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Abstract: 
[bookmark: _Hlk132959277][bookmark: _Hlk132959304]In this paper, I discuss the difficulties faced by female-identifying dance students of color in Oklahoma higher-education. Due to the lack of educational training provided by higher-education dance programs, critical accessibility and an and share some of my own critical reflections on how educators have the ability to create an accessible and equitable experience within studio classroom settings. Speaking from the position of a researcher who belongs to the thesis demographic, my decade-long investigation into the experience of female-identifying Black and First American dance students within higher education dance programs highlights and uncovers traumas experienced by dance students within institutions in Oklahoma .
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Introduction
As evidenced by popular news outlets, many people in American society believe topics such as racial inequality and a lack of equity between genders are unfortunate, but resolved tragedies that exist exclusively in the country’s history (Jensen 2021). In all actuality, the United States is still seeing the impacts of these inequalities in modern culture. In addition, there are identifiable, disproportionate struggles for Black, Indigenous, and Persons of Color (BIPOC) communities in southern states, such as Oklahoma, with topics  like women’s healthcare rights and land ownership rights (Robinson 2020).
While these inequities were endured by BIPOC communities as a whole, there are specific traumas that were inflicted only upon the women , such as medical experimentation and reproductive mutilation (Schertow 2006). Terms such as “Squaw” (created in the 1800s by White male colonizers  who wanted to clarify the ‘dirtiness’ of Native women in comparison to ‘pure’ White women) and “Mammy” (slave masters labeling for Black women  that they saw as ‘grossly overweight, jolly, unattractive, dark-complexioned woman, and asexual; living only to serve) denote the dehumanization and degradation that have been targeted towards women of color (WOC) in America since the inception of our modern nation  (Drexler 2019).
The violence towards WOC in America was also non-discriminatory about the female’s age from the beginning, depriving innocent Black and Native girls of their human rights to food and water, education , and bodily autonomy (Pendharkar 2022). As the years went on, female children of color stayed persistent in the journey to reclaim those rights, one generation after the other, but were forced to settle with miniscule amounts of progress that often times came with more fight than freedom in several instances. In a study focused on Native American girls in residential and boarding schools created to “Kill the Indian, [and] Save the Man”,  the National Sexual Violence Resource Center noted that approximately one-fourth of the young girls reported they were sexually abused in these institutions., but it is assumed the real number is much higher (Nelson 2022).												As an Afro-Indigenous female dance scholar that has pursued both bachelor’s and master’s degrees within Oklahoma, I knew that my voice had the potential to both educate and empower dance instructors and educators of all styles, across the state. In my conclusion, I propose both long-term and immediate solution-oriented options that seek to eliminate or reduce the strain that the extra obstacles faced by female dancers of color as they pursue collegiate training in dance. These proposals are presented a binary format to put focus on two foundational pieces that must be re-evaluated in order to create more accessible, equitable, and enriching curriculum for BIPOC women in Oklahoma dance programs: the two ‘Who’s  identify characteristics of dance academics best-suited to create these environments, and the two ‘What’s provide current Oklahoma dance educators examples of what application of student-centered teaching practices can look like in the classroom. 
RACISM IN THE UNITED STATES
The Origins
Beginning in the 17th century, colonizing forces began to displace, disrespect, and enslave African peoples. Known as the Trans-Atlantic Slave trade, this horrendous series of dehumanizing acts continued for hundreds of years, sending approximately 13 million African men, women, and children to locations around the globe, including the United States. Of these, it is approximated that around 11 million of those individuals survived the journey through the infamous Middle Passage that is in the Atlantic Ocean.(Muhammad 2003). This treacherous trip across the seas was unbearable for numerous reasons; being crammed into incredibly small spaces (sometimes lying horizontally, stacking one on top of another) and being abused at the whim of evil, bored crew members, claiming “exercise [was] deemed necessary for the preservation of [the slaves' health]”  that would enjoy humiliating the captive Africans into entertainment acts to avoid physical punishment, stating that “if they go about it reluctantly, they [will be] flogged" (Higgins 2018). 
In one community’s desperation to escape the lack of freedom that would continue to decrease as they got closer to their new “owners”, it was decided that committing collective suicide was a fate more desirable than facing the new horrors that awaited them on shore.  
“Ibo Landing (also known as Ebo or Igbo) marks the site of resistance to enslavement by Igbo captives from West Africa in 1803. It is believed that the Igbo, following a revolt against their captors, chose death over a life of enslavement. The Igbo captives marched into the waters at Dunbar Creek and committed mass suicide, where it is said at least ten Igbo drowned. The Igbo suicide, preserved by oral traditions, became an important symbol in African American folklore.” (Powell 2020)

Though it may not have been the exact same individuals, White colonizing forces have enacted acts of violence against an endless list of Black and Brown peoples, including  the country’s indigenous peoples, who are referred to as First American, Native American, or Indigenous (McDowell-Wahpekeche 2021). Land that has been proven to have been inhabited for thousands of years pre-colonization (originally known as “Turtle Island” by the tribes that were indigenous to the lands, now known as the Americas) was stolen from the Native people, leading to removal, relocation, and assimilation practices that would destroy the lives, homes, and ability to survive for thousands of people at a time (Carpella 2018).

