire.  Her boyfriend had died in the fire and she had lost both legs 

and her hands and arms were badly damaged.  To write she used her teeth to insert a pen in a holder 

strapped to her hand and used the full movement of her arm to write.  She took this class to see if she 

could return to academic work.  I met with her and confessed that I hadn’t a clue how to assist or to 

even assure her appropriate participation in the class.  She said that since her condition was new to her 

she really didn’t either.  So we worked together to explore methods and ideas.  I recall one very 

important paper that she wrote.  She printed it but put opaque pages between each printed page.  This 

was her way of showing that as a person with obvious physical disabilities, she wasn’t seen or heard 

directly, but as one behind some opaque shield.  In that paper she objected to the simple dual 

distinction between the abled and the disabled, preferring to advance the notion that we are all 

“differently abled.”  I have long remembered and treasured this insight.   

In a SalsAmigos dance class it is clear that students span an extensive range of abilities based on dozens 

of variables.  Some are hyperactive and often speed through everything.  Others have difficulty paying 

attention, or translating a verbal command into bodily action.  Some hear the rhythm, others have 

difficulty.  Some have great physical agility, while others may be slow or clumsy.  Some have full body 

awareness, while others seem to be hardly aware that they have body parts or where they are.  We truly 

are differently abled and to set apart some as disabled in any sense seems an inappropriate and unfair 

distinction, yet it seems that this has been the principal method by which difference and disability are 

treated. 

In the high school where I teach there are quite a few Latinos.  I found that several of the Latinas in my 

dance class were routinely pulled out of the class by the Latina counselor to attend a meeting for Latina 

students.  I am quite certain that there are many benefits to bringing together Latina students to talk 

about their educational experience and to receive support from one another and from their mentor. 

However, I wonder if there are not also some negative consequences of this as well.  They are identified 

primarily by their ethnicity, gender, and language.  By being taken out of the class, they are identified to 

others as students needing some special help or guidance.  Because of their absence from a fast moving 

class, they miss learning dance elements that are taught while they are absent.  Thus they are unable to 

perform as the others in the class and they may appear clumsy and behind.   Where Spanish speaking 
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students have a natural advantage in SalsAmigos dancing since most of the moves are called using 

Spanish-language terms; this advantage evaporates when they are taken from the class. 

To distinguish and isolate students in terms of elements of identity or ability seems standard for our 

culture.  A large number of grant funded school and after-school programs are aimed at populations 

identified by their specific “disability” or “minority” identity feature.  Attention and funding are given 

disproportionately to students with labeled problems and needs.  Such an approach depends on a 

standard of “normalcy” that is used to identify those who supposedly comprise the broad majority of 

the population.  Unfortunately the politics and funding risks of ignoring to some degree a broad swath 

of society results in often uninspired methods and routine expectations.  Many of the so-called “normal” 

students find their way to the back of the room where they go unnoticed. 

Dancing itself is one of the most common media for cultural exchange.  Whereas politics, economics, 

and language tend to negatively emphasize difference and actually create division, dancing is often an 

activity that is inclusive and crosses over seemingly impossible differences.  The early twentieth century 

popularity of swing music gave rise to huge dance venues, such as the Savoy Ballroom, in Harlem.  

People of all races came to Harlem from all over New York City and, indeed, throughout the country to 

dance Lindy Hop and blues dancing with African Americans.  Racial integration was not the intention; 

the intention was to enjoy music and dancing together.  Yet racial, ethnic, and cultural integration 

happened on a large scale decades before the Civil Rights Movement.  It was not only peaceful, it was 

joyful and it was based on the appreciation of difference based in music and dancing. 

