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INTRODUCTION 

 
I have been teaching in dance studios and directing high school drill team dance in the 

public school system in Dallas, Texas for seven years. These teams, consisting of middle and 

high school students who celebrate their school spirit through dance, were first formed in the 

early 1940s by Gussie Nell Davis when she created the Kilgore Rangerettes at Kilgore College in 

Kilgore, Texas. Drill Teams are known for their high kicks with their crisp, clean, and 

impressive unison choreography. 

In my experience teaching and directing high school drill team dance, I have found that 

many students lack the ability to perform varied movement qualities (such as suspended, 

collapse, percussive, staccato, and sustained) and often do not have the skills to perform with a 

strong presence. I define “strong presence” as the ability to commit to performing all required 

choreography and movements qualities while commanding the audience’s attention. While some 

studio trained dancers may have more experience with performing dynamic movement qualities 

and displaying strong presence due to extended hours of training and performance experiences, 

students on the drill team I coach most often experience dance for the first time in their public 

school and struggle with these skills.  

Most drill teams are highly recognized for their cute uniforms (sequins, fringe, hats, and 

boots), feminine hair and make up, audience-pleasing dance routines, flexible kicks, and dance 

techniques. However, as a dance educator, I want students I coach to be known for more than 

just cuteness, executing the correct steps in unison, or an eye-catching costume. I believe 

students must learn how to perform with a strong presence, and it is a strong presence that gives 

a dancer’s performance its substance, power, meaning, and value. For example, if the performer 
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has a blank face, low energy, a lack of expression of feeling, and does not perform with a sense 

of character and animation, they will not be able to connect to the movement and the audience no 

matter how technically proficient their movement is. Pauline Koner (2012) describes this 

phenomenon of focusing only on technique and not on performance quality as an “ego trip.” She 

states, “The technique must not overshadow that living breathing force - the center of our 

being…. At present there is too much technique and not enough of the person on stage” (2).  

Propelled by these observations and beliefs, I am curious how I can create and integrate 

new coaching strategies when coaching a high school drill team that will help students develop 

their performance skills. Specifically, I am interested in helping students develop the skill of 

identifying, perfecting, and performing dynamic movement qualities and learning to connect to 

the audience with a strong performance presence. 

PURPOSE 

 The purpose of this research is two-fold: To create and explore specific coaching 

strategies for high school drill teams in an effort to 1) enhance their performance of varied 

dynamic movement qualities, and 2) to support students in developing the ability to command 

attention and connect to the audience through a strong performance presence. This paper 

examines and offers created strategies and drill team coaching practices as a contribution to the 

field of dance. 

RESEARCH QUESTION 

What coaching strategies and practices can I create and implement in promotion of high 

school drill team members' development of performance presence and ability to execute dynamic 

movement qualities?  
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METHODOLOGY  

The methodology for this project was teacher self-study. I view teacher self-study as a 

method through which teachers develop their pedagogy and teaching practices through reflection 

and examination. Teachers who exercise self-study thoughtfully investigate and dissect their own 

teaching methods to create practices that will develop a more conscious and effective teaching 

action. I put forth Anastasia Samaras’s (2006) approach as a guide in this teacher self-study. 

Samaras explains “[s]elf study teachers work to articulate knowledge discovered about their 

practice so their work moves beyond the individual self. The goal of self-study is to investigate 

questions of practice that are individually important and also of broader interest to the teacher 

education community” (2). Self-study teachers open possibilities for development in interplay of 

their teachings and growth and exploration of new ways to conduct higher learning for their 

students.  

Further, I categorize the teacher self-study reflective practices I used as a kind of action 

research. Action research entails a combination of teaching, problem solving, and 

decision-making in the teaching environment. About the action research process, Jonida Lesha 

(2014) notes that “educators study student learning related to their teaching… [so that] 

“educational problems and issues are best identified and investigated where the action is: at the 

classroom and school level...findings can [then] be applied immediately and problems solved 

more quickly” (381). In this project I oriented my approach as problem-solving in the classroom, 

a “researching where the action is.” I list here for the reader the methodology and procedures 

used in this project, and I chose these methods as they best fit with my practice and ability to 
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make quick changes in the moment. I value the recursive nature of pedagogy as practice, 

reflection, analysis, and revised practice.  

Teacher Self-Study: 

● Daily Journals:  I reflected on my teaching in a daily written journal during the month of 
October and a two-week period in November of 2019. I created voice recordings to 
compliment the written journal by documenting my verbal descriptions when I was 
pressed for time or when writing could not capture the situation or the nature of the 
reflection. These reflections outlined my teaching and use of coaching strategies, 
specifically the ways in which I demonstrated, counted, and vocally illustrated the 
movements to students. I also noted the kinds of strategies I used such as cooperative and 
experiential learning, class discussions, feedback, and classroom management techniques. 
I also wrote down moments when my coaching strategies led me to a new or unexpected 
teaching action, or when students experienced “lightbulb moments,” sharing their new 
ideas or excited moments of learning. Further, I noted when I observed changes in the 
way the students danced, as well as unexpected student learning and/or performing 
moments.  
 

