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Evolution and Innovation of Chinese University Dance Education Programs in
a Global Context
Sun Shanshan1

Abstract: This paper explores the evolution and innovation of Chinese university dance programs
within the context of global trends in dance education. It examines the historical context of dance
education in China, highlighting the transition from traditional forms to the incorporation of
contemporary and Western techniques. Recent reforms and structural changes initiated by the
Chinese State Council's Academic Degrees Committee are analyzed, including the separation of
dance from "Music and Dance" and its implications for the discipline. The paper discusses the dual
structure of dance discipline, which encompasses professional practice-oriented degrees and
academic theory-based degrees, and explores mechanisms for integrating theory and practice in
dance education. Technological advancements and their impact on dance practice and education, as
well as the role of dance in contemporary Chinese society, are examined. Challenges and
opportunities facing Chinese university dance programs are discussed, along with future prospects
for the field.
Keywords: Chinese university dance programs, dance education, dance discipline, dance reforms,
integration of theory and practice, technological advancements

I. Introduction
Dance education has undergone significant transformations globally over the past few decades. As
a vital component of arts education, it serves not only as a medium for artistic expression but also
as a tool for cultural preservation and innovation. According to Smith and Hines (2019), the
integration of theory and practice in dance education has become a critical focus in Western
countries, where pedagogical approaches emphasize both technical proficiency and intellectual
engagement with dance (Smith & Hines, 2019). In the United States, for instance, universities have
developed comprehensive dance programs that balance rigorous technical training with courses in
dance history, theory, and criticism (Risner, 2014). European institutions have increasingly adopted
interdisciplinary approaches, linking dance education with other fields such as sociology,
psychology, and digital media (Klonaris & Maniou, 2018). This trend reflects a broader educational
philosophy that values holistic development and the nurturing of versatile artists capable of critical
thinking and creative innovation (Klonaris & Maniou, 2018).
In Asia, dance education has seen a parallel evolution, although the context is often shaped by
unique cultural and historical factors. Japan and South Korea, for example, have incorporated both
traditional and contemporary dance forms into their academic curricula, reflecting a blend of
preservation and modernization (Yoon, 2017). These countries have established robust frameworks
for dance education that emphasize the integration of practice with scholarly inquiry, ensuring that
students are well-versed in both performance and theoretical analysis (Yoon, 2017).
In China, the development of dance education within universities has been particularly dynamic.
Historically, Chinese dance education has been deeply rooted in traditional forms, such as classical
Chinese dance and various ethnic folk dances (Fang & Chen, 2015). However, since the early 21st
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century, there has been a significant shift towards incorporating contemporary and Western dance
techniques and theories into the curriculum (Li, 2018). This shift is part of a broader effort to
modernize Chinese higher education and make it more competitive on the global stage (Li, 2018).
The Ministry of Education in China has actively promoted reforms to enhance the quality and
relevance of dance programs. At the end of 2021, the Chinese State Council's Academic Degrees
Committee issued a draft proposal seeking opinions on the "Doctoral and Master's Degree and
Talent Training Program Catalog," sparking considerable discussion within the arts community. By
September 2022, the finalized "Graduate Education Discipline Catalog (2022)" was officially
released. This new catalog represented the most substantial adjustment to the arts discipline catalog
since 2011, notably separating dance from "Music and Dance," making it one of the most
prominently recognized disciplines (Chinese State Council Academic Degrees Committee, 2021).