For almost a decade I developed a dance studio named “Bantaba World Dance and Music” which 

brought together accomplished dance teachers representing cultures throughout the world to teach 

music and dancing to local Boulder Colorado people.  A major objective was to bring teachers from 

other cultures to live for a period of time in Boulder where they might live among and befriend those 

people they taught.  Now years later, and years after closing this dance studio, there remain large 

numbers of people who are deeply engaged in the cultures, languages, and the arts of people very 

different from themselves.  Dancing and music are powerful media for cultural exchange, for the 

appreciation of others, for the very reason that they are different from oneself. 

Over the years teaching SalsAmigos dancing I have taught a large number of students with amazingly 

varying degrees of ability and a large range of factors of personal identity.  The remarkable thing I have 

observed is how the rueda seems to incorporate and embrace these abilities and identity differences. 

One of the most powerful aspects of the way SalsAmigos dancing manages difference is that the dancing 

takes place in a  circle, the rueda.  All students are equal in every respect from the perspective of the 

circle.  There is no front row and, even more importantly, no back row where some might hang out and 

be ignored.  All students learn all parts.  All students are included in the circle at all times.  Students are 

never identified by their ability or a personal identity feature.  To the rueda there is no ethnicity, age, 

gender, gender preference, disability or ability, social standing, popularity, or anything else that 

distinguishes individuals.   
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When teaching adult partner salsa dancing I am a stickler for technique, providing skill drills and 

constant critique.  Yet, in SalsAmigos my focus must be on the group.  Any teaching responding to an 

individual concern is always directed to the whole group.  Any correction and critique to the individual is 

done either in progress, that is, as the circle is dancing, or to the whole group.  The magic of SalsAmigos 

with respect to difference and ability is achieved by keeping the circle moving and keeping every dancer 

in the circle.  Teens pick up technique when they realize, through experience, that technique is actually 

essential to keeping up with the group. 

In SalsAmigos dancing we do not identify teens by documented disabilities, that doesn’t mean that we 

don’t notice the presence of these conditions.  ADHD is a relatively common one.  These students may 

be among those that cannot seem to hear or pay attention to the dance “call.”  Their difficulty to attend 

to task may leave them standing when others are moving.  For some of these students you can see them 

trying to process what should happen given that they have heard a move called, yet they cannot seem 

to initiate any appropriate action.  The circle works well to assist these teens.  The dance has both lead 

and follow parts or roles, and in SalsAmigos dancing all dancers learn both parts equally.  Because all 

dancers are following half the time, students who have difficulty processing and immediately initiating 

actions can be lead through these actions.  Because students learn to effectively “backlead” leaders who 

do not know some moves through their move, then there is almost always a physical assist when 

needed.  The circle does not stop, so any correction encouragement or attention given ADHD kids, or 

others with similar abilities, are incorporated with little notice.  Even the most attentive dancers 

sometimes blank out a move and need an assist, so these students with documented disabilities do not 

stand out. 

Some students have a tendency to be hyperactive and these will often perform a move in 3 counts when 

the move should be done in 8 counts.  I remember one young man in particular who did this.  He would 

race through the move without regard to the music or rhythm.  I’d often catch him looking at me with a 

smile when he finished the move early suddenly realizing that he was then forced by the circle to await 

the rest to complete the move before he could go on.  In this case every move he did served to remind 

him to slow down, to coordinate his moves to the music and to the other dancers.  Gradually, he was 

able to contextualize his movement paying much more attention to his partners, to the music, to the 

flow of the group in the circle.   

Gender is among our most immediate markers of identity.  SalsAmigos dancing pays no attention to 

gender or gender roles.  This means that students routinely dance with both same and different 

gendered partners.  Social and cultural dancing often enforces gender roles.  Ballet, for example, is 

commonly selected by parents for their daughters as a way to bodily instill posture, carriage, dress, and 

attitude proper for young women.  The possible feminization of a boy interested in ballet is a parental, 

especially fatherly, concern.  These attitudes are explored in the popular film “Billy Elliot” recently made 

into a Broadway musical.  Hip hop and breaking are similarly dances that teach masculine and macho 

attitude.  Perhaps some parents worry about what affect breaking will have on their daughters’ gender 

identity.   Social dancing such as salsa, including rueda de casino the dance on which SalsAmigos has 

been developed, have gendered roles with the males leading and the females following.  While in their 
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respective cultural settings dancing may function to instill and embody gender roles, in SalsAmigos 

gender roles are ignored.  These adaptations reflect gender politics of the feminist and postmodern 

west.  The result, we believe, is for dancers to become comfortable and enjoy dancing with any other 

dancer without concern for gender. 

