
nearing

Dances for Television Series

Introduction
This lesson applies the content and themes presented in the Dances for Television  
videodance Nearing, to middle school standards (grades 6-8) in the fine arts, language 
arts, social studies, and life sciences. It is centered around the viewing of Nearing and 
includes classroom activities as well as movement activities to be conducted by dance, 
physical education, or content-area classroom teachers.  Nearing is aligned with the  
fine arts standards in relation to dance, but could be adapted for use in music,  
visual art, or theater.

Description
During the course of this lesson students participate in an anticipatory activity;  
view the dance on film piece entitled Nearing; discuss, analyze and interpret the  
video; and improvise and create a movement study that is based on themes presented 
in the video.  Nearing contains many abstract concepts and symbols in its visual and 
sound composition.  In addition to artistic interpretation, Nearing  may be analyzed 
from a life sciences perspective, investigating such themes as: mortality; flow of  
energy through biological systems; characteristics of life; or basic units of structure  
in a living organism.



Objectives
By participating in this lesson, students are able to:

•  reflect upon how dance functions in the lives of 
people of different ages and genders (Fine Arts 
Standard—FAS: Historical, Cultural, and Social 
Contexts).

•  observe and analyze how literal and abstract 
movements are used to create imagery and  
symbolism (FAS: Analyzing and Responding).

•  understand and explain how the meaning of a 
dance is affected by the viewer’s personal  
experience and interests (FAS: Valuing the  
Arts/Aesthetic Reflection).

•  improvise and compose a dance to enhance  
understanding of a concept studied in a dis-
cipline outside of the arts (FAS: Connections, 
Relationships and Applications).

•  create a dance study that reflects a specific  
movement concept (FAS: Creative Expression  
and Communication).

The Life Sciences benchmarks explored in  
this lesson are:

•  Recognize that an individual organism does not 
live forever (heredity).

•  Explain and reinterpret the flow of energy and 
cycling of matter through biological and eco-
logical systems.

• Explain the characteristics of life.
•  Describe how human activities can impact the 

status of natural systems.
•  Explain that the basic functions of organisms 

are carried out in cells and groups of specialized 
cells form tissues and organs.

Nearing can be viewed as a form of “visual text” as 
part of the language arts curriculum and can be 
interpreted and analyzed according to the Literary 
Text and Concepts of Print, Comprehension Strat-
egies and Self-Monitoring Strategies standards in  
accordance with the following benchmarks:

•  Describe and analyze the elements of  
character development.

• Analyze the importance of setting.

•  Demonstrate comprehension by inferring 
themes, patterns and symbols.

•  Make meaning through asking and responding 
to a variety of questions related to text.

•  Apply self-monitoring strategies to clarify confu-
sion about text and to  monitor comprehension.

Materials
• Dances for Television DVD containing Nearing
• Large space to conduct movement study
•  Chalk board, dry erase board, or large paper to 

record class discussion
•  Drum or other rhythmic instrument to  

accompany the improvisation

Procedure
This lesson can be conducted over two 45-minute  
periods or one 1.5-hour long period.

1.)  Anticipatory Guide (10-15 minutes)  
Students individually write the answers to the  
following series of questions.
• What role do elders play in your community?
•  What basic organs and systems work together 

to maintain life?
•  What happens if any aspect of this flow of  

energy is interrupted or stopped?

2.)  View Nearing (approximately 5 minutes)  
As students are viewing the video, encourage 
them to elaborate upon their answers to the 
above questions. In preparation for the discus-
sion students should also write down their 
observations about and reactions to symbols, 
colors, characters, movements, events, and 
sounds that they see and hear in the work.