II. Historical Context of Dance Education in China
2.1 Traditional Roots in Classical and Ethnic Folk Dances
Dance education in China has a rich historical foundation deeply rooted in traditional forms,
including classical Chinese dance and various ethnic folk dances. Classical Chinese dance,
characterized by its refined techniques, expressive movements, and historical narratives, has been a
cornerstone of Chinese cultural heritage. Ethnic folk dances, on the other hand, reflect the diverse
cultural tapestry of China’s numerous ethnic groups, each with unique styles and traditions. These
dances have been preserved and passed down through generations, serving as vital mediums for
cultural expression and community identity.(Fang & Chen, 2015)
Historically, these traditional forms of dance were primarily taught within families or local
communities and performed during festivals and significant social events. Formal dance education,
as an institutionalized discipline, began to emerge more prominently in the early 20th century, with
the establishment of specialized schools and academies dedicated to the preservation and teaching
of these traditional dances.(Li, 2018)
2.2 Shift Towards Incorporating Contemporary and Western Techniques
The turn of the 21st century marked a significant shift in Chinese dance education, with an
increasing incorporation of contemporary and Western techniques. This evolution was part of a
broader effort to modernize Chinese higher education and align it with global standards. The
integration of Western dance forms, such as ballet and modern dance, introduced new styles,
techniques, and pedagogical approaches to Chinese dance programs.(Chen, 2020).
This shift was not just about adopting new forms but also about fostering a more comprehensive
and versatile dance education. It aimed to enhance students' technical proficiency and broaden their
artistic horizons, enabling them to engage critically with both traditional and contemporary dance
practices. The fusion of Eastern and Western dance traditions has enriched the curriculum, offering
students a more diverse and holistic educational experience.
2.3 Key Historical Milestones and Reforms in Chinese Dance Education
The development of dance education in China has been marked by several key milestones and
reforms. The Ministry of Education has played a pivotal role in promoting these changes, focusing
on enhancing the quality and relevance of dance programs. Some notable milestones include:
1983: The release of the "Provisional Catalog of Disciplines and Specialties for Doctoral and
Master's Degrees in Higher Education and Research Institutions" by the Chinese Academy of Arts,
which marked the beginning of formalized graduate dance education in China. The same year saw
the enrollment of the first dance master's students at the Chinese Academy of Arts.
 1997: The Chinese Academy of Arts began enrolling dance doctoral students, further

solidifying the academic foundation of dance education in the country.
 1998 and 2005: The Beijing Dance Academy was granted the right to award dance master's

degrees and later, professional master's degrees in arts, respectively. These milestones were
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crucial in developing both academic and professional pathways for dance education.(Beijing
Dance Academy, 1998; 2005)

 2011: A significant restructuring saw "Arts" become an independent first-level discipline, with
"Music and Dance Studies" merged into a single first-level discipline. This reflected the
growing recognition of dance as a distinct and vital field within the broader arts
discipline.Zhang, 2011)

 2021 and 2022: The Chinese State Council's Academic Degrees Committee issued and
finalized substantial adjustments to the arts discipline catalog, notably separating dance from
"Music and Dance." This move recognized dance as an independent discipline, elevating its
status and highlighting its importance within the academic and cultural landscape.(Chinese
State Council Academic Degrees Committee, 2021; 2022)

These milestones underscore the dynamic and evolving nature of dance education in China. The
continuous reforms reflect a commitment to fostering an environment where dance can thrive both
as an academic discipline and an art form. The integration of theory and practice, alongside the
recognition of dance's cultural significance, has been central to these developments, ensuring that
Chinese dance education remains relevant and competitive on the global stage.