● Student Group Discussions: At the end of each drill team rehearsal on Mondays and 
Wednesdays of October and a two week period in November of 2019, I conducted a 
group discussion (in which the drill team students and myself participated) in the 
rehearsal/practice and the specific coaching strategy that was implemented that day. I 
asked about their experience, as well as their perception of the successes and shortfalls of 
the strategies. I also provided feedback on their dancing, the way in which they 
performed movement qualities, and their performance presence. I also asked questions 
about the strategy itself such as, “When I used a combination of counts and descriptive 
words today, what effect did it have for you in our goal of performing movement 
qualities in the dance?” I audio recorded these group discussions and then had the 
recordings transcribed. I used the transcriptions to assess students’ ability to describe 
what we did during rehearsal, to articulate the concepts explored, and to understand their 
perception and opinion about the coaching strategy I used that day. Prior to adding this 
procedure to my project, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) office of Texas Woman’s 
University (TWU) clarified that this step would not require an IRB approval because 
students would not be identified in any way during this research process. The 
transcriptions from the recordings would only be used as a reflection about the rehearsals 
as a whole and in understanding my teaching practices/strategies more clearly. General 
observations about a student group discussion did not require an IRB approval.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
Before embarking on this project, I reviewed literature widely in the areas of dance 

education and its benefits, coaching strategies and coaching philosophy, and dance performance 

process and principles. While established research in dance education helped me to understand 

more deeply the benefits of dance learning as active experimentation, becoming kinetically 

aware, and physically creative, I relied most profoundly upon guidance from research on the 

topic of coaching philosophy and performance process. In this literature review,  I offer the 

reader key ideas and concepts from these two areas which guided this project.  

In their book Athlete-Centered Coaching: Developing Decision Makers, Lynn Kidman 

and Bennett Lombardo (2010) discuss strategies and approaches that assist coaches in being 

successful and effective. The authors identify two key factors⎯ 1) the importance of 

athlete-centered humanistic approaches, i.e., coaching from an understanding of athletes’ growth 

and physical, psychological, and cognitive development, and 2) the importance of creating 

coaching practices, such as self-analysis, goal setting, and the planning of coaching strategies for 

team development in relationship to personal coaching improvement. The authors believe these 

key factors support a learning environment in which athletes are empowered to learn and become 

motivated to put more effort and focus into their sport.  

Kidman and Lombardo explain the powerful impact that coaches have on athletes and 

describe their role as the impetus for growth and development of players in sports. Successful 

coaches, according to the authors, are those who consistently work to improve their coaching and 

“who take advantage of opportunities to improve their athletes’ performance, enjoyment, and 

lifestyle” (Kidman and Lombardo 2016, 309). From their work, I chose three ideas to guide this 
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project, namely: 1) have a personal coaching philosophy, 2) create a team culture and promote 

unity of team members, and 3) teach team members to critically analyze and construct in-depth 

questions about coaching strategies, the purpose and reasoning behind shared goals, and the 

ability to take ownership in decision making.  

 Next, I brought coaching philosophy concepts in relation to an exploration of dance 

performance process and principles in established research. Pauline Koner discusses the essential 

factors for being a compelling performer, such as engagement with the audience, stage presence, 

and the importance of recognizing the inner self to reflect the outer body movements. Koner 

describes the art of performance as dealing with the primary elements of emotion, dynamics, 

focus, motivation, and movement textures. Koner describes a great performer as one who 

practices weight tranistions, inner focus also known as presence, becoming more spatially aware, 

and uses rehearsals to strengthen performance ability. Combining these ideas about performer 

mentality with coaching philosophy helped me to create strategies for coaching my drill team 

that I had not used before. 

In terms of performance practices, Tzachi Zamir’s (2009) essay, “Theatrical Repetition 

and Inspired Performance,” provides effective methods to develop a more productive rehearsal. 

Zamir discussed the benefits of repetition in rehearsal and its effects on creating an inspiring 

performance. She explains that repetition of sequenced movements is effective when each 

repetition has a specific goal. For example the dancer can focus on the technical aspects such as 

leg extension and clean pirouette turns during the first repetition of the dance. During the second 

repetition, the dancer can focus on emotional/facial expression. This method allows one to build 

and expand the dance with each repetition. Her research suggests rehearsing in this way also 
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helps to establish the meaning and aesthetic value of the dance and the performance itself.  As 

Pauline Koner mentions, “mental understanding must be transformed into a kinesthetic feel, an 

emotional and body reflex that transcends thought...When that happens, a performance becomes 

a revelation both for the performer on the stage and the view in the audience” (3).  