Women of Color in History
When discussing the differences in treatment towards male and female slaves in her autobiography, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl: Written By Herself, Harriet Jacobs stated that, “Slavery is terrible for men; but it is far more terrible for women. Superadded to the burden common to all, they have wrongs, and sufferings, and mortifications peculiarly their own.”(Brent 1861) One of the mortifying abusive acts that Jacobs is referring to in this quote is the forceful rape and sexual torture of Black women and girls by their slave masters over the course of several decades while slavery was legal in the United States. The hyper sexualization of women of color in America has some of its strongest roots in these gruesome years of rape forced upon innocent Black women and girls, “their bodies commodified not only for labor but also for the carnal needs of slave masters who exotified their bodies.”(Spates 2020). 
More than a century has passed since the release of this book, and though America has made significant strides in various areas of racial discrimination, Black women and girls of today and those of Harriet Jacobs’ time have sexual violence disproportionately affecting them Women of color that pursue higher education today have been found to more likely to experience sexual assault and violence, whereas White female students are more likely to be sexually harassed. (Klein 2019).  In addition, the likelihood increases another 4%  when the student is attending a Predominantly White Institution (PWI) as opposed to a Historically Black College or University (HBCU), which applies to almost all of the universities in Oklahoma that offer dance programs (Krebs 2011).  
The entitlement that White men felt towards the bodies of Black women was also extended to Native American women throughout American history. Over the past 50 years, studies focused on Native rights and reservation life have revealed connections between the traumas inflicted on Native women during the heights of colonization and overwhelming number of Native women being taken, abused, sold, or otherwise today. (Bartley 2021).
 Examples of forced sexual abuse between White men and Native women  have been identified all throughout the forming of the country; in war times, the president himself at times  would order American soldiers to inflict these punishments as their military duty (Stark 2020). Personal accounts of George Washington, America’s first president and a commonly used symbol of patriotic pride, tell of instances that he sent men to “put to death all the women and children, excepting some of the young women, whom they carried away for the use of their soldiers and were afterwards put to death in a more shameful manner” (Sjursen, 2018). 

[image: ]Systemic Racism in America: Roots of Western Medicine
Ernst Haeckel's figures XIII and XIV from the second German edition of Natural History of Creation (Hopwood 2015)

This idea  would come to be known as “phrenology”; an area of medical science started in the 1830’s the United States. Phrenology was created to support  and justify slavery  by supposedly proving “Caucasian Anglo-Saxons  were at the apex of human- and primate- evolution.” One of the leading researchers in Phrenology, Dr. Charles Caldwell, even claimed that the shapes of the bones in people of African descent  “…indicated a “tamableness” that made them suited to be slaves and required them to “have a master”.  (Newton 2017)  
As if being written into medical science as a lower form of the human race wasn’t bad enough, dehumanizing of Native people in America has also continued to carried a massively damaging weight to the individuals who are still fighting to be recognized as equals, with racism in every area of the health industry still believing that there were intelligence disparities and that everyone being done for these marginalized communities should be created and enforced by others, under the guise that they were being cared for. For example, in the case of Native Americans, the work of physiologists including Samuel Morton helped justify their removal  from their land in the 1830s and 40s.  Morton’s 1839 book “Crania Americana” detailed skull configurations and consequent mental capacities of the four “separate species” he defined, including whites and Native Americans (Morton 1839). He saw differences between races as natural and dictated by God, rejecting the view that physical differences were created by environments.  His study of skulls concluded that Native American minds were “different than that of the white man” and was cited in articles targeted at western settlers encountering Native Americans.  One article stated that Native Americans were “adverse to cultivation, slow in acquiring knowledge”.  This view of Native Americans existence in society as not conducive to industrialization and “progress” helped justify Andrew Jackson’s Indian removal policies and allowed western settlers to continue taking the land of Native Americans. Today, within the entity created for the healthcare of First Americans, called Indian Health Services (IHS), it was understood and accepted for many years that “ people of color were morally, mentally, and socially defective…Some of [the IHS doctors] did not believe that American Indian and other minority women had the intelligence to use other methods of birth control effectively and that there were already too many minority individuals causing problems in the nation.”  (Little 2021).
Women of Color in Medical History
	Though the bodies of “exotic women” were seen predominantly as sexually serving and reproducing objects at the start, the areas of acceptable abuse eventually grew to include medical experimentation and deception. In the Native community, it is most noticeable when looking at the forced sterilization of what has been determined to be up almost a quarter of the living female tribal members in America, starting in 1960 and continuing for almost two decades.  Dr. Connie Redbird Pinkerman-Uri’s 1977, Theft of Life, she reveals some of the horrors she came across while investigating Indian Health Services: 
“Two fifteen-year-old Native American women went into the hospital for tonsillectomies and came out with tubal ligations. Another Native American woman requested a “womb transplant,” only to reveal that she had been told that was an option after her uterus had been removed against her will. Cheyenne women had their Fallopian tubes severed, sometimes after being told that they could be “untied” again. The forced sterilization of thousands of Native American women by the Indian Health Service in the 1960s and 1970s—procedures thought to have been performed on one out of every four Native American women at the time, against their knowledge or consent.” (Ko 2016)
[image: Involuntary Sterilization | History Workshop]
The Akwesasne Notes, a newspaper published by the Mohawk Nation, features an article on sterilizations by the IHS. (McKibban 2022)

Mirroring these violations in Black women’s bodies,  the creation of common surgical practices in the Obstetrics and Gynecology fields were practiced and refined on Black female bodies. These women were strapped to tables and put through what can accurately be labeled torture, never having a choice in the matter, or being given any option for relief. Dr. J. Marion Sims, who is regarded as the “Father of Gynecology” by many to this day, used Black women’s bodies
[image: ]as guinea pigs that he was more than allowed to mutilate however he saw fit “for the advancement of science” that he felt he was called to do. 
Illustration of Dr. J. Marion Sims with Anarcha by Robert Thom.
(Vendatam 2017)