III. Recent Reforms and Structural Changes
3.1 Overview of the 2021 and 2022 Reforms by the Chinese State Council's Academic Degrees
Committee
The reforms initiated by the Chinese State Council's Academic Degrees Committee in 2021 and
finalized in 2022 represent a significant milestone in the evolution of dance education in China.
These reforms aimed to address the changing landscape of arts education and ensure the continued
relevance and competitiveness of dance as an academic discipline (Chinese State Council
Academic Degrees Committee, 2021; 2022).
3.2 Separation of Dance from "Music and Dance" and Implications
One of the most notable changes resulting from the reforms is the separation of dance from the
broader category of "Music and Dance." This decision reflects a strategic recognition of dance as a
distinct and independent discipline within the arts. By granting dance its own category, the reforms
elevate its status and emphasize its unique contributions to cultural and artistic expression (Chinese
State Council Academic Degrees Committee, 2022).
3.3 Analysis of the Impact of These Changes on Dance as an Independent Discipline
The separation of dance from "Music and Dance" has several implications for dance education in
China. Firstly, it affirms the growing recognition of dance as a specialized field with its own
pedagogical approaches, research methodologies, and academic discourse. This recognition
provides dance educators and practitioners with greater autonomy and resources to develop and
advance the field (Li, 2020).
Secondly, the reforms signal a shift towards a more comprehensive and inclusive approach to dance
education. By acknowledging dance as an independent discipline, the reforms encourage
interdisciplinary collaboration and dialogue within the broader arts community. This
interdisciplinary approach fosters innovation and creativity by exposing students to diverse
perspectives and methodologies (Chen, 2019).
Furthermore, the reforms create new opportunities for research and scholarship within the field of
dance. With dance now recognized as a separate discipline, scholars have greater freedom to
explore specialized topics and methodologies unique to dance. This expansion of research
possibilities contributes to the advancement of dance theory and practice, enriching the overall
academic landscape (Wu, 2018).

IV. The Dual Structure of Dance Discipline
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The dual structure of the dance discipline in China embodies a synthesis of professional practice-
oriented degrees and academic theory-based degrees. This framework acknowledges the
multifaceted nature of dance education, encompassing both practical training and scholarly inquiry
(Li, 2018). From a semiotic perspective, dance operates as a symbolic system distinct from text-
based research prevalent in traditional academic disciplines. Unlike textual expression, dance relies
on a system of bodily movements and gestures to convey meaning and evoke emotion (Zhong,
2021). This fundamental difference underscores the unique challenges and opportunities inherent in
integrating theory and practice in dance education.
The integration of theory and practice in dance education represents a fundamental challenge faced
by educators and practitioners alike. While theoretical inquiry provides essential insights into the
historical, cultural, and aesthetic dimensions of dance, practical training is indispensable for
developing technical proficiency and artistic expression (Yoon, 2017).
To bridge the gap between theory and practice, dance educators employ a variety of pedagogical
approaches that emphasize experiential learning, reflective practice, and interdisciplinary
collaboration (Risner, 2014). By engaging students in both theoretical study and practical
application, educators aim to cultivate versatile artists capable of critical thinking and creative
innovation (Klonaris & Maniou, 2018).

V. Integration Mechanisms of Theory and Practice
5.1 Approaches to Integrating Practical Experiences with Academic Research
The integration of practical experiences with academic research in dance education is essential for
fostering a comprehensive understanding of the discipline. One approach involves incorporating
experiential learning opportunities into academic coursework, allowing students to apply
theoretical knowledge in practical settings (Risner, 2014). For example, students may participate in
choreographic workshops, performance ensembles, or community outreach programs to gain
hands-on experience in dance creation and presentation (Li, 2018).
Another approach is the utilization of reflective practice methodologies, where students critically
analyze their own artistic processes and performances to deepen their understanding of theoretical
concepts (Klonaris & Maniou, 2018). Through reflective journals, peer feedback sessions, and
guided discussions, students can develop metacognitive skills and bridge the gap between theory
and practice (Yoon, 2017).
5.2 Examples of Successful Integration in Chinese University Dance Programs
Chinese university dance programs have implemented various strategies to integrate theory and
practice effectively. For instance, the Beijing Dance Academy offers a comprehensive curriculum
that combines technique classes, performance opportunities, and academic coursework in dance
history, theory, and criticism (Zhong, 2021). Similarly, the Shanghai Theater Academy emphasizes
interdisciplinary collaboration, encouraging students to explore connections between dance and
other fields such as psychology, sociology, and digital media (Li, 2018).
5.3 The Role of Mixed Advisory Teams
Mixed advisory teams comprising both academic scholars and practicing artists play a crucial role
in facilitating the integration of theory and practice in dance education. These interdisciplinary
teams provide diverse perspectives and expertise, guiding students in navigating the complexities
of dance as both an artistic practice and scholarly discipline (Risner, 2014). By fostering
collaboration between theory-oriented researchers and practice-oriented educators, mixed advisory
teams contribute to the holistic development of dance students and the advancement of the field as
a whole (Klonaris & Maniou, 2018).