The teen years are important years for youth to explore gender identity.  There is one boy we have 

worked with extensively who is openly gay and clearly enjoys this identity.  Yet many others may simply 

be experimenting with gender roles and identities.  Given that SalsAmigos dancing has no regard for 

gender roles, it does not place gender role expectations on gay or lesbian students and it provides a 

context in which others who are undecided to explore gender identities as they might be seen by the 

larger culture.   

At my age, it is frankly difficult for me to make a very clear distinction between freshman and senior 

students, yet, I have come to understand, that age identity is amazingly powerful among teens.  I have 

been surprised to hear from students that they actually got to know someone who is at a different grade 

level and unexpectedly enjoyed it.  They often say that they frankly would not even have known these 

persons, in other grades,  even exist.   

It is always a kick to walk down the student-crowded corridors of a high school.  Groups stand and travel 

together.  These groups have many identities and it is often not so difficult to identify them.  There is 

that group of guys that have their pants below their butts and their pants are so tight I don’t think they 

could pull them up anyway.  I don’t know how they can walk or how their pants stay up once they stop.  

There are the goth kids with black outfits and black-dyed hair and black makeup.  There are the nerds.  

There are students of a common ethnicity and language.  In the school where I teach, these are 

commonly Latino kids.  They speak Spanish and the girls often dance holding onto one another.  There 

are the jocks and cheerleaders.  There are the costume kids who clearly spend their time and money 

shopping thrift stores to create daily outfits.  I really love all this and feel that in the relative monotone 

culture of Boulder, kids create a kind of rich diversity in their own fascinating ways.  Still, one potentially 

negative side of these cliques and groups is that they are insular, excluding any who are not like them.  

While the creation of identity is powerful and serves these kids in many obvious ways, it also serves to 

divide them and to create tensions among them.   

Again the SalsAmigos circle serves to integrate individuals through the constant interaction of 

individuals from these many groups.  One of the most common statements we receive from students on 

what they find is important and enjoyable about SalsAmigos dancing is that they get to know others 

that, except for dancing, they would never even know existed.  Indeed, they indicate that the dance 

experience tends to create another kind of identity that allows kids from different groups to connect.  

They report greeting one another in the corridors and classrooms that they have gotten to know 

through SalsAmigos dancing. 

I want to talk briefly about one other way that SalsAmigos dancing deals with diversity and difference.  

Teen years are important ones for developing and establishing self esteem and self image.  When young 

people who are shy and perhaps lack self-confidence dance with others who are mature,  popular, and 
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self-confident, they discover that the gap is not so great, that they are not so pathetic as they might 

have thought themselves.  It is common to see self-image and self-confidence grow among students 

dancing SalsAmigos.   

SalsAmigos dancers commonly talk about how the dance experience shows them the importance of 

tolerance.  They often indicate that they have become much more tolerant of others and they say they 

understand the importance of tolerance because they experience times when they too need help, when 

they don’t perform well, when they don’t know the moves or do them wrong.   

SalsAmigos does not lecture or discuss tolerance and the acceptance of diversity or the existence of 

differing abilities, yet the dance form seems effective in providing embodied experience for the 

development of these qualities among the dancers. 

