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�Shapes in Motion�

Subject:
• The Arts: Dance and Choreography

Level:
• Grades 9-12

Abstract:
• When presented with the prospect of choreographing or creating an

original dance, most beginners are somewhat daunted by the enormity of
the undertaking.  Left to their own devices, most will likely resort to
creating a routine � a sequenced series of steps that they already know �
and call it a dance.  Rarely before arriving in a class that focuses on the
fundamentals of choreography does it occur to most young dancers to
differentiate between a routine and a dance. Unlike a routine, a well
developed dance is as much a complete, dimensional art form as a
painting or a sculpture, holding the potential to be as rich in meaning as a
piece of poetry. While elements of technique will likely play a significant
role in the effective execution of its movement vocabulary, the
vocabulary itself is drawn from a far larger base � one that is derived
from what is uniquely being explored in the dance itself.  Whether the
focus of the dance is concept or shape, creating new movement that
springs from its� intent is essential. 

• In this unit, we will be exploring some of the basic elements of dance
composition with the intention of encouraging students to create original
movement.  Through sequencing a series of exercises that guide students
through experimenting with the element of shape and the manipulation of
time, space and energy, each group of students will create distinctively
original dances from the same basic material. PowerPoint technology is
used in the process and final performance of the student dances.

• The primary focus of this unit should be on 1) creating an environment
where experimentation is safe and valued 2) encouraging students to
interpret or extract meaning from what they see 3) validating the process
of coming up with innovative, original movement and interesting,
expressive shapes.  
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Invitation:
Think of a great dance that you have seen.  What came to mind that
made it stand out for you?  (Most students will cite great technical ability
� speed, agility, flexibility, etc.)  Although strong technique is invaluable
to a dancer, a great dance is comprised of much more than displays of
great technical feats. A well developed dance is as much a complete,
dimensional art form as a painting or a sculpture, holding the potential to
be as rich in meaning as a piece of poetry.  Where do we begin?  By
playing with the element of shape.  Where do we get our ideas?  We
begin by experimenting with what the body can do.

Situations:
• Where: This unit would most easily take place in an average- to large-

sized dance studio, preferably with a wood floor. 

• When: This unit would occur early in the semester of a high school dance
class.  At this point the students should have been introduced to basic
dance technique and have the ability to use basic locomotor movements. 

• How Long: The group preparation before the students begin their
choreography should take two full days on a Block schedule with 100-
minute classes.  The choreography itself will require one to two full days.
It will be necessary to allot additional computer time if you opt for the
student participation option in the image selection phase of the lesson.
More time will be needed for students to prepare the PowerPoint
backdrop.  

Tasks: 
(Begin each day with a regular warm up of your choosing.)

• Task 1: Begin Day 1 by having students move through space, side
coaching them to alternately walk, run, and/or freeze. Add levels: high,
low, medium, the floor, the air, etc.  Have them freeze into an interesting
shape.  Make it more specific. Add focus. Change the focus. Repeat
having them move through space, freezing in various shapes a few times.
Remind them to go with the impulse, enter the shape, and make a focus
choice.
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• Task 2: Ask them to select one of the shapes they�ve created, enter and
remember it. Let�s call it Shape #1.  Have them move to another shape.
Enter it.  Add focus. Deepen it in some way and enter it.  Return to the
Shape #1.  Then move again to Shape #2.  Add a third shape.  And so on
until they are working with four distinctive shapes, moving comfortably
between them in a sequence.

• Task 3: Divide the class in half and allow them to view others doing the
�Shape Exercise.�

 
Discussion:
1. What did you notice?
2. What shapes were the most interesting and why?
3. In what ways did the use of focus impact the shapes?
Draw attention to the way the eye travels when looking at an image, the
impact of specific detail, use of focus, and the tendency of an audience to
create context or meaning from something abstract.
 