3.)  Discussion (15-20 minutes)  
Students are asked to share in a chart (presented 
in a large form in front of the class) any observa-
tions about characters, symbols, colors, move-
ments, events, and sounds in the video.  As a 
class they can reflect upon how dance functions 
in the lives  of people of different ages and gen-
ders; analyze how literal and abstract movements 
are used to create imagery and symbolism; or 
have the opportunity to explain how the mean-



ing of a dance is affected by the viewer’s personal 
experience and interests. Students may also 
discuss the flow of energy and cycling of matter 
through biological and ecological systems and/or 
the characteristics of life.

 4.)  “Dance to the beat of your heart” — a 
movement improvisation (25-30 minutes)  
Students participate in a group improvisation 
using the rhythms of the body to inspire and 
determine the tempo at which they will move.

•  If students have not participated in a group im-
provisation, they should be reminded to keep 
their hands to themselves and to maintain an 
awareness of the other students moving in the 
room (with their eyes and their body).

•  Students run around the room 3 times as  
fast as they can safely while maintaining the 
safety of others.

•  Students lie on their backs and listen to their 
own body.  

•  Ask them to find a pulse or pattern that is 
repeating itself (heartbeat, pulse, inhaling and 
exhaling, etc.) and let it be reflected somewhere  
in their body.  

•  Now ask them to move it to another part of 
their body, keeping the rhythm constant.  

•  Remind them that no matter what else you ask 
them to do, this rhythm is sacred and remains 
constant.  

•  Have them keep adding other parts of the 
body, making the movement bigger, until their 
whole body is moving to it.

•  Ask the students to allow the movement to 
take them up and down off of the floor and to 
use their body to make sounds of the rhythm.  

•  Instruct the students to move around the room 
in a circle, maintaining their own rhythmic 
movement and sounds.  Slowly ask the group  
to merge their sounds into one unit sharing a 
common rhythm.  (Drum accompaniment can 
help maintain and set this rhythm.) 

•  Draw the students’ attention to the center of 
the circle.  Ask them to allow only 2 people to 
cross the center at any one time with move-
ment and timing that is different from that of 
the circle, encouraging them to include still-

ness in their cross. (Everyone should be given 
at least 2 chances to cross the circle, depending 
on the size of the class.)

•  Next time the students cross, ask them to pay 
attention to whoever they cross with and to 
dance with them in some way.  The students 
can spend a longer time crossing the circle at 
this point.

•  Students can then have the option of entering 
and exiting as they please.

•  Allow the improvisation to take on a life of its 
own and to eventually find its own ending.

5.)  Discussion (5-10 minutes)   
After participating, students engage in a  
discussion.  Some questions that can be asked to 
inspire dialogue may be: 

•  How did you feel about giving up your rhythm 
for the group’s?  

•  What did it feel like to move against the rhythm 
of the group?  

•  Did you find it hard at any point to maintain 
your sense of the rhythm? Why?

6.)  Movement study (15-20 minutes)  
Based on their improvisation, students pair  
up and create and share a short movement  
sequence that

•  has a sequence of movement related to a  
natural rhythm of the body

• has moments of stillness
•  shows a clear relationship between the two 

people.

Students should be encouraged to use movement 
that they created during the improvisation and to 
explore themes presented in Nearing. They can then 
share their studies with the other students.

Assessment
Students can be assessed during the discussion and 
the improvisation on a scale of 1-3. A 1 would be 
given to a student for little to no participation and/
or disruptive behavior, 2 for average participation 
and 3 for excellent participation. During the move-
ment study, students can be assessed on the basis of 
their inclusion of the three components outlined.



the rhythm of things

Dances for Television Series

Introduction
This lesson applies the content and themes presented in the Dances for Television  
videodance The Rhythm of Things, to middle school standards (grades 6-8) in the fine 
arts, language arts, social studies, and life sciences. It is centered around the viewing of 
The Rhythm of Things and includes classroom activities as well as movement activities 
to be conducted by dance, physical education, or content-area classroom teachers.   
The Rhythm of Things is aligned with the fine arts standards in relation to dance, but 
could be adapted for use in music, visual art, or theater.