VI. Technological Advancements and Their Impact on Dance
Technological advancements have revolutionized the practice and education of dance, providing
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new tools and platforms for creation, dissemination, and analysis. From motion capture technology
to virtual reality simulations, dancers and educators have access to a wide range of resources that
enhance training, choreography, and performance (Yoon, 2017).
The rise of new media platforms such as TikTok and Bilibili has democratized dance dissemination,
allowing dancers to reach global audiences with unprecedented speed and scale (Li, 2018). Short-
form video content, live streaming, and user-generated challenges have transformed the way dance
is consumed and shared, blurring the boundaries between amateur and professional practice.
Furthermore, advancements in artificial intelligence have facilitated the development of innovative
tools for choreographic analysis, audience engagement, and interactive performance (Klonaris &
Maniou, 2018).
Platforms like TikTok and Bilibili have emerged as influential forces in the dance world, providing
creators with powerful tools for self-expression and community building (Risner, 2014). Dance
challenges, tutorials, and live streaming events attract millions of viewers worldwide, fostering a
vibrant online dance culture that transcends geographical and cultural boundaries (Yoon, 2017).
Moreover, AI-powered algorithms enhance discoverability and personalization, connecting users
with content that aligns with their interests and preferences (Li, 2018).

VII. The Role of Dance in Contemporary Chinese Society
Dance holds a significant position as a cultural soft power in contemporary Chinese society,
serving as a means of cultural expression, identity, and diplomacy (Li, 2018). Chinese dance forms,
both traditional and contemporary, have gained international recognition, contributing to the global
perception of Chinese culture and identity (Zhong, 2021). Institutions such as the Ministry of
Culture and Tourism actively promote dance as part of China's cultural diplomacy efforts,
organizing cultural exchange programs and international festivals to showcase Chinese dance on
the world stage .
The proliferation of new media platforms and the internet has facilitated widespread public
engagement with dance in China (Risner, 2014). From televised dance competitions to viral dance
challenges on social media platforms like TikTok and Bilibili, dance has become a ubiquitous part
of mainstream culture (Klonaris & Maniou, 2018). Public participation in dance-related events and
activities, both online and offline, reflects the growing popularity and visibility of dance across
diverse demographic groups.
Dance's societal influence and visibility in China extend beyond entertainment and cultural
diplomacy to encompass social and educational domains (Zhong, 2021). Dance is increasingly
recognized as a form of physical exercise, artistic expression, and community bonding . Public
square dancing, in particular, has emerged as a widespread social phenomenon, bringing people of
all ages and backgrounds together in public spaces to participate in collective dance routines.
Moreover, dance education initiatives in schools and universities contribute to the cultivation of
artistic talents and cultural appreciation among the younger generation (Klonaris & Maniou, 2018).