• Task 4: Do �Improvised Shapes in Pairs.� Randomly divide group into
pairs.  Person A begins by creating a shape that is held while Person B
creates a shape that compliments the picture in some way.  Person B
continues to hold his/her shape while Person A then creates a new
complimentary shape, etc. Side coaching: Begin by working quickly.
Don�t take the time to intellectually analyze what your partner is doing.
Instead, allow yourself to impulsively respond.  First allow the group to
play with straight lines for several minutes, then do the same having
them play with curves.  Finally, coach them to move from straight lines to
curves, combining them at will.  Side coaching: Now, don�t just focus on
the shape itself, experiment with the space in between or how you get
from shape to shape.  How many different ways can you travel from
shape to shape?  Experiment with movement that uses a lot of space,
changes level and means of locomotion.  Try different energy choices:
rolling, sliding, stretching or slicing your way from one shape to the next.
Experiment with movement that explodes, melts, slithers, or flings.

• Task 5: View improvised performances, two to three groups at a time on
stage.  First have them perform in silence.  Halfway through the
performance, add randomly selected instrumental music.  After all have
performed, discuss the performances. 
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Discussion: 
1. What did you see?
2. In what ways were the duets different than the solo shapes?
3. How important were the solo shapes in the duets?
4. In what ways did focus impact the performances?
5. What elements made the duets the most effective?

• Task 6: After warm up, Day 2 begins with the exercise �What Comes
Next?�
a) One person creates a shape and holds it.  Each successive person

then does what s/he thinks would come next, as if creating the next
freeze frame in a phrase.  Begin by doing it with the entire group.
The chain will be very long.  Dancers can add in any direction that
makes sense off of the last participant in the chain. Encourage them
to be spontaneous.

b) Divide the class into groups of six.  Have them do what comes next a
couple of times through in smaller groups.  Then, one dancer from
each group watches the rest of his/her group create a chain which
they hold until the observing dancer can recreate it as the basis for a
dance phrase and remember it.  Allot enough time for each dancer to
go through the process of observing and recreating the phrase
suggested by the chain.

• Task 7: The groups disperse.  Dancers move out onto the floor to a
space where they each have room to move.  Set a tempo.  Have each of
the dancers execute their phrase simultaneously, working out issues of
space.  As they move through their phrases, remind them that they can
add to the phrase, expand and/or shrink their use of space at will during
the course of the phrase. Expansion might include taking to the air or to
the floor.  Shrinking might entail moments of isolated and/or minute
detailed movement. At this point, the phrase should become further
developed.  It can be lengthened in any way, but in some way should
spring from the original phrase created by their group. Introduce the
concept of playing with time.  Begin by having them do their phrase to a
slow count of 8.  Suggest that they try to speed up and slow down
different parts of the phrase, keeping the total length of the phrase 8
counts. You may experiment with expanding the length of the phrase to
two or three sets of 8 depending upon the skill level of the group.
Remind them that playing with time may influence the choices they have
made about space.  Give them a minute or two to make adjustments and
come up with something that they want to keep.  Split the class for
viewing. 
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• Task 8: Return to the exercise �Improvised Shapes in Pairs.�  Working
with a new partner, have the dancers do the exercise, pulling them very
quickly into focusing as well on how they move from shape to shape.
Encourage them to use more space in between and to begin playing with
different kinds of energy.  Using a digital video camera, videotape the
exercise moving through the group.  Focus on each duet for ~30 to 40
seconds.

• Task 9: Divide the class in half and allow each half to view the other
doing the exercise live.  
a) In what ways was this version of the exercise different than the first?

From the audience�s point of view?  From the dancer�s point of view?
b) Were the shapes still present?
c) What impact can shape have on the construction of a phrase?

• Task 10: Preparation:
Option One: Teacher: 

1) Selects still moments from each dance, trying to get about two to
three per group.  

2) Numbers and assembles them in Power Point format to show to
class the following day. 

Or
   Option Two:

1) Teacher creates template for PowerPoint Images presentation. 
2) Viewing the videotape performances of three other duets, each

group of six discusses and finally agrees upon the still moments
that they find the most compelling in each duet.  

3) Each group then documents how they arrived at their final
selections onto a piece of paper and then downloads the images
into the PowerPoint template created by the teacher. This
approach, although seemingly more complicated, really encourages
students to begin the aesthetic valuing piece informally through
small group discussion.  