Description
During the course of this lesson students view The Rhythm of Things; participate in  
a discussion about the themes presented in the video; learn the difference between  
descriptive, interpretive, and evaluative statements when engaging in a dialogue about 
a work of art; engage in an improvisation activity; and create a movement study based 
on the themes presented in the improvisation and the video.  Students explore the 
sense of place; how it is used in the video as well as how to manipulate space during 
their own movement studies. The “Spaces We Live In” lesson is best for students with 
some improvisation experience. “I Come From” is a great addition if time allows or  
can serve as an alternative for groups of any skill level.



 
Objectives
By participating in this lesson, students are able to:

•  differentiate among statements of description, 
interpretation, and evaluation and use them in 
discussions about dance performance (Fine Arts 
Standard—FAS: Analyzing and Responding).

•  compose a dance to enhance understanding of 
a concept studied in a discipline outside of the 
arts (FAS: Connections, Relationships, and  
Applications).

•  recognize and discuss the difference between 
assessing the quality of a dance and a personal 
preference for a dance (FAS: Valuing the Arts/
Aesthetic Reflection).

•  discuss ways that dance is integrated into a 
community and provides examples (FAS:  
Historical, Cultural, and Social Contexts).

•  create a movement study that has clear intent, 
explores dance elements and uses choreographic 
principles (FAS: Creative Expression and  
Communication).

The Social Studies (Geography & People in  
Societies) benchmarks that relate to this lesson are:

•  define and identify regions using human and 
physical characteristics.

•  explain how the environment influences the 
way people live in different places and the  
consequences of modifying the environment.

•  explain how contact between different cultures 
impacts the diffusion of belief systems, art, science, 
technology, language and forms of government.

The Rhythm of Things can be viewed as a form of 
“visual text” as part of the language arts curriculum 
and can be interpreted and analyzed according to 
the Literary Text and Concepts of Print, Compre-
hension Strategies and Self-Monitoring Strategies 
standards in accordance with the following bench-
marks:

•  Describe and analyze the elements of character 
development.

• Analyze the importance of setting.

•  Demonstrate comprehension by inferring 
themes, patterns and symbols.

•  Explain how figurative language expresses ideas 
and conveys mood.

•  Make meaning through asking and responding 
to a variety of questions related to text.

•  Apply self-monitoring strategies to clarify confu-
sion about text and to monitor comprehension.

Materials Needed
•  Music accompaniment for the improvisation 

and movement studies
•  Large space for movement activity
•  Pencils and paper for observation
•  Chalk board, dry erase board, or large paper to 

record class discussion
•  Dances for Television DVD containing The 

Rhythm of Things

Procedure
This lesson can be conducted over two 45-minute  
periods or one 1.5-hour long period.

1.)  Pre-viewing activity/brainstorm  
(10 minutes) 
On a board in front of the class have the stu-
dents write what they know about descriptive, 
interpretive, and evaluative statements.  Discuss 
and clarify any discrepancies in understanding 
and have the students create a chart with three 
columns for descriptive, interpretive and evalu-
ative statements to take appropriate notes while 
watching the video.

2.)  View The Rhythm of Things  
(approximately 10 minutes) 
Students should watch once without taking notes 
to experience the work.  Encourage them to let it 
wash over them.  Then they should watch again 
and take notes in order to be able to participate 
in the discussion.  They can fill in the chart they 
created above with appropriate observations.

3.)  Discussion (20-25 minutes) 
Students begin the discussion by sharing their 
descriptive, interpretive and evaluative state-
ments that they developed and recorded while 



viewing the video.  The teacher should help stu-
dents to recognize and discuss the difference be-
tween assessing the quality of a dance and a per-
sonal preference for a dance.  While interpreting 
and analyzing the work various themes can be 
explored including ways that dance is integrated 
into a community; how the environment influ-
ences the way people live and move in different 
places; consequences of modifying the environ-
ment; or defining and identifying the region in 
the video using human and physical character-
istics.  What kind of landscape is it?  Have they 
ever seen or been to a place like this?  What do 
they know about wetlands in their communities 
and so on?  The dance experience could accom-
pany a field trip to a local wetland environment 
and discussion of the role these spaces place in 
our cities, suburbs and wild spaces.