Anarcha (pictured above), Lucy, and Bestsey were the three women who endured the majority of Sims torturous practices. The surgeries that the doctors forced upon these slaves were said to be “repeated again and again on the same women” , with some of the procedures being specifically documented up to “30 times on Anarcha”- not to mention that Sims was providing no protection or pain relief and was said to be  “perfecting the technique on Black women, without anesthesia” that he would later provide only to White women. 
Sims wrote in his autobiography of the results of one "stupid thing" he tested: "Lucy's agony was extreme. She was much prostrated, and I thought that she was going to die. ... After she had recovered entirely from the effects of this unfortunate experiment, I put her on a table, to examine." (Domonoske 2018)
In today’s medical treatment, one of the most common ways that medical racism affects Black women in today’s world is mistreatment during pregnancy and childbirth. Early experimentation done by those who created the original medical literature has led to years of neglect and wrongful deaths, because generations of doctors and nurses were told “ that blacks literally have thicker skin than whites and experience less pain."  For black women, this means the odds of complications during pregnancy and giving birth are ignored, causing them to be “far more likely to die during pregnancy or childbirth than white women are.” (Garrison 2019)
DANCE AND RACISM
Black and Indigenous Dance in American Arts Culture

	Unlike the Caucasian population of the United States, both Black and Native American communities have dance rooted deeply into their way of life; a means to celebrate, pray, mourn, mark rites of passage, speak to ancestors, and connect with the people and the land around them. For this reason, the efforts to assimilate and eliminate the artistic passion and soul connection that these communities have with music and movement was unsuccessful, and the people continued to dance (Hufford 2021)
In the Black community, we can see several genres of American dance brought to life by slaves on plantations, the freed descendants, and numerous generations that followed. Tap, jazz, swing dancing, and hip-hop have been a part of the American dance scene for decades, and yet, have never been able to gain the support and respect  of white audiences in the way that classical ballets that have been performed thousands of times, over and over, year after year in the United States theatres (Blake 2010)  
In the Native American community, tribal dances and Powwows dances have existed as foundational pillar for indigenous peoples for centuries, and yet, throughout the history of American arts post-colonization , Native dancers have been experiencing the othering of their cultural expression. In the 1920s, the Bureau of Indian Affairs signed into effect “Circular 1655”, a law that was meant to “ban ceremonial dances” (Jacobs 1997).  This movement was notated in a confidential document called the “Secret Dance File” and detailed the specific of why White women were wildly upset by the “immoral”  movements that Native American women were performing while White men were around, which, from their viewpoint, would only be “performed only for pleasure” (Blakemore 2019).  
The sacred outfits worn by the dancers during Powwows, called regalia, hold power and meaning, and yet, outfits that are commonly worn by Native American women during these dances, such as buckskin dresses, are mimicked poorly and sexualized as Halloween costumes, dress-up clothes, and more by White women in the US. (Hayes 2001)
[image: Jo'Artis Ratti, also known as Big Mijo, krumps in front of a line of police officers on May 31 in Santa Monica. (Pip Cowley)]Movies like Bring It On introduce movements inspired by and claiming to be Krump into the households of thousands of viewers without ever feeling the need to put significant importance on the dance’s original purpose, and yet feeling comfortable connecting it to a dance battle among high-school students and cheerleaders. (Hartford 2011).
Still shot of Jo’Artis Ratti expressing his pain through Krump in front of law enforcement (Kaufman 2020)

This powerful photo was taken during 2020, just weeks after the murders of George Floyd, Ahmad Arbery, and Breonna Taylor, as enraged, broken-hearted, and hopeless Black citizens across took to the streets to scream for those who had been silenced too soon. His name is Jo’Artis Ratti, and he choose to speak his pain in the most authentic way he knew how: he danced. Ratti is “one of the founders” of Krump, a “hard-hitting competitive street dance from South Central Los Angeles” (Harris 2022). Krump, as demonstrated by Ratti in the picture, began in the 90’s and was used as an outlet through which dancers could work through and release some of the hurt that their bodies were holding on to from watching their community members be demonized, brutalized, incarcerated, and worse. The 1992 L.A. Riots that followed the police brutality against Rodney King is noted as one of the time periods that Krump began to gain more shape and more presence in black and brown communities(Krbechek 2017).  “Krump is characterized by outsize muscular attack, far more aggressive than hip-hop” and rather than being performed in competitive or entertainment settings, Krump was originally made to “tell a story through visceral means that need no translation” so that any audience in the nation could “feel the anger, distress and courage [that] stem from a deep well of personal pain. (Calin 2020)
For Native peoples, there has been a fight to stop non-Natives from attempting to replicate sacred dances for decades. One example that was celebrated in America at the same time that Native American s were being mistreated, moved, and taken advantage of is the boy scout troupes that performed under the name of the Koshare club. (Houska 2018). Native women were seen as temptresses, Native men were seen as savages, but a small white child in a fake headdress running across a football field were seen as a wholesome, fun, entertaining treat for audiences and a wonderful experience for young, White boys (Bonham 2008). The boy scout  group eventually gained so much praise and pride from the public that they felt called to also appropriate a spiritual space that belongs exclusively to Pueblo tribal members. This mockery of a museum, sometimes also referred to as a “clubhouse”, was built to resemble a Kiva: a sacred place for prayer and that non-Native American peoples are never permitted to enter.(White Swan-Perkins2016)







Black and Indigenous Women in Western Dance
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The ‘Ideal Dancer’s Body’  from Gretchen Ward Warren’s
“Classical Ballet Technique”(Ward Warren 2001)