The significant ideas that contributed to my research process from these two areas were:  

● Reflection and analysis of coaching skills and strategies helps coaches connect to 
team members, creating team culture, and increases coaching ability.  

 
● Guiding students to build their own critical thinking and decision making skills 

helps them to differentiate between performance achievements and failures.  
 

● Establishing goals with each repetition of sequenced movement is a building 
block for stronger performance ability. 

 
● Learning to perform is learning how to be kinesthetically aware and able to 

perform emotion in relationship to clearly articulating movement qualities while 
dancing. 
 

FINDINGS 
 

In this action research project I analyzed my written self-reflection and audio journals 

and the transcribed classroom discussions to look for recurrent student reactions, opinions, and 

successes and failures in relationship to my coaching strategies. Additionally, I looked for 

moments in which my words elicited student understanding and response, ways that I instructed 

clearly, and moments in which my coaching strategies were thorough, successful, or perhaps fell 

flat. The following findings from this analysis helped to guide the final editing of coaching 

strategies that are intended to enhance performance quality, promote connection to an audience, 

and ensure the performance of varied dynamic movement qualities. 
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● Once drill team students “know” the steps, they tune out: I found that drill 

team students became bored of practicing the same dance routine once they knew 

the counts and the steps. When I observed them repeating the dance multiple 

times, as they memorized the counts and movements, I did not see any 

demonstration of movement qualities that I had taught them. It became clear that 

drill team students thought they were done learning once they knew the counts 

and the basic movements. Additionally, their body language (head and posture 

slumped, and head thrown back with audible exasperation) helped me to 

understand that boredom was also at play. This finding made me ask the question, 

“What strategies are needed to help them recognize there is more rehearsing and 

work to do, especially integrating dynamic movement qualities into the dance?” 

 
● Vocalizing percussive sounds energizes drill team students: Introducing 

percussive sounds in relationship to specific movements in a dance routine helped 

drill team students to dance more intensely, and helped them to become more in 

tune with matching their movement to the qualities of my percussive vocal cuing. 

I explained to them, “When I make short sounds, those are staccato quick 

movements, and when I drag out the sound your movements should be sustained 

slow movements.” While this approach was confusing at first for drill team 

students, once I combined this strategy with other approaches such as descriptive 

words and counts, it became more successful for them.  
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● Utilizing descriptive words helps drill team students learn movement and its 

qualities: I found that when I taught movement with descriptive words drill team 

students demonstrated movement more clearly and performed the quality of the 

movement more precisely. Also, they were able to switch between different 

movement dynamics throughout the routine when they were taught this way. I 

also explained to drill team students that they needed to understand that they are 

not just dancing different movements, but they should dance in a way that creates 

imagery with their bodies for the audience to envision.  

 

● Combining counting with vocalized percussive sounds and descriptive words 

resulted in clearer dynamics in drill team students’ dancing: I found that 

when I used counting with percussive sounds and descriptive words when 

teaching, or coaching, drill team students were more intentional with their 

movements, clearer in their transitions, more confident, and less hesitant. 

Additionally, I saw that students displayed dynamic movement qualities in the 

dance when I used all three strategies at the same time.  

 

● Creating a storyline of a dance helps to establish emotion and meaning: I 

found that when I took time to ask drill team students what they felt the dance was 

about and we collectively created our own story for the dance drill team students 

were able to connect personally and emotionally to the dance. I challenged them 

to connect and tell a story from their life with and through the dance. They shared 

this was meaningful, and helped them to develop a personal meaning and purpose 

to the dance. Often after performances, with this coaching strategy, students cried 

and shared their experience of performing the dance as a sharing of themselves, 

and their story, and often became a personal moment in which they felt they were 

connecting to the audience.  
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DRILL TEAM COACHING STRATEGIES  

 
In this section, I offer coaching strategies that were developed from my findings in this 

study and the takeaways from the literature review. These coaching strategies are intended to 

help coaches train drill team students to command attention, connect to the audience when 

performing, and enhance their performance of varied movement qualities.  

 
● Make a Personal Coaching Philosophy - Why am I here?  

Creating a coaching philosophy forces a coach to understand why they became a 

coach, and to uncover their beliefs and values about coaching. A personal 

philosophy directs a coach in developing strategies and goals that promote the 

growth and development of students. A philosophy that promotes self-reflective 

learning and effective communication can help a coach learn about the team 

needs, know who they are as people, and ultimately help them grow and develop 

skills in other aspects of their lives. Having a coaching philosophy not only gives 

purpose, but offers opportunities for growth through self analysis. 