4.)  “The Spaces We Live In” — a movement  
activity (45 minutes)

• Divide the class into two groups.
•  Group one imagines that they are outside in 

a field and performs movements that inhabit 
and define that sense of space. Help them by 
prompting their imaginations with descriptive 
words. For example: Picture the flowing grasses.  
How might you hide behind them?  Mirror their 
motion.  Can you maake the shape of an old 
gnarled tree?  How does the tree move?  How 
far can  you see?  How do you show us with 
your motions that you are in a large space or a 
small space?  (3 minutes)

•  Group two watches them and writes down as 
many words as they can to describe the move-
ments, paying special attention to space.

•  Group two then imagines that they are on a 
busy city street and executes the movements that 
would occur in that space.  Prompt their imagi-
nations with descriptive words (3 minutes).

•  Group one observes them and writes down as 
many words as they can to describe the move-
ments, paying special attention to space.

•  All students are then asked to move at the same 
time, still within their original space constraints. 
(3 minutes).

•  Students pair off (one from group 1, one from 

2) and pick 4 words from each of the lists they 
have created and put them in an alternating 
sequence. (5 minutes)

•  Students create a movement sequence using 
this list, either placing the actions in a different 
spatial constraint, or using the one originally 
specified. (15-20 minutes)

•  Students perform their sequences for the other 
students and the others try to guess some of the 
words that they used to inspire their movement. 
(5-10 minutes—depending on class size)

•  Students can also be encouraged to use descrip-
tive, interpretive, and evaluative statements to 
discuss the work of their peers.

5.  “I Come From” Sequence—alternative  
movement activity (45 minutes)
This exercise is a Metaphor Form taught by  
Turning the Wheel Productions, Inc., an  
intergenerational dance/theatre.
•  Hand out several sheets of paper and pencils to 

each student
•  Ask the students to write the following sentence 

stems on their pieces of paper:
• I Come From
• Once I Came From
• She Comes From
• He Comes From
• I Used to Come From

•  Encourage them to be brief and creative, to  
give real life answers or imagined stories or  
poetic answers.  Explain that “I come from 
Wyoming” is a fine place to start and then il-
lustrate how they can give it more meaning. Is 
it the wide open prairies or cowboy uncles etc.? 
(10 minutes)

•  Now they can begin improvising with the sen-
tences they created. Encourage them to explore 
many movement ideas for one word or idea. 
They do not have to describe the words (as in 
charades) but just need to have a clear idea in 
their own minds of their intent. As they explore 
movements and find something they like for 
a sentence they can then repeat it a few times 
in order to remember it and go on to the next. 
When they have movements for 3-5 sentences 



they can review them and explore the order in 
which they want them to occur (20 minutes). 

•  Finish by sharing the dances with each other. 
You may choose to see each one individually 
or to have the students perform them in small 
groups together and notice unexpected con-
nections. Clap after each showing and if there is 
time students can offer descriptive feedback and 
affirmations to each other (10 minutes).

Assessment
While the students are moving and participating in 
the discussion, the teacher can conduct a teacher 
checklist in which they would mark yes or no for 
whether or not the students participated in the dis-
cussion, moved within the appropriate space con-
straints, stayed on task, created a rich vocabulary 
list, were attentive audience members, and created 
thoughtful choreography.  The students can turn in 
their vocabulary lists and the word sequence they 
used to create their movement study, which could 
be evaluated as well. 



i am, dancer, Columbus, Ohio

Dances for Television Series

Introduction
This lesson applies the content and themes presented in the Dances for Television  
videodance, I am, Dancer, to middle school standards (grades 6-8) in the fine arts,  
language arts, social studies, and life sciences. It is centered around the viewing of  
I am, Dancer and includes classroom activities as well as movement activities to be  
conducted by dance, physical education, or content-area classroom teachers.  I am, 
Dancer is aligned with the fine arts standards in relation to dance, but could be adapted 
for use in music, visual art, or theater.