It is common knowledge to most dance audiences made up of US citizens to know that ballerinas wear pink, but what they usually don’t know is that the color was set that way to match the dancer. “European Pink”,  the shoe color that pointe shoes made today are still produced in, was originally meant to extend the line from the skin to the tights, and finally out to the tip of the toe, creating a perfectly seamless line for a delicate dancer. (W ard Warren 2001). 
Maria Tallchief, a Native American ballerina of Osage Nation  tribal heritage who was born in Oklahoma, has been recognized as one of the nation’s first prima ballet dancers since she debuted in the dance world during the early-to-mid 1900s . She, along with four other female Native American Ballet dancers make up the ‘Five Moons’, a name referencing a music and dance collaboration created to celebrate their stories (Talbert 2021). Although it is no doubt that these incredible artists were talented, it is important to recognize that a critical part of how and why these particular individuals were able to succeed to such high levels of fame. In “How 19th Century Women Were Taught to Think About Native Americans”, Erin Blakemore explains: 
“Native American women were depicted as attractive, desirable, and pious. Their moral natures were celebrated in stories of their self-sacrifice and submission, and their beauty was described at length [and] matched nineteenth-century beauty ideals for white women: light skin, carefully groomed hair, a thin and shapely body dressed in popular colors. [The public] focused on physical attributes that linked [white and Native American] women together, rather than on their heritage…The Native American women that white women encountered in women’s magazines were, in a sense, white women.” (Blakemore 2017)
This digestible and appeasing packaging is part of what helped draw in White Americans  as the Five Moons began to make waves in the art world. A TIME magazine headline for a performance that featured Maria Tallchief stated quite proudly, with the implication that the words are complimentary,  that when she danced, she was “ as regal and exotic as a Russian princess; offstage, she is as American as wampum and apple pie”( Thomas 2019) This was said about one delicate dancer, while thousands of other Native American women were being forced to relocate away from their homes and then punished for expressing themselves through arts like music and dance. (Library of congress). While it’s undeniable that these Native dancers deserved recognition, the legacy they left in the dance world through performance and education has not been used to make a way for other Native American ballet dancers to succeed. These dancers are held at an observatory distance; much like “the vanishing Indian”, the Five Moons are locked into “once-in-a-lifetime” narrative of the past. (Gilio-Whitaker 2018)
Although Black women have held more professional ballet positions  in recent years compared to Native women, they have endured unnecessary punishments for being a non-white performer all the same. To find a true flesh tone in tights and pointe shoes, black women in ballet have had to use the technique of "pancaking"  which is described as “sponging makeup onto one's shoes [or other apparel]” (Winthrop 2019). In her article, “Black Dance and Dancers and the White Public: A Prolegomenon to Problems of Definition”, dance scholar Brenda Dixon notes that it is common in the United States dance industry for women of color to be “perceived of and treated as different” when pursuing careers in styles like Ballet and Modern dance. She supports this claim with the stories of several Black dancers, including herself and her discriminatory experience at a well-known Modern dance company audition, revealing that she was harshly rejected because her “skin color would ‘destroy the unity’ of the [all White] corps “ (Dixon 1990)
Raven Wilkinson, the first black women to hold a professional role at an American ballet company, Ballet Russe de Monte Carlo, knew quite well that she had opportunities that others wouldn’t have because of her lighter skin tone. Raven was a mixed-race woman and was “white passing”, which allowed her to have a career, but even her light skin tone would not prevent her being harassed and sometimes even hunted down when the company went on tour. In 1961, reporters noted that “Klan members stormed a rehearsal” searching for her more than once, and it was not long after that the dancer chose to leave the company (Looseleaf 2023). Misty Copeland, a current principal dancer at the American Ballet Theatre has been mentored by Ms. Wilkinson as she has made her way as a black ballerina, and shared the sentiment that though she has struggled from the start, she knows that there are opportunities that she was able to have that wouldn’t have been extended to many other black dancers. “Raven and I both have a light complexion, but darker dancers have experienced much worse.” (Gramm 2021) 
Outside of ballet dancers that are approved to have a lighter and more aesthetically pleasing skin tone, Black women that choose to express themselves through more culturally connected dance styles are viewed as a entertainment that can be cherry picked and recycled for white women to enjoy without educating themselves on the history behind the hair or black women in general. Black women’s hair has been discriminated against for centuries, viewed as being unkempt, unprofessional, and unappealing to look at by various groups of people throughout history, even being made into law in some instances. The Tignon Law was created specifically to attack Black women and required that these women always have their hair covered when in the presence of others or in the public. Black hair also played an important role in the lives of slaves, who would use braiding techniques to create maps to freedom and store food for travel. (Foreman 2019) 
Without knowing the history of black hair, these culturally specific hairstyles are seen as a way to fun way change up a look or a way to  “look the part” when engaging  with dance styles like hip-hop or Krump; available for the taking and changing by anyone in anyway, much like the way that colonizing forces took land and people when creating the United States. 
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[image: In Films and on TV, a New Openness to Natural Black Hairstyles - The New  York Times] Top Left: K-pop group, Maple.lip, wearing cornrows, box braids, styled baby hairs (Koreaboo 2023)
Top Right: A top view of one of the ways that cornrows, plaits, and braids were used for survival during slavery in America.(Eissen 2022)
Bottom Left: Black female celebrities with Afro hairstyles (Martinburgh 2022)
Bottom Right: Allure magazine promoting and somewhat encouraging women of all backgrounds to wear Afros as a “fun” option to wear. (Wilson 2015)


“The discrimination against Black hairstyles has not only fueled the othering of Black people but also the exclusion of Black communities from creating generation wealth and stability for their families. Stereotypes around Black hair, as we've discovered, have literally kept Black women from work and education, making it more difficult to be financially independent members of society.” (Kia 2020) 