Brain 
Two things are important at the outset.  I am wildly fascinated by the human brain, its plasticity that 

continues throughout life, and the new research that shows that teen brains experience surprising 

periods of exuberant growth.  Consider the following:  “A piece of your brain the size of a grain of sand 

would contain one hundred thousand neurons, two million axons and one billion synapses, all ‘talking 

to’ each other.  Given these figures, it’s been calculated that the number of possible brain states—the 

number of permutations and combinations of activity that are theoretically possible—exceeds the 

number of elementary particles in the universe.” 12  At the same time, this is my second important thing, 

I am reluctant to, perhaps I should say even opposed to, trying to justify including dancing in school 

curricular activities because I believe that it has a clear and powerful impact on teen brain development.  

It is frankly embarrassing to me that schools should need such persuasion to include the richness of 

music and dancing as essential to all meaningful human development. 

Okay, with that off my chest, I must simply go on to talk about exciting research on teen brain 

development and neuroplasty.  Then I can return to SalsAmigos dancing to show how it importantly 

contributes to teen and human brain development.  The results are I think revolutionary and, should 

schools choose to respond to them, would mean a revolutionary shift in curricula resulting in brain 

demanding self-actuated movement activities like SalsAmigos dancing being considered as important as 

the current traditionally academic course offerings. 

The traditional view, still widely held, is that the brain is highly plastic only during the first few years of 

human life.  In these first years a child is capable of uttering perfectly any phoneme, becoming fluent in 

any one or several languages, learning to read, to speak, to walk, to play piano, to perform complicated 

bodily and mental tasks.  Yet, once this critical period passes the brain becomes fixed and mental 

capacities are then set.  During the rest of one’s life change certainly occurs through learning, yet the 

basic equipment and capabilities to learn are considered pretty much set.  In this traditional view, 

human development throughout the early critical years is understood as of a different order and type 
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than change throughout the balance of life.  At the end of the critical developmental period the door is 

closed, the equipment and tools are fixed, and from then on one is rather stuck, for better or worse, 

with the mental equipment one has at that point.   

The literature on youth brain development reflects a marked difference in tone and attitude between 

the critical period of child development and the post-critical period of teen development.  The literature 

on critical-period child development has an urgent positivity about it.  It hums with the concern that 

everything possible be done to support brain development during these critical years.  The adult brain is 

being formed so schools and parents are prodded and pushed into providing every opportunity and 

encouragement to these adult-brains-in-the-making, that they develop as fully as possible.   

A shift in attitude takes place as youth reach their teens.  Suddenly the lion’s share of the literature 

addresses human development in terms of teens being seen as “problems.”  There are endless articles 

and programs devoted to curtailing the brain-damaging effects of drugs, alcohol, television, risky 

behavior, careless sexual behavior, and so on.  Surely it is not incidental that this shift from potentiality 

to problem, from positive to negative, correlates almost perfectly with the belief that brain 

development ceases at the end of the pre-teen critical developmental period.   

Recent scientific studies, conducted in both clinic and laboratory, have markedly shifted these beliefs 

about brain development and the impact has yet to become widely known to the general population or 

even to teen educators.  Jay Giedd of the National Institute of Health studied 150 living teen brains 

beginning in 1997.  He found that teenage brains undergo periods throughout the teen years when the 

cerebellum keeps getting bigger and better.  Teen brains experience periods of exuberance each 

followed by a rapid reduction to their final set adult brain level.  Periods of exuberance likely continue 

into the early twenties.  There are indications that the teen brain continues to develop in a number of 

ways. 

These findings raise the question of what environmental elements influence what happens to the teen 

brain during these periods of exuberance and refinement.  It is commonly held that some parts of the 

brain are more plastic, less genetically fixed, during these periods than others.  The issue of what to do 

to assure full and healthy teen brain and human development seems to be only informally discussed.  

There are a few ideas here worth noting.  There is a general pervasive attitude that is effectively 

expressed as “use it or lose it.” There is a general belief that since the teen brain is more malleable than 

formerly believed there is greater potential for damage from environmental causes: drugs, poor 

nutrition, lack of use.   