Description
Through the course of this lesson students will participate in a drama warm-up activ-
ity; view I am, Dancer; discuss and analyze the video from various points of view; and 
engage in movement improvisations to enhance their group awareness and sensitivity.  
Through the various activities students develop their own sense of a class community; 
develop tolerance for their differences; and engage in a dialogue about the communi-
ties represented in the video.  I am, Dancer was created in collaboration with Turning 
the Wheel Productions, Inc., an intergenerational dance/theatre company. The move-
ment games in this lesson are not the same as those used to create the movement you 
see in I am, Dancer but they are similar in their strategies and intent. The central phi-
losophy to convey in these exercises is that everyone can dance, all kinds of movement 
are valued in this kind of art making and that there is no right way to make beautiful 
movement. It is also an opportunity to talk about racial and social diversity and the 
roles of differently-abled people in our lives and communities. 



Objectives
By participating in this lesson, students are able to:

•  engage in movement studies focused on weight 
sharing (Fine Arts Standard—FAS: Creative 
Expression and Communication).

•  analyze the relevance of setting to the mood and 
meaning of a dance performance (FAS: Analyz-
ing and Responding).

•  identify and compare how learning strategies 
(collaboration, consensus building, decision 
making, risk taking, etc.) acquired in dance are 
used in dance and nondance careers (FAS:  
Connections, Relationships, and Applications).

•  articulate the value of dance as a means of  
communication for themselves and for others 
(FAS: Valuing the Arts/Aesthetic Reflection).

•  discuss ways that dance is integrated into a 
community and provide examples (FAS:  
Historical, Cultural, and Social Contexts).

Social Studies (Geography & People in Societies) 
benchmark related to this lesson:

•  explain how contact between different cultures 
impacts the diffusion of belief systems, art,  
science, technology, language and forms of 
government.

•  explain the diversity of the earth’s peoples and 
the diversity in our communities that can be 
seen in I am, Dancer.

I am, Dancer can be viewed as a form of “visual text” 
as part of the language arts curriculum and can be 
interpreted and analyzed according to the Literary 
Text and Concepts of Print, Comprehension Strat-
egies and Self-Monitoring Strategies standards in 
accordance with the following benchmarks:

•  Describe and analyze the elements of character 
development.

• Analyze the importance of setting.
•  Demonstrate comprehension by inferring 

themes, patterns and symbols.
•  Explain how figurative language expresses ideas 

and conveys mood.
•  Make meaning through asking and responding 

to a variety of questions related to text.

•  Apply self-monitoring strategies to clarify confu-
sion about text and to monitor comprehension.

Materials Needed
•  Musical accompaniment for improvisational 

studies
•  Markers on the floor for “the wind blows”  

activity
•  Large space to conduct movement activity
•  Chalk board, dry erase board, or large paper to 

record class discussion
•  Dances for Television DVD containing  

I am, Dancer

Procedure
This lesson can be conducted over two 45-minute  
periods or one 1.5-hour long period.

1.)  “The Wind Blows” — a drama activity  
(15-20 minutes)   “The Wind Blows” is a drama 
game used to create a sense of community and 
to help students realize attributes they have in 
common.  The premise of the game is somewhat 
like musical chairs.  Through participation in the 
activity, students must spontaneously respond  
to the speaker in the center of the circle. If they 
are left in the center, they must quickly think of 
the language to describe a personal attribute of 
their own.  

•  The activity must take place in a space large 
enough for the entire class to form a circle through 
which everyone can run and change places.  