OKLAHOMA RACISM
Hate Crimes in Sooner State History

	As a state, Oklahoma has had a very negative relationship with black and brown communities from the start, but there are some infamous events and horrendous hate crimes that stand out for the level of brutality that was experienced by those on the receiving end. In the year 1921, an area of Tulsa, Oklahoma called the Greenwood District was home to such a significant concertation of affluent black Americans, it was more casually and commonly known as “Black Wall Street.”  (Ellsworth 1983). On the last day of May, Dick Rowland was accused of having inappropriate contact with a white woman named Sarah Page during a short elevator ride. The accusation against Rowland quickly spread as fresh news in town, and the streets erupted into violence that started as fights in the streets, but ended in the burning and looting of the Greenwood district and killing hundreds of people. 
Not far from Tulsa is the home of the Osage peoples, one of the largest land-owning tribes in the state. When the oil booming years were at their peak, many Osage citizens were in ownership of very valuable land and oil rights. In this time period, land and and oil rights (also known as head rights) were the ticket to incredible wealth and power were highly desirable and the jealousy of non-Natives  would eventually cause them to commit some of the worst acts deception and destruction, resulting in the targeted murder between white men and Native women of the Osage Nation. (Gann 2017) 
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Mollie (right) with her sisters Anna (center) and Minnie : Osage women targeted by William Hale(Ross 2017)
The main mastermind behind this despicable set up of stealing Osage citizen’s land through life insurance after a “mysterious death” was named William Hale and was known to some as “so-called “King of the Osage Hills.” When Hale had finally been convicted for his murderous scheming and theft, law enforcement believed that Hale was responsible for approximately 24 deaths in total. (Chith 2018).
Oklahoma Higher Education and Racism
Oklahoma has been a significantly low performing state in education for far too long, affecting students from kindergarten through college who are left with fewer resources for success every year that they advance. Students who are entering classrooms with additional struggles from racial trauma are being asked to learn in classrooms that they feel don’t care about them as a person. 
Black students and students of African descent have a presence of about 5% across larger Oklahoma institutions, and Native Americans are averaged about 3% (citation). These student groups combined make up less than 10% of the student body in Oklahoma higher education, which means it’s an even smaller percentage when one considers how many of those individuals are women. Universities in Oklahoma are comfortable with this statistic because they will occasionally make efforts to performatively uplift and celebrate these communities with land acknowledgement statements and Black history month events, but there is no urgency for the equity that’s missing. 
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Left: Article from “The Black Dispatch” detailing the chaos that ensued when Klansman rushed into a Black performer’s stage time at a local club 
Top Right: Street sign in Oklahoma honoring Grand Dragon of the KKK, Ed DeBarr, that was removed in 2017 after student protest.(OU Daily 2017)
Bottom Right: University informational plaque that summarizes the academic career of confirmed Klansman, Ed DeBarr, followed by a small note about his name being removed after student protest. (OU Daily 2017)