4) In the context of Task 11, each group would then share their
selections with the class, explaining what struck them particularly
about each of their selections.
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• Task 11 On Day 3, four sample photographs of professional dancers
performing are brought in by teacher. Select images that play with line
and shape differently and have the potential to be interpreted in a variety
of ways.  Attach each of them to a piece of butcher paper with plenty of
room on either side for students to write.  On the top of one side write
�What do you see?�  On the top of the other side write, �What does it
mean or evoke?�  Allow students ample time to reflect and move from
image to image recording their observations and interpretations. The idea
here is to help them to discern the use of line and space and encourage
them to form opinions about or interpret what they see.  Read their
observations and guide the ensuing discussion to help them see the many
different ways in which people can interpret the same image.  

1) Is there story in shape?  How is it communicated?
2) What might this suggest to you as a choreographer about your

tools?  
3) What was the dancer/choreographer�s intention?  In what ways was

it different than your own?
4) What elements influence the ways in which we interpret what we

perceive?
  

• Task 12: Show PowerPoint Presentation of the still moments selected
from the �Improvised Shapes in Pairs� exercise.  Show twice to the
group, having each participant record the numbers of the 8 images
that they found the most dimensional and/or intriguing.  When this is
complete, you may also opt here to have each student group from
Task 9 share their reasons for the images they selected. 

 
• Task 13: Preparation: The instructor then selects the eight images that

were most chosen by the group and makes enough hard copies of the
images for each group of four to five students to use in the Shapes in
Motion study.

• Task 14: The Culminating Task: Randomly divide participants into
groups of four and five, giving each a hard copy to work from. Student
instructions: Create dance using all eight of the images selected by the
group. They may be repeated as many times as you like and used in any
order you choose.  You may add other bodies in other shapes to the
images as long as each duet image is present at some point in the total
picture.  The images do not need to be held for any particularly length of
time, but must be recognizable to the viewers. It is to be a minimum of 1
minute in length.  Remember to: 
1) Experiment with interesting ways to move from one image to the next.

Be innovative, original, and take risks.  Don�t always do the obvious.
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2) Share your ideas with one another.  Be open minded and constructive
in your communication.  Each participant should contribute to the
choreography and work to create a comfortable space to allow others
to contribute their ideas. This means that everyone must actively
listen and be open to compromise. 

3) Develop several interesting phrases that demonstrate clear and varied
choices about the use of time, space, and energy.

4) Creating a strong sense of ensemble and setting a consistent tempo
for performance are essential, as one of the performances will be done
in silence.

• Task 15: Students perform �Shapes in Motion� studies for the class.
Have each group perform twice. Once in silence and once to instrumental
music that is randomly selected.

• Task 16: Class discussion of studies:
1. What did you see?
2. What did it evoke?
3. What role did the shapes play in the dance?  In the construction of

the dance phrases?
4. If you were to give it a title, what would you call it and why?
5. In what ways did the accompaniment influence or color the

performance?  From the audience perspective?  From the dancer�s
perspective?

Interactions:
• Full Class: Performance of �Shape Exercise�, �What Comes Next�,

viewing and discussion of professional dance images, class discussions of
performances.

• Partners: �Improvised Shapes in Pairs�

• Small Group: Step 2 in �What Comes Next�, selection of images for,
preparation and performance of �Shapes in Motion� project.
Documentation of selection of images. Choreography and performance of
�Shapes in Motion� studies.

• Individual: Preparation for �Shape Exercise.�
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Standards:
• 1.0 Processing, Analyzing, and responding to Sensory

Information Through the language and Skills Unique to Dance
• 1.2 Memorize and perform works of dance, demonstrating technical

accuracy and consistent artistic intent.
• 1.3 Perform in multiple dance genres (e.g. modern)
• 1.5 Apply knowledge of dance vocabulary to distinguish how

movement looks physically in space, time and force/energy.
• 2.0 Creating, Performing and Participating in Dance

• 2.6 Collaborate with peers in the development of choreography in
groups (e.g., duets, trios, and small ensembles.)