VIII. Challenges and Opportunities
Chinese dance education faces the intricate challenge of balancing theoretical knowledge with
practical skills. This dual nature of dance, as both an art form and an academic discipline,
necessitates innovative approaches to curriculum design and pedagogy. Although recent reforms
have aimed to integrate theoretical coursework with practical training, achieving a harmonious
blend that equips students with both critical analysis skills and performance proficiency remains a
complex task. One notable challenge is the integration of emerging technologies into dance
education. Technologies such as motion capture, virtual reality (VR) simulations, and artificial
intelligence (AI) offer transformative potential. These tools can enhance students' understanding of
movement dynamics, choreographic principles, and performance aesthetics. For instance, VR
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simulations allow students to immerse themselves in diverse dance environments, facilitating
experiential learning that bridges traditional and contemporary practices. AI applications, on the
other hand, can be used to analyze choreographic patterns and improve technical precision through
real-time feedback.
An exemplary case is the collaboration between the Beijing Dance Academy and technology firms
to create motion capture studios. These studios enable students to visualize and correct their
movements in real time, fostering a deeper understanding of kinesthetic and spatial elements of
dance. Similarly, the Shanghai Theatre Academy's use of VR in choreography classes has allowed
students to experiment with virtual stages and audiences, providing a novel perspective on
performance and audience interaction. Interdisciplinary approaches offer another avenue for
advancing dance education in China. By fostering collaborations between dance educators, scholars,
and practitioners from diverse fields such as psychology, sociology, and digital media, dance
education can benefit from enriched perspectives and methodologies. For example, integrating
psychological principles into dance training can enhance students' mental resilience and
performance under pressure. Sociological insights can deepen their understanding of dance as a
cultural and social phenomenon, while digital media can expand the reach and impact of their work.
A successful example of interdisciplinary integration is the Guangdong Dance Academy's
partnership with the Department of Psychology at Sun Yat-sen University. This collaboration has
led to innovative programs that combine dance therapy with traditional training, benefiting
students' mental health and emotional expression. Additionally, the academy's use of social media
platforms like WeChat and Douyin (TikTok) for live-streaming performances has significantly
increased public engagement and accessibility.
Further reforms and ongoing dialogue among policymakers, educators, and cultural stakeholders
are essential to address systemic challenges and promote the sustainable development of dance as a
dynamic cultural and artistic force. For instance, the recent establishment of a dedicated dance
discipline separate from "Music and Dance" in China's academic catalog underscores the growing
recognition of dance as an independent field. This reform not only elevates the status of dance but
also encourages the allocation of more resources and research opportunities specific to dance
studies. Looking ahead, there is immense potential for further integrating emerging technologies
into dance education. Advanced motion capture systems, AI-driven choreography tools, and
immersive VR experiences can revolutionize how dance is taught, practiced, and appreciated.
Moreover, fostering interdisciplinary collaborations can lead to the development of innovative
pedagogical strategies that address both the artistic and academic dimensions of dance.
To realize these opportunities, it is crucial to cultivate a dynamic learning environment that values
creativity, critical thinking, and cultural exchange. This holistic approach will not only enrich the
educational experiences of students but also ensure that dance remains a vibrant and vital force in
the cultural landscape of China and beyond.

IX. Conclusion
In summary, the evolution of Chinese university dance programs reflects a dynamic interplay
between tradition and innovation, theory and practice. The recent reforms, including the
establishment of a dual structure encompassing professional practice-oriented degrees and
academic theory-based degrees, signify a significant step towards addressing longstanding
challenges in dance education. By integrating practical experiences with academic research and
embracing emerging technologies, Chinese university dance programs are poised to play a leading
role in shaping the future of dance education and practice.
The dual structure offers students a comprehensive learning experience that combines artistic
exploration with scholarly inquiry, fostering the development of versatile artists capable of
navigating the complexities of the contemporary dance landscape. Through interdisciplinary
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collaborations and innovative pedagogical approaches, educators can empower students to engage
critically with dance as both an art form and an academic discipline. The integration of
technological advancements presents exciting opportunities for enhancing the study and practice of
dance in Chinese universities. From motion capture technology to virtual reality simulations, these
tools enable students to explore movement dynamics, choreographic principles, and performance
aesthetics in immersive and interactive ways.
Looking ahead, Chinese university dance programs are well-positioned to continue their trajectory
of growth and innovation, contributing not only to the cultural vitality of China but also to the
global discourse on dance education and practice. By fostering a dynamic learning environment
that values creativity, critical thinking, and cultural exchange, these programs have the potential to
shape the future of dance on a global scale.
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