These photos show two examples of racism towards black individuals that exist within the institutional roots of one of Oklahoma’s most prestigious universities, as well as highly respected dance program. Edwin DeBarr, a founding university professor who was discovered  to be a KKK grand dragon still holds presence and power on campus, in a town that was proud to be a self-proclaimed southern  Sundown for decades. (Givel 2018)
INTERVIEWS
Malia
	To get the most honest and authentic understanding of the experiences that women of color have in these specific environments, I spoke to two dancers that had both graduated with a bachelor’s in dance from Oklahoma universities. Unfortunately, through our conversations, clear examples of the struggles that women of color have been facing for hundreds of years still exist for these dancers-before, during, and after they have gone through the struggle of completing the required curriculum in college. 
	The first woman I spoke with was Malia, a mixed-race Black woman that grew up in Oklahoma, and attended her K-12 education just a mere 15 minutes down the road from the university that she would end up attending. Though she was quite hopeful and excited for the opportunities and acceptance that she had been told about when applying, she left her degree program feeling as though she had never been good enough, and sometimes even set up to fail.
	To start our conversation, I felt it was appropriate to get an idea about her feelings towards her experiences overall. Before asking about if any of the negatives I suspected that she had come across, I asked first if she felt supported, capable, accepted, or any other positive things of that nature, during her time pursuing dance in Oklahoma higher education.
 “Um, it's gonna be a no… no. Big capital NO.”
To get some clarity on the reasons why she felt this way, I asked her if she had any examples of moments she remembered feeling these negative emotions, and how it connected to her identity as a female dancer of color. Her eyes rolled back slowly as she told me about how the stereotyping of Black females’ voices being “too loud”, or “ghetto”, was a problem she faced in college from the very beginning: 
“I remember there was this one time in Jazz class…I don't remember who I was talking to but, I just cackled like how I do, and the professor just like looked over at me in disgust, like, “Ugh… like, why would you laugh like that…what is wrong with you?” And she just like, kept on that track for the day, even outside of class, saying, “Malia, why are you always laughing? Why are you always talking?” And of course, I’m like, “Uh! Hello! What about the white girls in here that are talking?” Nah. They're alright , they're fine; they're using an acceptable cream-colored volume.”
	As our conversation evolved, she revealed to me that, beginning in her junior year, she experienced the unexpected, gradual onset of a life-changing chronic illness; an autoimmune disease that changes the day-to-day lives of those diagnosed, described bluntly as an illness that “can be draining, can sometimes lead to life-threatening complications, and has no known cure.” (Mayoclinic.com)
 “I'm in this place now, as an adult, that I am just so incredibly frustrated about how they acted when I was struggling so much at the beginning. I have days where I'm like. “I literally had a disability and if I would have had the right information, I could have gotten them in HUGE trouble.” I didn’t know about accommodations and help, and all of this ‘extra extensions on due date’ type stuff.  You could dance or you just went in and sat and took notes. I was young, scared, confused, I didn't know who I was, and I didn't know that I could speak about this chronic illness that because I didn't know what was going on at the time.”
Malia then got into the specifics of how she felt completely unsupported, and many times, even punished for the negative, but unavoidable affects that her illness’s onset had started to have on her life as a student. She explained that there were instances that she would be trapped in the restrooms during her school day, experiencing severe pain and (more often than not) significant blood loss without any warning. When it interfered with unimportant issues comparatively, such as arriving slightly tardy to class or needing to adjust her participation in certain movement activities, Malia felt as though she was never treated fairly and her illness was not taken seriously by her instructors.
“It's just…how disconnected and like, full of yourself do you have to be to think that your Wednesday afternoon dance class in little ol’ Oklahoma  is more important than someone telling you that there's blood pouring out of them? What do you think is about to happen in this next hour and 20 minutes that is more important than that…also why like was my well-being not the first thing that they considered… like “are you okay?” Yeah, no. They’d say, “No, don't care; sign in and go warm yourself up.”
Unfortunate, yet unsurprisingly, this was not Malia’s only example of harsh judgment that had been put upon her by people that she didn’t feel as though cared about her as a person, but rather saw her struggles as disrespect, lack of care, or laziness. She told me about the criticism she began to receive on her weight, not even a full year into her program. She described herself as a “shorter, thicker woman; big butt and real flat feet.” 
“[I remember] we we're sitting outside, waiting to go into class, and I'm literally eating a Turkey sandwich with cheese and lettuce on it. I have a banana, a granola bar, and a Gatorade next to me… eating that, and nothing else. I don't have any sweets, I don't have any Sprite- I don't have nuh-thing! Then, here comes Jessie and Maria, eating hot Cheetos and drinking soda before they go into class. Yet, whenever I get in there, [the professor] asked me “How's your nutrition?” Are you ******* kidding me? Get out of my face … when is what I eat your business? Do I look sick? Are you concerned for me? Am I not [staying caught up] with the other dancers? It is none of your concern, because honestly, like honey…how many other people on these university grounds can come in here and be doing Ballet in the morning , jumping all across the floor, up in Modern rolling on the floor, and then gotta come back for Jazz for more, like every day for four years… is that not a healthy body?” 
I asked if she felt isolated in her experience of getting negative feedback and unnecessary questions that concerned her physical appearance and nutritional habits, and she quickly confirmed that she had felt very alone and genuinely humiliated at that time. 
“There was a different day with the other one, she came for all of us. I'll never forget her face, it’s like a video memory in my mind of that day that [the professor] went along the side of the room with all of our personal bags and stuff, and just started picking up the food and drinks she didn't approve of and throwing it in the trash! Um. Excuse me. You're a psycho. I mean, judging the food, just in general, in that way… like what a privileged, well-taken care of, small-town, white girl like, insecurity thing to feel; just so comfortable throwing away something that other people spent money on because you didn’t like it…We're college students and we're broke! That drink or snack might have been the only thing that person could buy today; those chips might have been the thing that they could afford instead of a real breakfast. How dare you? 
Malia also felt strongly that she was judged by her outer appearance only, though she worked very hard to be a young woman with clean eating habits and made health-centered choices in several areas of her life.
“I mean, first of all, if you're concerned about some people's health,  you need to look at the ones that look like they're about to fall over. Skinny white women, like Jessie and Maria,  would have a diet of like cigarettes before they came to class, but they fit the body type, so whatever. What if y’all maybe check on the dancer’s smoke group that would walk across the street and sit by that stop sign on a 5-minute smoke on break from technique class!”
It was not difficult to deduce that Malia felt hurt, dismissed, and abandoned by the people who had claimed at the start to be her “new dance family.” She made it clear that she was so incredibly relieved to be away from such a broken environment upon graduation, but still feels sadness when she looks back at her college days. A large part of the pain that remains with her ultimately came back to the fact that she had felt so rejected by professionals she looked up to. 
“It just…It sucks because I really wanted to impress those [instructors].  I wanted those [instructors] to think that I was good at  dance, that I was worth their time. I really did! I constantly thought about how I wanna be one of their little special favorites, but no. My body wasn't good enough for them.”
Lucy
	The second women I spoke with was a female dancer that identifies as Native American, Lucy. I wanted to know about her time pursuing dance in Oklahoma higher education, so that I could review the experiences of women with different racial backgrounds and different university attendance for similarities, differences, or other information that connected their experiences in these educational environments. 
For this reason, I chose to start our conversation as I did with Malia: checking in for overall feelings and opinions about and towards the dance program she attended. She seemed somewhat neutral in her response, mentioning that there were one or two instructors she liked, and that she had some very valuable performance experiences. On the other hand, upon reflecting as a teacher and choreographer with experiences and understanding she previously did not have of what matters most in her dancing, she gave an example of a place that she felt was neglected in her studies.
“I feel like it's just…not taking the time to understand that dance is such an intellectual thing… [understanding that] if you keep sending mental signals from here, it's going to go into your body. What's going on in this area is translating to other places in your body and making your plies suck. You need  to pay attention that deeply. [Being taught] this is what works for your body,  this is where the leg can actually go, not like this is what it should look like in a line…explain where the energy is going, why this muscle is connected here, what you should be feeling, why you need to sit there and just feel one muscle at a time.”
	As an educator that also heavily values and insists on dance science being a part of all classrooms, I could relate to her frustration. I also agreed with Lucy when she followed up by saying intense anatomical understanding  should be a requirement for those who teach movement classes or set pieces because it creates safety hazards for dancers that are under their instruction. 
“The fact that people are getting to a [higher-education faculty] point in their careers and don't have any of that information…it's terrifying. I mean, do we not care if the dancers get injured? ‘Cause this is how [it happens]…just running them through rehearsals and not telling them anything-this is how we get all of these injuries. It's crappy.”
Lucy said that uninformed dance instruction is one of the reasons that leads to dancers feeling lost and forgotten without performance opportunities if they do become injured. 