• 4.0 Responding to, Analyzing, and Making Judgments About
Works of Dance.
• 4.1 Describe how theatrical production qualities contribute to the

success of a dance performance (e.g. music, set design)
• 5.0 Connecting and Applying What is Learned in Dance to

Learning in Other Art Forms and Subject Areas and to Careers
• 5.1 Demonstrate effective use of technology for recording,

analyzing and creating dances.

Assessment:
• Teacher Observation: Rehearsal and all improvised performances

(2.6).
• Student Writing: Student contributions and ensuing discussion �What

Did You See,� and �What Did it Evoke,� journal entries (optional), student
documentation of selection of images for PowerPoint Presentation (Option
Two) (1.5, 2.6).

• Performance: Improvisations, Shapes in Motion dances (1.3, 5.1). 
• Discussion: 4.1 (Variation 2 � PowerPoint backdrop, Variation 1 &

2 � musical accompaniment) 5.1.
• Rubric: 2.6.

Tools:
• CD player, Computer with PowerPoint, Screen for PowerPoint Backdrop

Digital Video Camera, Digital Editing Software.
• Dance Magazine and dance calendars are good sources for images for

"What Do You See� �What Does It Evoke� chart.  
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Project Tips and Alternatives: 
• Tip #1:  Performance Variation One: Final performances of Shapes in

Motion studies are videotaped.  The original eight images selected by the
group are downloaded onto a computer in small format so that they can
be referred along side the dance as it is replayed on the screen.  Using
the computer as an assessment tool, students locate the moments in the
dance when the shapes are revisited. (This option also addresses
Standard 4.0, Strand 4.5)

Additional Discussion Questions: 
• In what ways did the live and video taped performances differ?
• What are the advantages and limitations of viewing live and

recorded dance performances? 

• Tip #2: Performance Variation Two: After the students have begun
sequencing their choreography, ask them to begin to think about ways in
which they can most effectively incorporate use of the original images
projected as a backdrop.  Then have them begin the process of placing
the original images in an order of their choosing to be used as a changing
backdrop during the performance of the dance.  They can repeat any
image as many times as they want to.  It may remain on the screen for
as long as they choose.  Each study is to be performed in front of the
PowerPoint presentation created by each group using the original images. 

Additional Discussion Questions:  
1. In what ways did the background of images affect the piece?
2. To what degree did the dance stand on its own?
3. To what degree did the choreography actively include the backdrop

as a sort of �performer?�

• Tip #3: Periodically during the unit, students reflect in a journal in a free
write format. Using some of the discussion questions can encourage those
less verbal to share their observations in ensuing discussions and provide
further assessment documentation.  

• Tip #4: It is particularly valuable for students to create the rubrics we
use as a group.  Involving them in the process not only gives them
ownership, but also requires that they actively distill the essential
elements from our preparation as a step in the process of preparing for
the culminating task. This not only empowers students, but also begins
the process of embedding the idea of assessment as a constructive,
valuable tool to be used throughout our lives. 
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Assembling a rubric to assess the elements of a dance is fairly simple, if
you encourage the group to draw from the foundation you�ve laid in
preparing students for the culminating task. I have included a sample
rubric that addresses a layer that may be more difficult to discern:
effective collaboration with peers.  

Attachments:
• "Sample Assessment Rubric"
• "Step Sheet: Creating a Template in PowerPoint"
• "Step Sheet: Using a Projection Device"
• "Step Sheet: Gathering and Inserting Electronic Images"
• "Step Sheet: Creating a Template in PowerPoint"
• "Step Sheet: Putting the Slide Show Together"

Web Resources � Content:
• www.duke.edu/~saundra/index.html � good source for modern dance

photographs 

Web Resources � PowerPoint:
• A list of linked web resources for PowerPoint can be found on the

PowerPoint Resources page.

Assistive Technology:
• Please refer to the Assistive Technology section for information on

methods and devices to help ensure that all students have access to the
curricula in the least restrictive environment.

http://www.dukeedu/~saundra/index.html
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