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ABSTRACT: 

 
Most of us teach students from a variety of cultural backgrounds and training. For 
many years educators have used aspects of Laban Movement Analysis (LMA) as 
a systematic framework for teaching students how to view, talk about, and write 
about dance. Utilizing a language that has some cultural assumptions attached to 
it potentially excludes valuable lenses. Unless students are guided away from that 
material to find their own voices the writing is often unoriginal. One might 
introduce the LMA effort actions as a resource from which to draw, as part of a 
larger exploration, however, it is through the use of embodied writing practices 
that provide freedom for students to speak from an authentic place, thus 
developing their own rich language. Through a series of experiential processes, 
we guide students from myriad backgrounds and levels of exposure to dance, to 
write from a place of personal, embodied knowledge. Students move through a 
series of exercises in the studio, view live concerts and dance films, and submit a 
number of high and low stakes writing assignments throughout the quarter that 
repeatedly challenge them to examine, write and speak about the experience of 
moving and watching others move. What is at first daunting and foreign, becomes 
second nature. Outcomes include writing and conversations that are evocative and 
personal, articulate and sophisticated. This experiential workshop for teachers will 
involve multiple examples of exercises that help students see what is before them 
and discover their own vivid language. 

 
WORKSHOP OUTLINE: 

 
1. NAME GAME– stand in a circle facing each other 

• say your name as you gesture  
create a gesture or small movement that represents your name in some 
way, practice describing the action. Use descriptive language that is 
meaningful to youWhen describing your gesture draw from your own 
experiences and knowledge of the world. (sports, science, work, everyday 
actions, literature, music, nature, etc.) 
o go around the circle, one person at a time, say your name, do your 

gesture, describe your gesture 
o everyone else repeats your gesture and says your name aloud 
o accumulate names and gestures, building one at a time 

§ Sarah, Sarah-Olivia, Sarah-Olivia-Leslie, etc 
 

2.   PARTNER DANCE & TALK – Get into groups of 2 



• Round #1-1 observer and 1 dancer- for 30 seconds, the dancer improvises and 
describes what she is doing as she is moving. After 30 seconds switch roles. 
After both partners have danced, discuss how that felt and what happened.  

 
• Round #2-1 speaker and 1 dancer- for 1 minute, 1 dancer will improvise and 

the partner will describe what the dancer is doing. After 1 minute, switch roles 
then discuss. What happened? What was challenging, fun, interesting, 
surprising?  

o You can break this up, first time literal physical description, next time 
metaphor, next time everyday activity, sound effects, etc 

• Round #3- 1 speaker and 1 dancer- DO SAME THING BUT IN FIRST 
PERSON PERPRECTIVE.  1 minute, 1 dancer will improvise, and the partner 
will describe what the dancer is doing in first person. After 1 minute, switch 
roles then discuss. What happened? What was challenging, fun, interesting, 
surprising? Tell them about third step but don’t do:  

 
3. FREEWRITE – Instructor or someone shows a set phrase.  

• Students free write for two-three minutes about what they observed from first 
or third person perspective.  

• Pair up with someone, and share your free writes. Then, combine free writes 
into a few sentences or write a paragraph together. Option to read out loud. 

 
 

4. FREEWRITE TO SOUNDS CORE 
• Make a phrase that is 10 - 15 seconds or so long, or a couple of 8s – quickly, 

give students 2 minutes 
• Get into partners and have a pen and paper  
• First person shows set material after sharing the other person free writes for a  

minute/swap - DON’T READ YOUR WORDS TO YOUR PARTNER 
• Create a sentence from your words on your own 

 
• As a pair, find another pair and create two new partnerships. Do the SAME 

process with new partner. A & B, C & D then A & C, B & D, then A&D and 
B & C 

o Come together as a quartet – one person shows their phrase 3 x. First 
time, in silence. Second time, one of their partners reads their sentence 
aloud while the person performs. Then the other person who wrote 
about them does the same thing. All four of you do this.  

o Review and pick one of the sentences for each of the solos works best, 
or develop 1 sentence together from your individual sentences. 
 

• Make a dance where each person gets to perform their solo while the others 
say their lines.  
 



• Begin to turn the sentences into the sound scores for the dance. Practice this 
and play with your voice (give examples) 

• Perform them 
• Gather together and discuss the progression, things that were interesting or 

surprising and ask questions 
 
 

 
 

Sources 
Cooper, Betsy. “Embodied Writing: A tool for teaching and learning in  dance”, 
Journal of Dance Education, 11:2, 53-59. 
 
Malnig, Julie. “But How Do I Write About Dance? Thoughts on   Teaching 
Criticism”, Dance Research Journal, 41:2, WI 2009, 91- 95. 
 
Siegel, Marcia B. “Rethinking Movement Analysis” (never published) 
 http://www.oberlinlibstaff.com/acceleratedmotion/ 
 
From: Cooper Albright, and Ann Dils, Ed.. Moving History/Dancing Culture, 
 Wesleyan University Press, Middletown, CT, 2001. 
 
“Beyond Description: Writing Beneath the Surface” 
           Author: Deborah Jowitt 
 
“Imagining Dance” 
           Author: Joan Acocella 
 
“Five Premises for a Culturally Sensitive Approach to Dance” 
           Author: Deidre Sklar 
 
 