“It's also kind of like the age-old saying, “When the horse needs to go out to pasture…” I feel like that's been the comparison to dancers for the longest time; you get that injury and that's it- you're done. You're finished. And all the programming supports that idea. It wasn't until I kind of got towards the end of things that I started understanding [that] I don't need to feel bad about not being able to do these things, all the time, every day. And it's actually a little bit crappy that [faculty members] are just kind of like, “Well, you can't. We don't want anything else. Just kind of just get over to the side.”
These comments began to remind me of some of the dismissal that Malia had said she experienced because of her body shape and inability to do all the tricks and turns that her instructors liked to see and celebrate, as well as the lack of medical support and information she received upon experiencing the onset of a chronic pain issue. 
“I got really injured, it's a chronic thing now, and there wasn't really any kind of support there [to understand the injury]. We had kinesiology and anatomy type stuff, but there wasn't any kind of support, and I know I wasn't the only student having this issue in school. I definitely wasn't the only student that had a specific chronic pain or multiple injuries and there was no kind of education or support to [know] what to do in a new, difficult situation…it's kind of the no man's land after that to figure it out on your own, if you can.” 
When Lucy mentioned that the options began to feel limited after her injury, I asked if there was any curriculum that helped her feel confident and capable of succeeding in the dance world in a non-performance-based career. 
“[students] don’t get a lot of leadership in how to put a class together . You have to get used to how to phrase 8 counts so that it makes sense with music, how to teach in a way that a diverse group of people can actually understand. It kind of applies to the faculty, too. I don't feel like they were given a lot of those essential teaching tools in their training, either. So it was like, okay…how much have you actually been taught about how to teach a class? Other than like “Well, here's basically what you do if you wanna work at a local studio.” You're good to go for that, but like none of [the students] are being set up to go teach legitimately. Oh, and choreography, too…yeah, there's not a lot of choreography support or dance education  and educator support in general.”
Since Lucy seemed to have nailed down some specific issues that she experienced and what affect the presence or absence of certain information can have on a dancer’s career after graduation, I asked her if there was anything that she felt would help move these programs in a positive and supportive direction for dancers like herself that attended in the future. 
“The bare minimum of a follow-up… having alumni meetings like, “Hey , we see that you graduated blah-blah years ago. We wanna have a zoom call or would you take this survey? Can you tell us about the good things that you got out of your school experience here that are still benefiting you. Let us know about some of the obstacles that you've been facing that you're that you wish the school would have better prepared you for.”
Conclusion:
As I explained in the introduction of this paper, as an educator, I am adamant about putting the student at the center of their learning so that they can grow as their minds and bodies are most receptive to. I fully and happily accept the responsibility of prioritizing the individual above my personal expectations and understandings of the curriculum I introduce, meaning  I must view lack of concept mastery in students as a place for discussion, investigation, and clarification from me and not a lack of car e or ability on the student’s part. In the dance classroom, an example might be noticing that even though the dancers verbally confirmed that they understood a movement, they are hesitating or frustrated when it comes time to apply the information. Instead of repeating instructions in the same way, a student-centered, accessible option would be to present the information in two new ways that cater to different learning styles than the first set of instructions (Choinsky 2021) Following the ‘across the floor’ example, I could chose to show a picture or video of the movement for visual learners, or I could write terminology on a white board or include daily reflective writings for learners that process information better through text .(Reese 2021)
The “Who” of the “Who and What” changes that could be made to better support dancers of color in Oklahoma higher education is the “Who” of the faculty and staff. Dance schools and departments can create prioritized hiring processes to secure space for Black and Brown voices  to become a part of their instructional staff, as well as seeking out professionals of non-Western and non-performance-based dance styles to incorporate in curriculum. When Brown v. Board of Education, the American court case the deemed “separate, but equal”  unconstitutional in 1954, was brought to the courtroom, one of the studies used to support the claim that representation and equity in race effected children’s mental development was the “Doll Study” by Dr. Kenneth and Mammie Clark (McNeill 2017). This study was one of the first to prove, through interviews and observations of over 200 children of color, that seeing others in the world who “look like you” can provide psychological and emotional support that is vital to the success and self-esteem of the individual (Byrd 2017).
 In addition, the “Who” of this change should set minimum for time spent in educational studies  for those getting hired and require continuing education from all hired faculty. While experience in the fine arts is invaluable and can provide information that classroom studies never could, it is important to balance the performance power with pedagogical proficiency (Kamarath 2012). Without spending a significant amount of time focusing on ‘how to teach who’ instead of ‘what to teach when’. Dance scholars investigating this issue at Temple University put blame on the generalization  that dance teachers often depend on, but usually do not help the student. The researchers also claim that “assuming  that  students  will  ‘figure  out’  how  to  apply  their  content  knowledge  within  all   teaching  environments” is largely to blame,  and  that  “how  the  content  is  taught  receives  far  too  little  focus” within the academic world of dance (Hilsendager 2001). Upon reviewing the requirements of various Bachelor’s and Master of Education degree programs at the Oklahoma universities with dance schools and departments, one can see that there is a consistency in what matters most when considering a career teaching  in an academic setting , especially when the universities in question are research focused. For instance, when comparing two different Oklahoma Master of Education degrees from universities with dance programs, both with focuses in “Secondary Education” or “Adult and Higher Education”, it is required that the individual completes between 33 and 34 hours of study on education itself before they graduate and are prepared to teach undergraduate students. Also, for a fine arts specific example, when comparing a Bachelor of Music Education program and a Bachelor of Arts in Education from two Oklahoma universities with dance programs, it is required that the individual completes between 30-31 hours of study on education to be prepared to teach K-12 students. (Retter 2020)
Moving on to a “What” improvement in the efforts to improve learning environments for women of color in Oklahoma dance programs that instructors can do now, referencing the previous mention of accessibility in the dance classroom: start revising class assignments or activities to be supportive of the human, not the dancer. Dancers of color are more likely to have experienced racially targeted pushback and  exclusion because of their hair, skin color, and style choices, so adding in or amending something as harmless as the dress code can have an incredibly positive impact on dancers, as well as making sure that the instructor themselves is educated on the topic (Awad 2015) 
Native American women have been fighting alongside their tribes to gain proper respect for the braid styles and sacred, spiritual value that their hair can hold (Hilleary 2018). Similarly, while investigating the external factors that significantly impacted the self-image of college-aged Black female students, hair was  proved to be one of the most common and significant influencing factors, finding that “African American women spend a significant amount time and finances on their hair. There also may be social costs for women who choose to wear their hair natural” (Bryd 2002). Considering that Black and Native women only make up a total of 16% of the 2022-2023 Oklahoma Collegiate student body , with White women at 54%, and the dance genres available for study in Oklahoma (dominantly Ballet and Modern dance) have a history of documented racism and exclusion  aimed at female dancers of color, being able to maintain power and autonomy in body and mind can significantly increase the student’s likelihood for comprehension and confidence in their studies (Rod 2020). 
The last suggestion of “What” refers to what the dancers themselves are doing and what they understand about these actions. A seemingly simple, yet effective way to do this  is to reassess and re-evaluate each student as class progresses  and answer internally, “Does the student know what to do?” Mental health issues and intellectual disabilities are In 2016, the National Center for Education Statistics released data showing that among students ages three through 21-years-old, Native American and Black children represented a combined total of over 30% of the 6.7 million children in the American public education system receiving accommodations through the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (NCES 2019). Also, Oklahoma reported in 2019 that 1 in 6 state residents have a disability of some variety, so the likelihood that a WOC in Oklahoma attending a college or university is quite high (OKDRS 2023). 
Opportunities for accessibility and inclusion in a dance studio can look quite different than it does in a traditional, seated-in-a-desk classroom, being that a large portion of the coursework is usually movement-based and mental illnesses and intellectual disabilities can create unique challenges for both the body and the brain of a dancer. One example being the physiological response of the nervous system when an individual is experiencing anxiety caused by stress, panic, and trauma (Chu 2022) Thinking of the female dancers of color, these physiological reactions may stem from Racial trauma, or race-based traumatic stress (RBTS), a created to describe the “mental and emotional injury caused by an emotionally painful, sudden, and uncontrollable racist encounters with racial bias and ethnic discrimination, racism, and hate crimes.(MHA 2016)  The organization Mental Health America also found evidence showing that this type of trauma severely affects the BIPOC communities in America “due to living under a system of white supremacy”  is at risk of suffering from a race-based traumatic stress injury. Dance Movement Therapy (DMT) researcher, Katrina Guittar, suggests that practices that bring dancers into the “here and now” are effective ways to calm and regulate feelings of this type; one of the most popular approaches being the use of Laban Movement Analysis (2018). Although Modern dance is more commonly recognized for using Laban as a language, it can help dancers understand the comforts and limits specific to their own body, rather than trying to mimic movements they don’t understand, reducing the risk of injury by allowing the dancer to create a continuous, trust-building conversation between the [image: Fig. 1]body and brain that is customized to their lived experiences (Levy 2005)