But it isn’t yet clear what sorts of experiences teenagers might have that will most benefit this gift of 

extensions to the “critical period.”  Giedd simply says, “If that teenage brain is still changing so much, we 

have to think about what kinds of experiences we want that growing brain to have.” 13 Chuck Nelson at 

the Institute of Child Development at the University of Minnesota wrote, “The thing is, we know 

experience matters, but we just don’t know what nature of experience matters, what’s best for the 
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brain.” 14 Curious to me in light of my having for a long time studied the importance of play, Giedd 

wrote, “What if we find out that, in the end, what the brain wants is play, that’s certainly possible.  

What if the brain grows best when it is allowed to play?”15  I’m not really sure what he means here by 

play; I’m thinking he has something like lacrosse in mind.  Provocative in any case. 

The radical message is that the critical period of the hardwired formation of the brain remains active 

through the teenage years.  There is abundant and increasing evidence that aspects of the malleability, 

adaptability, growth, change in brain acuity can and does take place throughout the entire life cycle, or 

it has the potential to do so.  Further, while it is not altogether clear specifically what environmental 

factors have the most impact, it is clear that changes to the brain are interconnected with experience.  I 

believe another quite radical idea presented in this research is the emerging understanding that while 

brain functions are localized to specific parts of the brain, the brain nonetheless is so aware of itself and 

its vast complexity that changes in any parts of the brain tend to be experienced in some respects 

throughout the brain.  Again “use it or lose it” applies as does “neurons that fire together wire 

together,” and “neurons that fire apart wire apart or neurons out of sync fail to link.”1617 

But I believe that we can actually say more about what sorts of experience are important to nurture 

continuing brain development.  We need consult other areas of research.  Clearly a major portion of the 

brain hardware developed and designed through experience in the critical periods contributes to what 

Mark Johnson18 refers to as a foundational body-based type of meaning that is pre-cognitive, non-

linguistic, comprised of images (though not visual or even mentally visual), schemas and so forth.  These, 

he argues, underlie and inform the so-called “higher” forms of meaning that we recognize as meaning 

more properly, that is, propositional, descriptive, and conceptual, all based in language.   Indeed, what 

seems to be fixed through critical periods of brain development are just these foundational patterns and 

schemas and images which provide the ground patterns and processing routines that we use to learn, to 

perceive, to adapt to the world, to comprehend ourselves as selves and bodies.  They seem to be 

established in the hard wired circuitry of our brains.    

Self-actuated human movement is foundational to appreciating the whole complex of issues related to 

brain, mind, body.  Mark Johnson shows that self-actuated movement creates our fundamental 

sensorimotor schemas that underlay even the highest levels of cognition.   We know, certainly it is most 

obvious, that life seems synonymous with self-actuated movement; yet, I don’t think that we necessarily 

fully appreciate the complexity and profundity of such obviousness.   

I am about to tell you something you will not ever forget because the image is so distinctive as is the 

revelation it makes.  Kittens were raised in the dark and exposed to light only under controlled 

conditions.  The kittens were divided into two groups.  Kittens in one group were free to move around as 

they pleased; however, the kittens in the other group were confined to a little cart attached to the freely 
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mobile kittens.  Thus they moved about the world together in pairs, yet one actively engaged the 

environment through movement, while the other did so passively, that is, without motivating 

movement or actively interacting with the environment.  Only the actively moving kittens developed 

sight.  The passive kittens were functionally blind.19  The image of those kittens being pulled about by 

their siblings leaves us with another remarkable insight.20 Perception, indeed our world, depends on our 

willful and experiential action; we must explore our world through directed bodily movement in order to 

even see it.  Non-directed movement, even the experience of differing perspectives through non-

directed movement, is not enough to wire up our brains for meaningful sight.  We must explore the 

world with our moving experiential touch-based bodies to see the world.  This example shows us that 

even sight is actually based in the sense of touch, the sense that is itself grounded in movement.    