•  Students learn the phrase to be used for the 
game “the wind blows for anyone who…;” how 
it is to be completed (likes dogs, etc.); practice 
a few times on their own and are then asked to 
think of  3 or 4 traits that they could use when 
they become the speaker.

•  Students form a circle and place behind them 
some type of marker (like a chair or shoe—
something that will not move during the activ-
ity) to indicate a place in the circle, with the 
exception of one volunteer who is placed in the 
middle and is the designated beginning speaker.

•  The speaker begins with the phrase “the wind 
blows…” and finishes it with a phrase that  



is true to him or her like “for anyone who  
has freckles.”

•  At that moment in time all of the students who 
have freckles must move to another place in the 
circle (like musical chairs) and the student who 
is left without a location is now the new speaker.

•  The game can continue like this until everyone 
has had a turn.

2.)  View I am, Dancer (approximately 5 minutes) 
Students are asked to record observations about 
the setting, communities represented in the 
video, movement forms, and interactions  
between the dancers.

3.)  Discussion (15-20 minutes) 
Students write their observations of setting, 
community, and interactions between dancers 
on the board and engage in a discussion about 
the choices made by the video artist.  In addi-
tion to these themes, students could discuss how 
contact between different cultures impacts the 
diffusion of belief systems, art, science, technol-
ogy, language and forms of government; identify 
and compare how learning strategies (collabora-
tion, consensus building, decision making,  
risk taking, etc.) acquired in dance are used 
in dance and nondance careers (why are these 
people dancing?); ways that dance is integrated 
into a community with examples from the video; 
articulate the value of dance as a means of com-
munication for themselves and for others citing 
interactions between the people in the video.  

4.)  Mirroring activity (10 minutes)
•  Students are asked to divide themselves  

into pairs.
•  The pairs move in a mirror relationship, one 

moving, while the other takes on the role of 
being a mirror image.

•  Students take turns moving and being the  
mirror, and as they change partners the  
movement can go from smaller to bigger,  
move around the room, etc. 

5.)  Weight sharing “rubber bands” (10 minutes) 
•  Students move around the room executing vari-

ous locomotor movements and when the music 
stops, they are asked to turn to the person next 

to them and first, join hands with feet facing 
each other and to lean back and share their 
weight, creating a stretching “rubber band” 
with their arms.  

•  Students repeat this a few times and then can 
change to leaning into their partner (at first 
hand to hand then experimenting with other 
body parts).

•  Students can then progress to standing up and 
sitting down together (back to back).

6.)  Flocking (10 minutes)  
Flocking is an improvisational structure that 
mimics the manner in which birds flock  
when flying.

•  Students form groups of 4 and stand in a  
diamond shape.

•  The  person in front starts as movement leader. 
The others follow her or his movement from 
behind.  When that person changes orientation,  
the front changes and the new person now in 
front is the new leader and those behind her or 
him are followers.

•  Students can be encouraged to continually shift 
front, eventually making their movements big-
ger or faster, or to move around the room when 
they become more comfortable with each other.

7.)  Improvisation with a score (10-15 minutes)
•  Students form a circle and are asked to  

improvise using the three structures practiced: 
flocking, mirroring, and weight sharing.

•  While improvising using the structure of their 
choice, students can enter and leave the circle 
when they want and should maintain a sense of 
the whole and awareness of each other.

•  Accompaniment should change throughout  
the improvisation to create different moods  
and tempos.

•  The teacher should allow the improvisation to 
create its own ending.

8.)  Closing activity/discussion (5-10 minutes) 
Students can discuss their difficulties, responses 
and feelings associated with the different impro-
visational activities. In addition, the themes of 
the discussion of I am, Dancer can be revisited.



Assessment
Students can be evaluated by their level of participa-
tion in the discussion, drama game, and improvisa-
tional activities on a scale of 1-3. A 1 would be  
given for little to no participation and disruptive  
behavior, 2 for average participation, and 3 for  
excellent participation. 