Protective and harmful innate immune responses to
trauma, panic, anxiety, and stress (Huber-Lang 2018)



	Although it will take several years of difficult deconstruction and  uncomfortable growth for colleges, dance companies, Oklahomans, and Americans to achieve significant, legitimate change towards systemic racism, I strongly believe that it is still within a dance educator’s power to set about change within their own classrooms. Accessibility and equity in education benefits both the students and instructors because it matters more that each individual improves from where their understanding began, rather than a passing or failing decision being used as an inaccurate measure of comprehension ( Nyanungo 2022) Through student-centered education, dance students are encouraged grow in ways that honor their bodies, their lives, and their safety, as opposed to the mastery of intricate body positions or movements (Henderson 2021). Not only will the dancers of color in Oklahoma begin to shine brighter and more often in this type of classroom,  but it will also show young  girls of Black and Native descent that if they want to be a dancer when they grow up, there is a safe place in the state for them to thrive. Every student deserves to have someone with their background to look up to, so I encourage educators to take on the challenge for themselves and strive to be someone that the next generation of dancers felt they were seen by, respected, and inspired to reach their full potential and any goal they set their mind to. 
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Norman Mob
After Singie
Smith Jazz

NORMAN, Okla., Feb. 6.—A gang
of ruftians have disgraced this city
again in an attempt to maintain the
vicious reputation of the city not to
let Negroes stay in the municipality
after sundown. For many years Nor-
man has had signs and Inscriptions
stuck around In prominent places
which read: “Nigger, don't let the sun
go down on_you in this berg.” Sat-
urday night, when Single Bmltl'l Or-
chestra of Fort Worth, Texas, at-
tempted to play in the dance hall
where they were employed by the stu:
dents of the University, a mob of
outlaws stormed the bhall and practi-
cally wrecked it.

A mob of approximately 500 sur-
rounded the dance hall soon after
the dance started and began to throw
bricks. They were armed with clubs,

guns, and some carried ropes. There
| was talk of lynchine the Negroes, |
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in 1986, the strong campus reaction to the revelation that DeBare
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from the building. which is now known simply as the Chemisiry Bullding.
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