Maxine Sheets-Johnstone wrote, “We literally discover ourselves in movement.  We make sense of 

ourselves in the course of movement.”21   We come into the world as moving sentient beings.  There is 

then a primacy of movement.  In the beginning of life we do not try to move or think about moving or 

take on the task of moving; we simply come into the world moving; we are not stillborn.  Movement 

then is primal, something already there in the beginning.  Therefore, we grow kinetically into our bodies.  

In our spontaneous movements we discover arms and legs and spines and knees and mouths, how they 

work, what they are for.  In the course of our moving we come to know ourselves as animate beings.  In 

these kinetic-kinesthetic self discoveries we come to awareness of abilities, of identities, of 

relationships.  In these movement experiences we acquire the foundations for complex conceptual ideas 

such as containment, weight, effort, up and down, front and back, and so on.  Thus, conceptual thought 

too  is grounded in movement.  Sheets-Johnstone says “everything cognitive leads back equally to 

movement, to animate nature.”22 

It is an odd thing, I think, that as we begin to inhabit our consciousness, our identities, our abilities, the 

primacy of movement slips into the background.  We begin to believe that we exert “mind over body.”  

We come increasingly to understand the body more as meat, or as a transportation vehicle for the brain 

or the spirit or soul.  We shift to distrust what are so powerfully present in our bodies:  feelings and 

emotions, even our subjectivity.  The moving body becomes a burden, an embarrassment, or an object 

of pleasure and pain.  Typically there is a steady decrease in movement throughout life.  Certainly there 

is plenty of attention on the importance of movement to gain cardiovascular fitness, yet there is 

precious little attention given to the importance of self-directed movement in the process of continuing 

to discover ourselves, to realize ourselves, to creatively expand ourselves.  It seems that we often elect 

to be the kitten being pulled around the world by another rather than risk the bumps and bruises of 

moving our own bodies to discover ourselves as we discover our environment.   

Now I fully understand that there are a great many human activities that keep us vital throughout our 

lives and I am not suggesting that SalsAmigos dancing is anything magical.  Well, yes, I am certain that it 
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is magical, but not the only magical thing around.  I just want to talk about some aspects of SalsAmigos 

dancing so that you can appreciate things about it that are important to developing teen brains. 

SalsAmigos dancing is a development on the Cuban salsa dance form called rueda de casino.  It is done in 

a circle which means that everyone is doing the same thing at the same time.  Moves are called, yet the 

dance is totally improvised.  This means that one must be on the beat, salsa-stepping in the rhythm of 

the music.  At the same time dancers must listen for the calls and execute the called-for move 

immediately.  These moves are done with a partner, so there is physical contact between partners.  Thus 

the mental and physical challenge is coincident and dancers will experience thinking with their moving 

bodies rather than using their minds to control their movement.  There can be no pondering.   

In SalsAmigos dancing all dancers do moves as both leads and follows and this means that every 

movement is done in an ambidextrous way.  It is amazing how the brain can wire a single movement 

pattern in mirrored executions.  This is clearly powerful for developing right and left brains, although we 

well know that the hemispheres work quite differently.   

SalsAmigos dancing is done in a group and there is a good deal of movement from partner to partner 

around the circle.  This creates a sense of team, community, cooperation, and inclusiveness.  There is no 

attention given to who are more experienced or more graceful.  All assist one another in keeping the 

circle moving. 

Obviously SalsAmigos dancing is wonderful exercise.  The dance is done at the rate of about 6,000 steps 

per hour which is a good mile and a half brisk walk.  It keeps the blood flowing, the body moving, and 

everything nurtured.  Most exciting about the fitness aspect of SalsAmigos dancing is that it is so 

engaging that few experience it as physical exercise at all. 

SalsAmigos dancing is movement.  I have espoused the benefits of movement from the earliest stages of 

our development.  It is self-actuated movement that is varied and demanding and surprising and 

engages the body and brain equally in a creative, social, and magical way.   

 

 

 