 

● Make Personal Coaching Goals - What do I want my team to learn from me? 

Establishing coaching goals arising from one’s philosophy, helps coaches to 

continually work to become better and develop their skills over time. Further, it is 

important for the coach to communicate those goals to their team. This 

communication allows for students to understand the dedication and commitment 

the coach has to their own growth and the growth of the team. Coaching goals can 

then be used as a checklist to reflect upon what has been successful and what still 

needs improvement, which can lead to the creation of new strategies.  

 

 

 

13 
 



● Use Repetition in Rehearsal with “Building Blocks” 

In drill team rehearsals it is common to repeat dance routines in order to clean and 

prepare them for performance. This strategy builds body and movement memory 

which helps drill team students learn the dance. However, with every repetition, a 

coach must add an extra “building block” of focus or clarification. A “building 

block” could be asking dancers to focus on perfecting the technical aspects of a 

step, bringing attention to emotional connection within the dance, or asking 

dancers to focus on putting more power and attack quality into the movement. 

This kind of repetition with “building blocks” helps rehearsal and repetition to be 

more effective, rather than only repeating movements again and again. 

Additionally, with this kind of focused repetition, drill team students become 

more confident in the performance of the dance, resulting in a stronger 

performance presence.  

 

● Combine Directive Qualitative Counting with Descriptive Words and 

Percussive Sounds 

Teaching and rehearsing dance routines with counting may only help drill team 

students to learn and memorize the basics of the choreography. However, 

directive counting, a type of qualitative counting that alters tone, intensity, and 

rhythm, will help drill team students understand and embody qualities they hear in 

the counting into their dancing. Combining this qualitative counting with 

descriptive words and percussive sounds will even further communicate through 

layers of descriptive words, sounds, and rhythm. For example, “hit 1, swing 2, hip 

roll 3, 4, da-dede-da snake seven eight, look 1” This kind of phrasing can help 

students recognize and perform the choreographic dynamic movement qualities 

that are needed to perform the dance.  

 

 

14 
 



● To Build Performance Presence Ask Drill Team Students to Create Stories 

for Dances  

Asking drill team students to create a story together about a dance routine helps 

them to collectively guide the emotion, expression, and meaning of a dance. By 

doing this, individual drill team students can then connect the collective story to 

their own experiences, journeys, and challenges in life. This further brings 

personal meaning to their performance. Also, because stories, emotion, and 

energy dynamics are inherent to the telling of a story, this process can help drill 

team students to perform and understand more deeply the dynamic movement 

qualities of the routine. Often this process makes the performance experience 

impactful for drill team students with a kind of electrifying experience for the 

audience. Because facial expressions during a performance are important for a 

drill team performance, this strategy can also serve as a starting point from which 

to create and plan facial expressions in relation to the story.  

 

● Teach Drill Team Students to Critically Think and Make Decisions During 

Rehearsals 

Using an athlete-centered approach, one in which a coach focuses on the 

development of individual drill team students and the team, rather than the 

coach’s success and glory, can push drill team students to become more 

self-aware and self-sufficient. These skills, self-awareness and sufficiency, are 

key in helping drill team students develop critical thinking and decision making 

ability. For example, ask students, “What are some technique issues that we can 

improve on in the dance?” or “What can you do better as a team member to help 

your team achieve their goal?” Through this kind of coaching, drill team students 

make choices and problem solve individually and together. This can create a 

learning team culture and team unity. 
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CONCLUSION 

 
I believe in the expression “You practice how you perform.” I have grown up hearing this 

phrase, and thinking about this idea of what it means to connect practicing to performing, but 

how can one coach a team to practice how they perform? What can it mean, and what might the 

coaching strategies look like? My hope in completing this project was to provide ways for 

coaches to coach their drill team in new and better ways to develop their performance and 

movement quality, but also to help coaches reach those drill team students who may not have 

advanced technique or studio training experiences. New dancers on drill teams have the desire to 

perform well and need coaching strategies that push them to prepare in ways that aren't just 

about technique. To help new dancers learn how to be strong performers is important because it 

is a way to build confidence and teach dancers how to connect their dancing and performance to 

who they are as people. By allowing myself as a coach to observe each drill team student’s 

learning capability and to organize rehearsals as I developed these strategies, drill team students 

not only learned how to become better performers, but better students.  

My mentor, the late Darrell Cleveland, always said, “If you are going to do it, do it full 

out, or don’t do it at all.” It never dawned on me till the beginning of my research that he never 

made this statement before a performance. He would always say it in rehearsals. Thus, if the 

statement “practice makes perfect '' is true, then “practice how you perform” is more than a 

clicheé: it should be the objective of every dancer to become a powerful performer no matter 

what level or dance experience. Dancers dance with the physical body, but perform with mind, 

body, and soul.  
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